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Reasoned policymaking on GM crops requires a philosophical, as well as scientific analysis, argues
Andreas Christiansen [1].
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This argument may sound controversial; after all, shouldn’t GM policymaking be based on science?
However, there is no such thing as “policy based on science”, at least in the sense that no policy is
justified by reference to science alone.
We always also need to make normative assumptions about what is valuable, just, right, or good. Of
course, policies can - and should - be science-based in the sense that scientific findings are respected
when considering which policies to implement.

The value of philosophical analysis lies in making explicit normative assumptions, and critically asking
whether those assumptions - along with the scientific facts - justify certain policy conclusions.
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In this article I will illustrate how this is important in EU GM crop regulation. The full analysis has
recently been published in the journal Transgenic Research.
The aim is to assist stakeholders and policymakers by uncovering the tacit and often invalid ways of
reasoning that shape opinions on controversial issues such as GM crops.
For example, the analysis formed part of the background material for a recent statement by the
Danish Council for Ethics [7], arguing in favour of using GM crops to solve serious problems.
None of the best arguments for being against GM crops justify restrictive policies like those in place in
the EU.
The background is a presumption in favour of GM crops, based on their benefits, e.g. in terms of
sustainability or food security; the principle that people should be free to do what they want, provided
that they do not (in a broad sense) harm others or disproportionately harm the environment.
Both presumptions can be overridden by other considerations -but, not in this case.
Here are three examples of why prominent anti-GM arguments do not work.
"A logical and critical analysis of arguments aimed at restricting GM crops shows that
plausible normative assumptions, which may also be shaping public opinion, do not justify
certain policy conclusions"
Risk
Let us assume that we should be relatively averse to taking risks, and that (at least some) GM crops
may have sufficiently adverse effects.
Even so, the current process-based authorisation procedure is not justified, only a trait- or productbased one is. The reason is that trait-based authorisation already entails more testing of GM crops, to
the extent that this is warranted.
Because all risks are due to a crop’s novel traits, only regulation on this basis can be warranted. Traitbased regulation is, essentially, equality before the law: Under such a regime, all novel plants will be
treated equally, and all novel plants with potentially risky traits will be tested.

Naturalness
There are several ways of defining the terms ’nature’ or ’natural’, and equally many ways of arguing
that they have value.
The putatively anti-GM view I assume here is that biological entities are natural when they are
independent of human intervention, and this independence means that they have a certain value in
themselves.
In this view, we have good reasons not to replace natural things with non-natural things, like GM
crops. But since GM crops will replace other things that are not natural in this definition—namely
highly cultivated crops, which are far from independent of human interventions—the view cannot
justify restrictions on GM crops.
Organic farming
In many countries, including Denmark, it is a widespread view that organic farming is superior to both
conventional and GM farming.
Let us assume this is true. Still, we must ask: In virtue of what is organic farming superior?
A moderate view would argue that organic farming is good because it is seen as a more sustainable
and environmentally friendly approach, while a radical view would propose that organic farming is
good because it represents working “with nature” rather than against it.
Restricting GM crops based on the value of organic farming now presents us with a dilemma: The
moderate view is normatively plausible (and popular); but it does not work as an anti-GM argument,
since many GM crops are compatible with the normative aim of sustainability such as , improved
insect resistance or drought tolerance.
"Reasoned policymaking on GM crops requires a philosophical, as well as scientific
analysis"
In the radical view, GM crops are incompatible with the normative aim since the very technique of GM
can be considered as not working “with nature” - but that normative aim is much less attractive and
popular.
I suspect that organics-based arguments for restricting GM crops typically combine the attractive
normative account of the moderate view and the clear incompatibility between GM and the aims of
organic farming of the radical view. This is a fallacy and should be avoided.
As the examples illustrate, a logical and critical analysis of arguments aimed at restricting GM crops
shows that plausible normative assumptions, which may also be shaping public opinion, do not justify
certain policy conclusions.
Indeed, I believe that no arguments that both represent cogent reasoning and respect scientific facts
support these policies.
So there are no good reasons not to allow and even promote the use of GM crops under a suitable
trait-based risk regulation scheme.
And to the extent that GM crops can aid in solving serious problems, such as the effects of climate

change and food security in a growing world, it is imperative to do so.
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