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Who Decides? GM crops 
in the developing world

What are the key issues 
around GM crops?
How much can GM crops help feed
the growing number of people who
are undernourished – currently
estimated at 842 million people?

What is the potential impact 
of GM technology on the
environment and health?

What is the potential impact 
of GM crops on a country’s 
trade? Will they increase 
production and exports or 
reduce them if markets demand
more organic produce?

What impact will cultivation 
of GM crops have on a country’s
agricultural sector and 
food security?

Given that scientists disagree 
on how to interpret GM research,
should a society wait before 
using GM technology or 
start using it now to increase 
agricultural production?

The role of the media 
in the GM debate

To what extent does the media
represent a range of views 
and information from a variety 
of sources in covering GM issues?
The Panos report includes an
analysis of print media coverage 
in five case study countries. 

It found that:

The views of small- and large-scale
farmers are under-represented 
in the print media

Government representatives and
scientists are quoted more often than
other sources in newspaper articles

There is little investigative
journalism of GM issues, with many
stories based on announcements
from government ministries and
research laboratories 

In the five case study countries,
media coverage of GM issues 
is broadly aligned with government
policy, except in Thailand, where 
the media has mostly opposed
government plans to commercialise
GM crops

There is often limited media
coverage of GM issues in local
languages. In Kenya and Zambia, 
for example, the debate takes 
place mainly in the English 
language press, not the media 
of the majority of small-scale
farmers and rural public. 

External groups influence media
coverage. Biotechnology companies
have good access to journalists 
in countries where they have
invested in effective PR, such 
as Brazil and Kenya. Anti-GM NGOs 
also make themselves heard and
influence coverage of GM issues.

Government decisions about genetically modified 
(GM) food are having far-reaching consequences 
on food production and farmers, the environment and
possibly even human health. Scientific evidence of the
long-term impact of GM crops remains inconclusive, 
and media coverage is often polarised between 
the pro-GM industry lobby and anti-GM campaigners.

A new Panos report, The GM Debate – Who Decides?,
asks who has access to the people with the power 
to decide, who is being left out of the GM debate, and
explores how the media is covering the GM controversy.

Reporting the GM debate
This media brief is one of a set of Panos
materials which aim to support informed
and balanced reporting on GM issues. 
It includes key facts and figures about 
GM and considers the role of the media 
in the debate. It provides references 
to sources of information, highlights
crucial questions to ask and key issues 
to investigate. It also points to ways 
to ensure that a range of views and
perspectives are heard and inform 
policy-making. Other materials available
from Panos include a report, The GM
Debate – Who Decides?, which draws 
on current research and five case studies
to explore how government decisions 
are made and who has access to 
decision-makers; radio and print features;
a radio resource pack and on-line
materials. For more information contact
relay@panos.org.uk or find them on 
the Panos website www.panos.org.uk



The problem of 
GM data sources

So far, the most comprehensive
statistics on genetic modification
around the world have been
compiled by the International
Service for the Acquisition of 
Agri-Biotech Applications (ISAAA), 
a global research and lobbying
organisation that is funded 
by the biotechnology industry. 
They cannot be corroborated 
by an independent source, because
such a source does not yet exist.

A Panos report, The GM Debate –
Who Decides? explores how
decisions are made about 
GM crops. It draws on current
research and case studies 
in five developing countries.
Interviews with more than 100
people from a range of interest
groups found government
departments of agriculture, 
health, science and trade 
involved in decision-making with
departments of trade, science 
and agriculture more influential 
amongst these. NGOs tended 
to have good access to
environment and health 
ministries but less contact with
trade, science and agriculture
departments. Biotechnology
companies, international 
donors and groups representing
large-scale farmers on the other
hand had good access to all
ministries. Scientists’ views and
advice are used to support both 
pro and anti-GM stances.

Brazil: Brazil is the fourth 
largest grower of GM crops 
in the world. President Lula’s
government has softened its 
initial anti-GM stance. Media
coverage of GM issues changed
markedly in Brazil in 2002 when
companies set up the Council 
on Information on Biotechnology, 
a public relations/lobbying
organisation that promotes 
GM technology in the media.

India: India has the largest
biotechnology programme 
in the developing world. The
government has approved 
insect-resistant GM cotton, which
prompted a major public debate.
There is growing pressure for
reform of the country’s GM
regulations. The media in India 
is more balanced in its coverage
than in the other four case-
study countries.

Kenya: Among African countries,
Kenya is one of the most vocal
proponents of GM technology. 
In 2004 it opened its first research
institution in biotechnology for
carrying out tests on GM crops.
Media coverage of GM in Kenya is
intermittent and tends to support
GM technology.

