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To
Ursula von der Leyen, President of the EU Commission
Frans Timmermans, Executive Vice-President
Stella Kyriakides, Commissioner for Health and Food Safety 
Phil Hogan, Commissioner for Trade
Virginijus Sinkevicius, Commissioner for Environment, Oceans and Fisheries 
Marija Gabriel, Commissioner for Innovation, Research, Culture, Education and Youth 
Janusz Wojciechowski, Commissioner for Agriculture

03/03/2020

Dear President, Vice-President and Commissioners

No speeding up of EU approval for GMOs 

We are writing to you after becoming aware that the EU might be
about to speed up the approval  process for genetically  engineered
organisms imported into the EU as part of a mini trade agreement with
the Trump Administration.

Testbiotech has followed the issue of  GMO EU approvals for many
years. We frequently file comments during the official EU Commission
consulting  process  regarding  upcoming  new  approvals  and  EFSA
opinions. Our work has resulted in a number of publications in peer
reviewed journals showing the current gaps in EU risk assessment (see
some references below). Just recently we presented the findings of the
international  RAGES research project (Risk assessment of genetically
engineered  organisms  in  the  EU  and  Switzerland)  in  Brussels  (see
below). The project was carried out completely independently of the
interests of the biotech industry. 

Our findings show that risk assessors and risk managers in the EU have
failed  to  sufficiently  deal  with  the  risks  to  public  health  and  the
environment. The current approval process does not take all relevant
risks into account, instead it mostly confines its focus to those risks that
can be most easily assessed. Consequently, current standards of risk
assessment are  not  sufficient  to determine the safety of  genetically
engineered organisms. They fail to fulfill legal requirements to apply
the  “highest  possible  standard” to  “any  risks  which  they  present”
(Regulation (EC) No. 1829/2003).
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The EU Commission failed to deal with these problems satisfactorily during its last term in office, in fact,
it mostly just defended current standards. This is surprising since neither the EU Commission nor EFSA
or the biotech industry ever produced a detailed analysis refuting our scientific findings. EFSA simply
defended its position by claiming that our work would not find anything new. However, this is missing
the point. It is not surprising that EFSA is already aware of some deficiencies in the current practice.
Experts from member states, the EU Parliament and scientists have for many years repeatedly tried to
make EFSA and the EU Commission acknowledge these issues. We should all agree that risks, problems
and deficiencies in risk assessment will not disappear just because they have been evident for some
time. On the contrary, these problems need urgent solutions. 

In view of  this situation, we urge the EU Commission not to agree to any trade
deal that might hinder the EU in putting higher risk assessment standards in place
for  genetically  engineered  plants,  or  which  might  enable  fast  track  approval
procedures with potentially lower standards. A rigid time frame of two years for
the  approval  process  is  not  appropriate  if  the  complex  risks  of  genetically
engineered plants have to be assessed in detail. 

Instead,  the EU Commission should,  as  part  of  the Green Deal,  actively  organise a process to re-
evaluate market approvals issued so far, assessing their overall and combinatorial impact on the food
and feed chain as well as on the environment. At the same time, the findings of scientists working
independently of the interests of the biotech industry should be given sufficient weight. In addition, the
considerable number of resolutions adopted by the EU Parliament within the last few years should be
taken into account. Many of these resolutions are critical of the current approval process for not being
sufficiently  based  on  rigorous  scientific  standards.  They  further  admonish  the  lack  of  democratic
legitimacy of the approval process. 

One of the promises of the Green Deal is to increase transparency and consumer information, as well as
to make EU agriculture and food systems more sustainable in an effort to protect the environment and
the climate. However if the Commission pushes ahead with fast-tracking GMO approvals as part of the
trade deal with the US, this would threaten the precautionary principle as a foundation of EU policy-
making and contradict the Commission’s overall goal of strengthening the protection of public health
and the environment.

With kind regards 

Dr. Christoph Then Astrid Österreicher

Contacts: 
Christoph Then, Director, + 49 151 54 63 80 40
Astrid Österreicher, EU policy advisor, + 32 23 15 33 08 



Further information on RAGES: 
Factsheet: Overview of RAGES findings 
www.testbiotech.org/en/content/rages-factsheet-summary 

The reports published by RAGES: 
www.testbiotech.org/en/content/research-project-rages   
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