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 ñAwareness on GM Foodsò 

A Conference organized by  

Bangalore Chamber of Industry and Commerce (BCIC)  in Bangalore 

On Thursday, April  21, 2011 

 

Executive Summary 
 

A Conference on Ȱ!×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÎ '- &ÏÏÄÓȱ ×ÁÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ Bangalore Chamber of 
Industry and Commerce (BCIC) under the aegis of its Agro & Food Processing Committee in 
Bangalore on Thursday, 21st April 2011 at Hotel Taj West End, Bangalore. The Conference 
was sponsored by Department of Biotechnology, Government of India, New Delhi, Monsanto 
India Ltd, Mahyco, Naga Ltd, Avesthagen Ltd, Rama Agro & Food Products, Coimbatore Roller 
Floor Mills Pvt. Ltd.  Also the Conference had the support and active participation from the 
Department of Agriculture, Government of Karnataka. 
 
Background 
 
A transgenic method of breeding crops, which was only a research topic a few decades ago, 
has transformed the world agricultural scenario today.  Both food and non-food transgenic 
crops are now grown on about 148 m ha in 2010 throughout the world.   With the 
introduct ion of Bt cotton in India in 2002, India has become a net exporter in 2009 from 
being a net importer in 2002.  Bt brinjal, which is the first GM food crop, while has completed 
all mandatory tests for release to market, has hit a road block in the form of a moratorium.  
Various concerns have been expressed by different people on transgenic crops and GM foods 
derived from them over the years and across the globe.  
 
Objective of the Conference  
 
This Conference aimed to bring together eminent knowledgeable luminaries who have 
significantly contributed to the developments in this area to throw light on the concerns, 
clarify the status on many of them and update the participants with the latest developments 
in this area of science, regulatory and other developments thereby create an awareness on 
GM Food based on facts and science, and not on opinions and arguments.  
 
About the Conference  
 
A total of 168 participants attended the Conference which included members from the Food 
Processing Industry (88 participants), Academia (42 participants), Technology Providers (27 
participants), Seed Industry (17 participants), and General (4 participants).   There was also 
significant representation from Government of Karnataka with  the presence of the Principal 
Secretary and Additional Secretary from Ministry of Food Processing.  Representatives from 
the media were also present on the occasion. 
 
The Conference included 6 carefully chosen presentations on selected subjects delivered by 
highly experienced and luminaries in their areas of specialization, who have driven 
significant developments in GM Food area in India and abroad.   
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Mr. Murali Ganesan, Chairman, Agro and Food Processing Expert Committee, BCIC, welcomed 
the gathering and introduced the subject and set the scene for the conference.   
 
Following is, in brief, a summary of each of the presentations by the Speakers: 
 
1. Dr. K. K. Narayanan, Managing Director, Metahelix Life Sciences Limited 

Bangalore, and Past President of Association of Biotechnology Led Enterprises 
(ABLE) - Agricultural Group, spoke on the Ȱ3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅ 'ÅÎÅÔÉÃ -ÏÄÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ 
TechnologyȱȢ  (Å ÅÌÕÃÉÄÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÄÅÔÁÉÌȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ Á ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ×ÁÙȟ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ×ÈÉÃh 
lead to genetic modifications and indicated that the genetic modifications have been 
happening ever since man domesticated plants with examples.  He elucidated the 
principles of Genetics and the life of father of Genetics, Gregor Mendel, who laid the 
foundation of the current day science of Plant Breeding.  The GM food crops result from 
introdu ction of specific genes through the process of transformation, and lead to 
intended improvements in a faster and more precise way than through the conventional 
plant breeding.  He underlined the significance of transgenic foods produced through 
biotechnology and said it helped in saline tolerance and above all in improving yields.  
He sought to debunk the disinformation/misinformation about the safety aspects and 
long term adverse impact of GM Foods. 

 
2. Dr. Shantu Shantaram, Executive Director, Association of Biotechnology Led 

Enterprises (ABLE) ɀ Agricultural Group, described at length on the Current global 
developments in the GM Foods area.  He stated that about 148 m ha of GM crops are 
currently cultivated, which includes both food and non-food crops in 29 countries 
including the developed and developing world.  The traits that are addressed for genetic 
improvement through the GM route include insect tolerance traits, herbicide tolerance 
traits, virus tolerance traits and nutritional improvement traits.  They all are expected to 
bring significant value addition to agriculture and to the consumer.  He also covered in 
brief the global regulatory practices which govern the release of GM Food crops to the 
environment and to the market. He stressed on the need to develop confidence on 
regulatory authorities and measures taken by them to constantly evolving reliable safety 
standards for assessing GM foods.  He said that it was imperative to draw a line between 
the scientifically assessed information based on available data and opinionated 
information proffered by anti GM food lobbyists. 

