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1. Summary of petition

The petitioner calls for better information for consumers on the labelling on the packaging of 
food, pharmaceuticals, animal feed, cleaning and washing products and textiles which have 
been manufactured or processed using genetic engineering techniques. The cultivation of 
genetically modified plants is constantly increasing. For example, a large proportion of food 
products of animal origin comes from animals fed exclusively or partly with such feedstuffs. 
Genetic engineering is also used in many medicines, cleaning and washing products and 
textiles. The petitioner claims that consumer information on the use of genetic engineering is 
currently completely inadequate and in some cases misleading.

He therefore calls for all products to be correctly and accurately labelled.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 26 March 2020. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 9 July 2020

EU legislation provides for a well-defined regulatory framework on genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs), and in particular Directive 2001/18/EC1 and Regulation (EC) 

1 Directive 2001/18/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 March 2001 on the deliberate release 
into the environment of genetically modified organisms and repealing Council Directive 90/220/EEC, OJ L 106, 
17.4.2001.
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1. Food and feed, including food of animal origin

Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003 provides that all food or feed containing GMOs, consisting of 
a GMO or produced from a GMO placed on the market have to be authorised and labelled. 
These requirements do not apply to products, which have been obtained from animals fed with 
GMOs, such as eggs, meat or milk. 

It is worthwhile to recall that the labelling provisions in Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003 were 
adopted after a thorough debate between the Council and the European Parliament, and with 
full consideration of the consumers’ right for information in mind. The issue of labelling of 
products originating from animals fed with genetically modified (GM) feed was also part of 
this debate. 

The co-legislators agreed that it was not appropriate to include such products in the scope of 
the Regulation, and that therefore these would neither be subject to the authorisation 
requirements, nor would have to be labelled as ‘GM’. 

The rationale of this decision is explained in Recital 16 of the Regulation, which provides that 
the determining factor to decide if a product falls under its scope is whether material derived 
from the GM source material is present in the food. This is not the case for the above-mentioned 
products. 

The European Food Safety Authority, after thorough analysis of existing scientific evidence, 
published a statement on 19 July 2007, concluding that: 

- biologically active genes and proteins are common constituents of food and feed in 
varying amounts. After ingestion, a rapid degradation into short deoxyribonucleic acid 
(DNA) or peptide fragments is observed in the gastrointestinal tract of animals; 

- to date, a large number of experimental studies with livestock have shown that 
recombinant DNA fragments or proteins derived from GM plants have not been 
detected in tissues, fluids or edible products of farm animals like broilers, cattle, pigs or 
quails.

This being said, the EU legislation does not forbid the use of “GM-free” labels signalling that 
foodstuffs do not contain GM crops, or were not produced using GMOs, provided that they 
respect the general rules on food labelling laid down in Regulation (EU) No 1169/2011 on food 
information to consumers3, and in particular that the information on the label is not misleading 
for the consumer. Such “GM-free” labels exist in several Member States (e.g. in Austria, 
Germany, France, Hungary, Poland, Greece, Italy). 

2 Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 September 2003 on 
genetically modified food and feed, OJ L 268, 18.10.2003.
3  Regulation (EU) No 1169/2011 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2011 on the 
provision of food information to consumers, amending Regulations (EC) No 1924/2006 and (EC) No 1925/2006 
of the European Parliament and of the Council, and repealing Commission Directive 87/250/EEC, Council 
Directive 90/496/EEC, Commission Directive 1999/10/EC, Directive 2000/13/EC of the European Parliament and 
of the Council, Commission Directives 2002/67/EC and 2008/5/EC and Commission Regulation (EC) No 
608/2004, OJ L 304, 22.11.2011, p. 18.
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In the same vein, voluntary labels “Food obtained from animals fed with no GMOs” ensure, in 
case the local markets call for such a need, transparency concerning the specifications of the 
feed used in livestock breeding, and in particular, whether this feed contains GMOs. Indeed, 
such labels allow the consumer wishing to avoid buying products from GM fed animals, to 
clearly identify and choose food products corresponding to their preferences. 

In some other Member States (Belgium and Sweden), the labelling of the type “GM-free” is 
forbidden. 

The Commission published in July 2015 a study4 providing an overview of the scopes and 
specifications of these labels in the EU. According to this study, “GM free” products are mostly 
present on local (national) markets; the single market does not seem to be affected to the extent 
that a harmonisation at EU level would be justified. 

2. Products other than food and feed (pharmaceuticals, cleaning and washing products and 
textiles)

The regulation of genetically modified organisms is harmonised at European level by Directive 
2001/18/EC on the deliberate release into the environment of GMOs. This Directive defines an 
“organism” as “any biological entity capable of replication or of transferring genetic material”, 
thus applying only to living organisms, which can reproduce in the environment and can cross 
national borders. The purpose of this Directive is to control the risks resulting from the 
deliberate release into the environment of living GMOs. 

At all stages of the placing on the market of the authorised products falling into the scope of 
this Directive, the labelling of the product indicating the origin from GMOs is mandatory. This 
obligation provides to consumers transparent information and enables them to make an 
informed choice when purchasing the products. 

For the time being only few such products other than food and feed have been authorised under 
Directive 2001/18/EC for the placing on the EU market (genetically modified carnations5) and 
cultivation of one genetically modified maize6. 

Medicinal products containing or consisting of GMOs must be authorised under the EU 
legislation on medicinal products: Regulation (EC) No 726/2004 laying down Community 
procedures for the authorisation and supervision of medicinal products for human and 
veterinary use7 and Directive 2001/83/EC on the Community code relating to medicinal 
products for human use8. The environmental risks of these medicines is assessed in parallel 
with the scientific evaluation of their quality, safety and efficacy. The requirements for the 
environmental impact assessment are equivalent to those laid down in Directive 2001/18/EC. 
The labelling requirements of medicinal products are harmonised across the EU and are driven 

4 http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/health_food-safety/dyna/enews/enews.cfm?al_id=1621
5 https://gmoinfo.jrc.ec.europa.eu/gmc_browse.aspx 
Before being placed on the EU market, GMOs shall be authorised under Directive 2001/18/EC; if their uses include 
food and feed, they shall be authorised under Regulation (EC) 1829/2003.
7 Regulation (EC) No 726/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 31 March 2004 laying down 
Community procedures for the authorisation and supervision of medicinal products for human and veterinary use 
and establishing a European Medicines Agency, OJ L 136, 30.4.2004, p. 1–33.
8 Directive 2001/83/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 6 November 2001 on the Community 
code relating to medicinal products for human use, OJ L 311, 28.11.2001, p. 67–128.

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/health_food-safety/dyna/enews/enews.cfm?al_id=1621
https://gmoinfo.jrc.ec.europa.eu/gmc_browse.aspx
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by considerations related to, for example, the protection of patients, in particular by requiring 
clear information on composition, adverse events and conditions for administration. For 
example, a gene therapy product that is based on a modified virus and contains a GMO will 
have this information displayed.

Cleaning and washing products and textiles do not contain living GMOs, and therefore do not 
fall within the scope of Directive 2001/18/EC.

Conclusion

The Commission would like to stress that European legislation requires that products 
containing, consisting of or, if food and feed, produced from GMOs are clearly labelled in order 
to allow consumers to take informed purchase decisions as regards GMOs and genetically 
modified food and feed products. Therefore, the Commission considers that consumers’ rights 
regarding safety and complete and transparent information with respect to GMOs are fully met.