Thailand: Commercial-scale
planting of GM crops has 
been banned in Thailand since
2001, and there is widespread
public opposition to GM crops.
Even GM sceptics say that 
media coverage of GM issues 
is one-sided and unsatisfactory.
Unlike Brazil and Kenya, Thailand
does not yet have organisations
funded by the biotechnology
industry to promote GM.

Zambia: In 2002, Zambia 
joined the international 
GM controversy when it refused
GM food aid offered in response
to the famine that was affecting
southern Africa. One key reason
for refusing GM food aid was 
that governments in the EU – 
an important export market 
for Zambia’s farmers – might 
then ban food imports from
Zambia. News coverage of GM
issues in the media is sparse.

The full report, The GM Debate – 
Who Decides?, including the case 
studies, is available to download from
www.panos.org.uk/resources

Living organisms are made up 
of millions of individual cells. 
Each cell contains a set of
biological instructions, known 
as genes. Each gene spells 
out one of the many thousands 
of instructions needed to build
and maintain an organism. 
In a plant, for example, genes
determine everything from the
colour of its leaves to its capacity
to resist diseases. 

Since the early 1980s, scientists
(known as geneticists) have 
been able to isolate individual
genes, extract them from the 
cells of one species of plant 
(or animal) and insert them into
the cells of another. This process
is known as genetic modification.
So far, GM crop plants being 
grown commercially are mainly
those whose genetic make-up 
has been altered to withstand
insects and viruses or to tolerate
herbicide sprays.

Who decides – what the Panos report foundGM science – 
what you need to know



GM science – what you need to know

Promise, peril or 
work in progress?
More food at lower prices, using 
less land and fewer chemical inputs.
That, say proponents of GM crops, 
is what GM technology can deliver.
But there are many concerns, not
least about the possible impact 
of GM on the environment, human
health and the livelihoods of 
small farmers.

Feed the world?

The Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO) of the 
UN estimates that 842 million
people are currently chronically
undernourished. Within 
30 years the global population 
is projected to increase by 
2 billion. In order to feed the 
world’s population it is estimated
that food production will have 
to double at least, without 
much additional use of land and
water resources. Proponents 
of GM – including governments 
and scientists, industrial-scale
farmers and the biotechnology
industry – argue that the new
technology has the potential to 
meet this need.

Scientists have developed 
or are working on crop plants 
that will:

Require fewer chemical inputs

Resist pests and diseases

Thrive in harsh conditions, such 
as poor (or arid) soils, and possibly
survive drought

Last longer in storage and during
transport

Provide greater yields

Contain additional nutrients

GM critics

Consumer groups, other NGOs,
some scientists, members of the
general public, organic farmers
and many small-scale farmers
however, are not convinced that GM
technology will feed the poorest and
undernourished. They point out that,
despite nearly a decade of
commercial activity, just four crops
dominate GM plantings around the
world – none of which is intended as
food for human consumption. 

They also doubt whether private
companies are interested in
commercialising crops aimed at
small-scale subsistence farmers and
poor consumers, who are unlikely to
buy GM seeds in the same quantities
as large-scale farmers. 

GM critics also argue that the
poorest farmers have more pressing
priorities, such as the need to 
build better road and transport 
links to their often isolated farming
communities. In addition, they 
argue that food production can be
more effectively achieved through
conventional means such as
conserving soil and rotating crops.

What governments 
have to decide

Governments have to take 
a number of policy decisions. 
For example, whether to allow 
the import of products containing
GM ingredients; whether to 
allow planting of GM crops; 
how to assess the risks from 
GM technology; who should assume
liability in the case of accidents 
or mishaps. 

Most governments say that 
they listen to a wide range 
of opinions before making policy –
though in practice, this varies
considerably between different
countries. In addition, policy 
on GM is likely to be framed around
international laws and agreements
that governments have signed 
up to. This is complicated 
by the fact that two of the main
international binding agreements
that cover imports and exports 
of GM products (the Cartagena
Protocol and the rules of the 
World Trade Organization) have 
the potential to conflict with 
one another. 

