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1. Summary of petition

The petitioner is seriously worried about the spread of genetically modified organisms. She 
claims that GMOs may be used to insert silent viruses into the human genome. These viruses 
would then be activated by a chemical signal, thus making it possible to dominate whole 
populations. The petitioner maintains that there are no guarantees that this will not happen. 
She also considers that there are great dangers in the use of pesticides. Given that the 
companies that manufacture these products consistently deny that they are toxic, she is 
seriously concerned about what they do with the GMOs that they also produce. The petitioner 
sees similar dangers in the use of nanoparticles. She calls for the suspension of research into, 
and the spread of, GMOs, pesticides and nanoparticles.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 8 September 2011. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 20 April 2012

The Commission's comments on the petition
GMOs
The European Union's set of rules governing the cultivation and food/feed use of GMOs aims 
to protect consumers' health and the environment. The first EU legal framework was adopted 
in the early 1990s and has been strengthened by the adoption of Directive 2001/18/EC on the 
deliberate release into the environment of GMOs, and of the Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003 
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on GM food and feed. Under this regulatory framework, the European Food Safety Authority 
(EFSA), composed of high level independent scientific experts, is responsible for assessing 
any potential risks of GMOs, taking due account of the scientific state of the art. It is only if 
this assessment is positive that an authorisation of the GMO can be granted. Today, this 
authorisation process is considered among the strictest and most comprehensive one for GMO 
applicants worldwide. 

As a matter of fact, the Commission is not aware of any cases of harm to human or animal 
health since the introduction of GMOs into the global market in the mid-1990's. 

Beside its activities on safety assessment and authorisation of GM products, the European 
Commission through its Framework Programmes for Research has funded over 130 projects 
since 1982, looking at the general biosafety of genetically engineered organisms. None of 
these research projects, involving more than 500 independent European and international 
research groups, concluded that GMOs are more risky than conventional or organic plants. 
The results of these research projects have been published and are accessible via the following 
links:http://ec.europa.eu/research/quality-of-life/gmo/ and
http://ec.europa.eu/research/biosociety/pdf/a_decade_of_eu-funded_gmo_research.pdf. 

In line with scientific advances, the biosafety of GMO continues to be a subject of current and 
future research projects funded by the EU.

In addition to looking at the biosafety of GMOs, other projects funded under the Framework 
Programmes for Research also contributed to creating more fundamental knowledge about the 
functioning of biological systems, which today is being used to address major global 
challenges. For instance, these challenges include the fight against HIV, in which the 
Pharma-Planta project1 has made significant advances, which could facilitate preventing the 
transmission of the disease in the future. 

The marketing and use of pesticides in plant protection in the Union are subject to a 
comprehensive risk assessment, involving the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), and 
strict authorisation procedures. In the past, Directive 91/414/EEC laid down the legal 
framework which foresaw that only those substances can be marketed if it was demonstrated 
that their use was safe for human health, including their residues in the food chain, animal 
health and the environment. 

Meanwhile, that Directive has been superseded by Regulation (EU) No 1107/2009 which 
contains enhanced requirements. For example, it stipulates that substances of particular 
concern, such as carcinogens, mutagens, endocrine disruptors, substances toxic for 
reproduction cannot be approved, unless exposure to humans is negligible. It also establishes 
a mechanism for the substitution of more toxic pesticides by safer (including non-chemical) 
alternatives.

Nanoparticles

Nanoparticles are usually defined as particles having sizes ranging from 1 to 100nm. As such, 
nanoparticles occur naturally in the environment, are incidental effects of human activities or 
are deliberately engineered. They cover an enormous range of products, from emulsions and 
                                               
1 http://www.pharma-planta.net/index.php?pg=40
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natural substances to highly sophisticated pharmaceuticals and from paint ingredients, present 
on the market for decades, to newly designed materials for environmental purposes 
(remediation, energy savings, etc).
For example, nanotechnology enabled early diagnosis of chronic diseases and improved 
hearing and viewing aids that can improve the quality of life of the elderly. The NANOEAR 
project has developed therapies for inner ear disorders using nanoparticles which are 
targetable, biodegradable, and traceable, and equipped with controlled drug release, 
revolutionising inner ear treatments. In the field of energy, nanotechnologies are used to 
develop highly energy efficient batteries and fuel cells as well light weight cars permitting the 
progress towards low-carbon transportation system.

Safe and responsible development of nanotechnologies has been the policy that was pursued 
over the last years. For this purpose, since 2004, about 40 nano-safety projects have been 
funded representing a total investment of 185M€ (of which 130M€ from FP6 and FP7 
budgets). So far, there has been no conclusive evidence that nanomaterials in general are more 
hazardous than existing products. Research is, however, still necessary to identify if there are 
possible hazardous nanomaterials, the extent to which humans and the environment are 
exposed, and how their risks can be contained. The scientific results of these projects are 
openly disseminated through scientific publications and through the annual publication of the 
nanosafety cluster compendium (http://www.nanosafetycluster.eu/home/european-nanosafety-
cluster-compendium.html).

The European Commission pursues a coherent regulatory approach, culminating with the 
ongoing revision of the coverage of nanomaterials of the existing legislation. It will 
communicate whether and how their implementation should be adapted with regards to the 
latest validated scientific results. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the current legal framework of EU authorisation of GMOs is considered the 
strictest and most comprehensive worldwide, together with the applicable rules and 
procedures in place for GMO risk assessment. The biosafety research funded by the EU over 
the last 25 years did not find GMOs to be more risky than conventional or organic crops. 
Finally, a small number of striking examples illustrate remarkable benefits GMOs might 
provide under given circumstances. 
With regard to engineered nanoparticles and nanomaterials, the new technologies using them 
are inherently linked to new benefits that they bring to society but, as with any new 
technology, any possible risks have to be adequately addressed. The risk governance approach 
followed today is to ensure that effective precautions are put in place against the risks of new 
technologies as well as to avoid dealing with unforeseen and harmful consequences of 
innovative consumer and engineered products. 


