
Are most GMO safety studies funded by industry?

nti-GMO activists, many of them financed by organic food companies, claim that the GMO
safety consensus is based on biotech industry-funded studies and thus cannot be trusted. Gary
Ruskin, co-founder of the organic food advocacy group U.S. Right to Know (USRTK), argues: 

The agrichemical companies are unlikely to support research that may undermine their financial interests.
Meanwhile, there is a declining amount of public funds available for agricultural research . That means
less funding for independent studies to assess health and environmental risks of genetically engineered
food and crops.

According to Michael Hansen, a critic of GM foods with Consumers Union, “Look at what the FDA says
when they approve a food: ‘It is our understanding that Monsanto has concluded this is safe.’ They just
rubber-stamp it.”

The assertion that biotech companies do the research and the government just signs off on it is
inaccurate. In practice, companies finance and execute voluntary testing, as that’s the way the US
approval process was set up in the 1980s. But absolutely every biotech firm “volunteers.” That’s because
the FDA can stop any GMO crop from going to market. Moreover, regulatory review by the USDA and the
EPA is mandatory in every sense.

This shared regulatory responsibility is divided up based on each agency’s expertise. The FDA evaluates
all foods grown from genetically modified seeds to confirm they are “substantially equivalent” to their
conventional counterparts, ensuring that the new foods are nontoxic and nonallergenic. The USDA
evaluates GMO crops to see if they will pose a plant pest risk once released into the environment. And as
a final layer of regulatory oversight, the EPA evaluates insect- and virus-resistant GMO crops, “plants that
are pesticidal in nature,” the agency says, to ensure they won’t pose a threat to the environment or human
health.
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International standards for industry-funded research are similarly rigorous. The European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) mandates that biotech companies demonstrate their products are substantially
equivalent to foods already available in EU supermarkets, before the new items can be sold. Food safety
rules established by the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) likewise declare that studies must
identify any possible allergen or toxin that may be present in GMO crop varieties before they can be
commercially grown. No other foods, including organic products, intended for human consumption face
such extensive safety evaluations.

Furthermore, this entire process is subject to extensive peer input and criticism in the form of public
comments from independent medical and scientific experts. This virtually eliminates the possibility of
“powerful corporations” buying science that favors their economic interests, a practice USRTK’s Ruskin 
argues is widespread. The Science Media Centre, a UK-based science outreach group, adds:

[T]here are . mechanisms within science to protect experiments from [industry] influence. Experimental
design and the peer review system should protect research from bias and, on top of that, [most research]
institutes have contracts with industry which allow researchers freedom to publish the facts as they are
discovered.

After the initial round of approval studies, independent researchers often do their own analyses, which
typically confirm the results of industry studies. For example:
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In a meta-review published in a peer-reviewed, high impact factor journal, Critical Review of 
Biotechnology in 2013, the authors evaluated 1,783 research papers, reviews, relevant opinions, and
reports published between 2002 and 2012, a comprehensive process that took over 12 months to
complete. The review covered all aspects of GM crop safety, from how the crops interact with the
environment to how they could potentially affect the humans and animals who consume them.
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Many of those studies were independent, including more than one hundred funded and overseen by the 
European Commission over more than two decades. The results:

The main conclusion to be drawn from the efforts of more than 130 research projects, covering a period
of more than 25 years of research, and involving more than 500 independent research groups, is that
biotechnology, and in particular GMOs, are not per se more risky than e.g. conventional plant breeding
technologies.

A February 2015 study published in the journal Nature Biotechnology also challenged the view that
biotech firms control the safety evaluations of their products. For the study, Miguel Sanchez, a scientist
with the biotech firm ChileBio, evaluated the funding sources of 698 studies published between 1993 and
2014 that looked at the environmental and human health impacts of GMOs. Sanchez found that 60
percent of the scientists involved in these studies had no financial relationship with biotech companies.
Cornell University’s Alliance for Science summarized the study’s conclusions:

58.3% of published papers ‘have no financial or professional COIs, as the authors were not affiliated with
companies that develop GM crops and also declared that the funding sources did not come from those
companies,’ Sanchez reports.
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