Total worldwide value of GM crops: $44 billion

Total worldwide area of GM crops: 81 million hectares

Four crops account for 99 per cent of plantings: canola, cotton, maize, soy

Number of farmers of GM crops worldwide: 8.25 million

90 per cent of crops are engineered to do just two things: tolerate herbicide sprays; resist pests

Top five GM growing nations (by area): US, Argentina, Canada, Brazil, China

Other countries with commercial GM crops:
Paraguay, India, South Africa, Uruguay, Australia, Romania, Mexico, Spain, the Philippines

source: ISAAA www.isaaa.org



What governments think of GM
On the whole, the majority of governments in the developing world see 
a role for GM technology in agriculture, and much of the research into 
GM crops in developing countries is carried out by public sector institutions.
In addition to contributing to food security, some governments believe 
the benefits of GM technology in agriculture include: helping to convert 
more small-scale farmers to large-scale farming; encouraging investment
from large foreign multinationals; and generating wealth and profits from
scientific research. One exception to this is the Zambian government, 
which is taking a much more cautious approach, partly because it is not
convinced that GM poses few risks and because it is worried about adverse
impacts on its trade with Europe and to its mostly small-scale farmers.

Differences between government departments

In many countries, the views of government departments and agencies
differ considerably. For example, ministries of environment and public health
tend to take a more critical view of GM technology than other ministries
because their principal remit is to protect public health or the environment.

In developing countries, ministries of agriculture, commerce and 
science tend to have a greater say in helping to develop new regulations 
in GM agriculture. Within a government, these ministries are often more
influential, partly because they are high-spending ministries, but also
because agriculture and trade are major contributors to the economies 
of developing countries. Science ministries, meanwhile, are often at the
centre of GM policy-making because of the scientific nature of the issue.

Environment ministries in developing countries, by contrast, have 
smaller budgets and have existed for a comparatively short period of time –
many were set up only after the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro – 
and are considered to be weaker politically than the former three. In practice
this means that often the role of an environment (or health) ministry will 
be to comment on a proposed policy that has been developed in a ministry
of agriculture or science rather than develop the policy itself.

National policy is made in 
the context of international 
rules and agreements. 
Three separate international
agreements cover production,
trade and research of 
GM crops:

the food safety guidelines 
of the Codex Alimentarius
Commission, the UN body
responsible for setting 
voluntary food safety guidelines
www.codexalimentarius.net

the rules of the World Trade
Organization www.wto.org

the Cartagena Protocol 
on Biosafety, part of the 
UN Convention on Biological
Diversity www.biodiv.org

Each agreement has separate
rules and provisions, and 
was negotiated independently 
of the others.

International
agreements on GM



Panos Resources

Panos London has commissioned many
features and radio programmes about 
the politics of GM food and farming 
from journalists in developing countries. 
The features and programmes are stored
on Panos websites at www.panos.org.uk
and www.interworldradio.net and are 
free to use. If you would like to publish 
or broadcast any of these features, 
or use them for training, you can 
download them from our websites 
or email media@panos.org.uk

Brazil: Long-running and 
often polarised debate between
government departments, 
NGOs and industry over the
content of proposed biosafety
laws; continued illegal planting 
of GM seeds; the perceived
betrayal of President Lula’s
popular environment minister
Marina Silva.

India: Government establishes
two high-level commissions 
to explore a new regulatory
framework for biotechnology 
in agriculture and health; illegal
planting of GM cotton continues;
suicides of GM cotton farmers
after crops fail.

Kenya: President Mwai Kibaki
inaugurates major new biosafety
testing laboratory, funded with the
help of the Syngenta Foundation;
national science council drafts
new biosafety bill that is placed
before parliament; small farmers
begin to organise; beginnings 
of anti-GM movement with arrival
of international NGOs.

Thailand: Public and media
backlash against Thai PM 
Thaksin Shinawatra’s plans 
to commercialise GM crops;
controversy is fuelled when 
GM seeds pollinate field 
of non-GM papaya in Khon 
Kaen province.

Zambia: Ministry of science
drafts proposed biosafety
legislation; continued impact 
of government’s decision in 2002
to reject GM food aid.

International: New data on
global GM crop coverage shows 
a 20 per cent increase on previous
year; EU ends its moratorium 
on commercial GM planting but
individual member states still
cautious; new research shows
that the public sector dominates
GM research in developing
countries – while commercial 
crop development remains 
a private sector affair; member
states of Cartagena Protocol 
begin talks on a new agreement 
on access and benefit sharing 
of genetic resources.

Recent GM stories 
in the news

What role for the media?

How the media can follow 
the GM story

The research for the Panos 
report found that much media
coverage relies on reporting
information from public
announcements or press
releases. Good examples 
of media coverage that 
went beyond this included 
the following:

Interviews and profiles of key
players in GM in the news

Opinion pieces and editorials that
might contradict a newspaper’s
editorial policy on GM

Reports based on polling data to
gauge and reflect what readers,
viewers and listeners think about
the potential of GM food

Reports from visits to farms,
universities and research 
centres to talk to scientists and
farmers, and to pass on better
understanding about how 
GM crops are being developed
and tested

Using relevant specialist
literature as a source 
for news about research into 
the economics, risks and 
science of GM

Investigations on the
relationships between
biotechnology companies 
and governments

Investigations on the claims and
announcements made in press
releases from governments,
biotechnology companies and
international and local NGOs

Questions to ask

Journalists need to be digging 
deep into some of the following
questions:

What is the role of biotechnology
companies in decision-making?