 
3. Dr. S. Raghavendra Rao, Advisor, Department of Biotechnology,  Ministry of Science 

and Technology, Government of India, New Delhi, gave a very detailed account of the 
regulatory practices in India that govern release of GM crops through the regulatory 
systems of various committees. He said agriculture Biotechnology hogged the priority 
with sustained investments that saw the setting up of Centres of Excellence, supporting 
basic and applied R&D in Universities/Institutions. He also explained in great detail  the 
efforts made by the Government of India to promote biotechnology science and products 
in India and various schemes and programmes which are being  funded by Government 
of India.  He clearly indicated the issues that are involved in the GM Food regulation and 
the steps taken by the Government to educate the general public on these issues. 
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4. Dr. Sesikeran, Director, National Institute of Nutrition (Indian Council of Medical 

Research) Hyderabad and a member of the Review Committee on Genetic 
Modifications (RCGM) gave a lucid analysis of the present status of pre-approval 
testing underlining the need for consolidating the gains from the reliable assessments 
based on dependable models by promoting active interaction between technology 
developers, testing labs and regulators for arriving at good safety standards. He gave in 
detail the science and rationale behind every test and informed the very receptive 
audience that the current Indian battery of tests conducted is of global standards and the 
results are accepted by the international regulatory systems. He also underlined the 
need to develop a network of organizations to facilitate complementary services for 
fulfilling comprehensive testing requirements.  

 
5. Dr. Jagadish Mittur, Sr. Vice President, Bio-Agri Division Avesthagen, Bangalore, 

gave a talk on the Ȱ&ÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÏÄÓȟ .ÕÔÒÁÃÅÕÔÉÃÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ '-ȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ 
described the work being done in this area at Avesthagen, a leading organization in this 
area.  He said that currently there are no functional foods or Nutraceuticals arising out of 
the GM route.  He went on to discuss a specific concern regarding GM technology that it 
affects the biodiversity, and proved that it actually helps in maintaining the diversity by 
increasing the life of a variety in the market, which otherwise would be out of the market 
due to its susceptibilities. He further added that biotech has the potential to transform 
and optimize the existing resources to come out with products that would enable 
availability of reasonably priced nutrition supplements, preventive and curative medical 
products, fortified and specialized products for health benefits such as vitamins, 
minerals etc. 

 
6. Dr. P. G. Chengappa, former Vice Chancellor, University of Agricultural Sciences, 

Hebbal and Consultant, International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and 
member of Scientific Committee of food Policy Research Institute gave a talk on 
ȰEmerging Markets for GMOs : Market PerceptiÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ #ÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓȱȢ  In his talk, he 
spoke about the challenges that would face the GM Foods when they are introduced in 
the market, especially on labeling, tracking, segregation, co-existence, etc leading to a 
change in the way food and the raw material in the food processing industry.  He talked 
about the likely demand scenario for GM Food ɀ which was not clear at the moment.  He 
said that although technology awareness has made a successful impact, the current 
industry strategy of public education and advocacy advertising for the general 
technology does not appear to be making any headway with consumers and is unlikely 
to be any more successful in future years, if marketing theory and evidence are correct.  

 
 
Conclusion  
 
There was a lively question and answer session, which was moderated by Dr. M. J. Vasudeva 
Rao, President Ag Technologies, Metahelix Life Sciences, Bangalore, with the speakers 
forming the eminent panel to answer questions from the audience.   
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The bottom line is that adoption of innovative products requires transparent self-
assessment. This step is for the most part not possible in any major market. Government 
regulations in the EU and Australia have impeded market access for many GM crops, while 
mandatory labeling rules have encouraged food processors and retailers to remove most of 
the rest of GM foods from the market.  Nevertheless, we are puzzled by this problem for two 
reasons. First, the biotechnology industry's success in marketing their technology to 
producers and some of their products (albeit mostly whole foods) to consumers should have 
shown the industry the value of proactive marketing. Second, given dominant status of the 
lead players in the industry, we would have thought that they could influence the consumers 
to vision out of their difficulties about specific GM foods. 
 
The way forward: Let the free market decide on GM food 
 
 
The Conference ended with a vote of thanks from Mr. T. S. Sampath Kumar, Secretary 
General, BCIC proposed a hearty vote of thanks to all the Speakers and said that the 
interactions were more focused and purposeful.  He also thanked all the participants and the 
Sponsors, Department of Biotechnology, GoI and the Government of Karnataka for their 
support and co-operation in making this Conference a grand success.   
 
 
 
      Event Photos 
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