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How China can enhance adoption 
of biotech crops
To the Editor:
The development of new approaches for 
creating genetically modified (GM) crops 
continues apace, yet societal and public 
policy decisions slow or prevent their 
adoption. This is unfortunate, especially 
in China, which has so much to gain and 
has done much to harness the power of 
biotech for the public good. China, the 
most populous country in the world, was 
until recently classified as a developing 
country1. As migration from the rural to the 
urban areas continues, and a burgeoning 
middle-class is developing, food security 
and environmental stewardship have 
become national goals. GM crops should be 
part of the solution. However, the voices of 
anti-GM groups have become louder and 
more difficult for the government to ignore, 
so officials have been cautious in promoting 
GM technology and implementing its 
adoption. In the “No. 1 Central Document” 
published in January, the government 
touted “agricultural modernization” with 
a push to “more efficient, inclusive and 
environment-friendly” farming. With 
respect to implementation of GM products, 

we believe the government should be doing 
more, not only for its own people but also 
as a world leader affecting global policy for 
agricultural innovation. For that to happen, 
two important needs should be integrated 
into policy.

First, efforts aiming to develop GM 
crops should be focused on balancing the 
benefits to the producer, consumer and 
environment. Currently, the traditional sole 
focus of increasing yield is inappropriate2,3; 
this must be expanded to include 
production of high-quality, safe and low-
cost food, produced in an environmentally 
responsible manner. The Chinese 
government has already stated this in its 
“No. 1 Central Document.” Therefore, GM 
technology that reduces pesticide and labor 
inputs fits in well with this government 
charge. Advances in gene editing may even 
supplant the more traditional forms of 
genetic engineering. A successful example 
of editing was demonstrated with hexaploid 
bread wheat4,5 that was developed by 
Chinese scientists for the domestic market. 
Investment in Chinese biotech can also 
help develop the appropriate biotech 

products for the world market that will 
have consumer and environmental benefits, 
as well helping other countries build their 
scientific capacity.

Second, equally if not more important, 
is the need for the Chinese government 
to develop a committed and well-funded 
educational program on biotech for the 
public. Several recent studies indicate that 
an increasing proportion of the Chinese 
public opposes GM technology6,7. The 
increased frequency of food safety scandals 
in China has caused consumers to be more 
wary of their food and more skeptical 
of the government; and with so much 
misinformation readily available about 
GM, biotech crops may become collateral 
damage. Custom-designed educational 
programs are urgently needed to educate 
consumers about the safety of GM crops 
and the foods derived from them. We 
appeal to the government to develop such 
programs and increase public dialog. 
Chinese scientists will be key in this effort 
because they have the most knowledge 
about biotech and are trusted by the general 
public. Additionally, they are best able to 
identify and correct the misinformation, 
spread by anti-science groups opposed to 
GM crops, which permeates some of the 
news media. It is important that researchers 
gain the confidence of the public so public 
policies on GM crops and biotech can move 
forward.
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