What is driving and funding
scientific research into GM food
crops – in both the public and 
the private sector?

What are the views of different
groups of farmers?

Are GM crops being imported 
or grown illegally?

Are GM crops being developed 
for local people to eat or as a cash
crop to export?

What is a government’s biosafety
policy likely to be?

Does the government have 
a strategy for communication 
and discussion about GM?

What is the government’s agriculture
and trade policy and what part does
GM play in it?

What is the impact of campaigns
from international NGOs? 

What is the nature and impact 
of biotechnology industry PR?



News-making organisations
African Centre for Technology Studies 
www.acts.or.ke
Nairobi-based policy research institute that
regularly publishes research on the relationship
between people, science, technology and the
environment. It is independent of government,
though funded by international donors.

GM Watch
www.gmwatch.org
Key website with frequently-updated news,
opinion and comment from the global 
anti-GM campaign.

International development agencies
International donors frequently sponsor 
GM-related research and other projects in
developing countries, including the Rockefeller
Foundation (www.rockfound.org) and the 
US Agency for International Development
(www.usaid.gov), which is rolling out a new
agriculture funding strategy for the developing
world, including a role for biotechnology. 

International Service for the Acquisition 
of Agri-Biotech Applications (ISAAA)
www.isaaa.org
Biotechnology industry-funded research 
and lobbying organisation, the ISAAA is expected 
to further expand its presence in developing
countries during 2005 and 2006. Also watch 
out for a fresh batch of statistics during 2005 
on the continued spread of GM crops in
developing countries.

New Partnership for Africa’s Development
and African Union (NEPAD)
www.nepad.org
www.africa-union.org
The African Union secretariat in Addis Ababa 
is largely opposed to GM agriculture. NEPAD,
based in Pretoria, is broadly in favour but is 
trying to position itself as an ‘honest broker’ 
in the GM crops debate. 

UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO)
www.fao.org
Heavily criticised by NGOs who claim that 
its 2004 annual report is too uncritical 
of GM technology, the FAO is keen to repair 
its relationship with civil society and will 
be an important source on GM news during 
2005 and 2006.

UN Convention on Biological
Diversity/Cartagena Protocol
www.biodiv.org
Hosts the Cartagena Protocol that governs 
GM organisms. This website provides
information on news, publications and meetings
of the protocol’s 100+ member countries. 
Its annual meeting of member countries takes
place in May 2005.

Biotechnology companies and NGOs
Get to know key people in the industry and 
NGO sector. Both of these (in addition to
governments) often use journalists to release
important (and sometimes controversial) 
news in ‘leaks’ to the press. Often, information is
supplied to journalists who closely follow 
the issue. Also, look out for the arrival 
of international NGOs in Zambia and more
professional biotech industry PR in Thailand.

News sources
Food Safety Network
www.foodsafetynetwork.ca
A comprehensive, must-have source for 
any journalist who needs to closely follow 
a GM story, this daily email list-serve is compiled
by the mostly pro-GM University of Guelph 
in Canada. 

Gaianet
Contact: gaia@gaianet.org
Good source of news and comment on 
a breaking GM story anywhere in the developing
world, this periodic email list-serve is compiled 
by the London-based Gaia Foundation, a small
NGO that is mostly opposed to GM in agriculture.

id21
www.id21.org
Free development research reporting service
offering the latest UK-resourced research on
developing countries.

Science and Development Network
www.scidev.net
Authoritative source of news on science 
from developing countries; includes a dossier 
on GM crops. 

World Bank research newsletter
http://econ.worldbank.org

Linkages Update
Contact: enb@iisd.org
www.iisd.ca
Fortnightly electronic newsletter published 
by a project of the Canada-based International
Institute for Sustainable Development.

The report, The GM Debate – Who Decides? 
An analysis of decision-making about 
genetically modified crops in developing 
countries, is available to download 
from www.panos.org.uk/resources

For a printed copy email 
media@panos.org.uk
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Additional Panos Resources

Panos’ Environment Programme
www.panos.org.uk/environment

InterWorld Radio
www.interworld.net
Free online news features and resources 
for radio stations

Panos Pictures
www.panos.co.uk
Photo agency representing 
photographers worldwide with archive 
of over 500,000 images


