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MONITOR D
BLO

cemned.

The Monitoring-cum-
Evaluation Committee
(MEC) shouldreport to
GEAConbiosafety and envi-
ronmental issues, whilg post-
release monitoring should be
the responsibility of the
Union agriculture ministry
andICAR. )

In practical terms, this
means cutting back the
GEAC’s powers. At present,
they are the sole authority to
deny or clear a particular Bt
gene on all counts, economic
and environmental,

Regarding selection of
crops for developing trans-
genics, the panel report says
that national interests like ex-

ternal trade shouldbe kept in
view while taking up research

GEAC will sacrifice powers if M S Swammathan panel gets its way

ASHOK B SHARMA
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HE regulatory mech-

anism for biotechnol-

ogyfinally shows signs
of getting off the ground. For
starters, the M S Swami-
nathan Panel on Applications
of Biotechnology in Agricul-
ture wants to cut back the
powers of the existing regula-
tory authority, the Genetic
Engineering Approval Com-
muttee.

The GEACwasamulti-
disciplinary body headed by
anadditional secretary-level
official from the Ministry of
Environment and Forests.
The last three years have seen
six chairmen come and go,
triggering a great deal of con- -
sternation in the industry.

The Swaminathan panel
has suggested that pendmg
the Lstabhshment ofan au-
tonomous Agricultural
Bio' .chnology Regulatory
Autsiority (ABRA), there-
lea -, notification and regis-
trat:on of transgenic crops for
commercial cultivation be

done by the Indian Council of
Agricultural Research
(ICAR) and the Union agri-
culture ministry. The panel
has limited the powers of the
GEAC to “onlyenvironmen-
tal clearance”.

The panel report, which
has been submitted to the

ecommending biotech -
- applications in the ‘
_pharma sector. The pane

will suggest measures to

‘streamline the regulatory::

- mechanism and proces

. for uise of living modified.:
orgamsms (LMOs) at;

Union agriculture ministry
and will be eventually taken
up for discussion in the Cab-
inet, criticised the existing
process of clearance as
“lengthy and cumbersome,
as is evident from the time
taken for release of Bt cot-
ton”.

With aview to hasten the
process of clearance of GM
crops, the panel report said
“once an extant/transgene has
been declared bio-safe, its de-
rivatives need not alwaysbe
evaluated for bio-safety again.
Such derivative cfop varieties
can be evaluated onbasis of
largescale trials by ICAR and
released after satisfactory’
value for cultivaﬁon anduse
(VCU) trials”.

Intherun-up tothe
ABRA, the Swaminathan
panel suggests, approval pow-

" ersfor contained andiopen

field trials for biosafety stiould
rest with the Review Commit-
tee on Genetic Manipulation
(RCGM) while the multiloca-
tional farmer’s field trials are
the sole responsibility of
ICAR and the company con-

projects in transgenics. The

importance of traditional”

Basmati rice and soyabean in

the export market is a case in
Int.

The panel also suggests
labelling and traceability
norms for genetically modi-
fied (GM) products, estab-
lishment of Codex norms in
GM foods and protection of
organic farming zones and
agro-biodiversity sanctu-
aries from the effects of
cross-pollination of
GM crops.

It has suggested
“gatheringof dataon |
theimpactoftrans- |
genicson biodiversity
in crop fields,on
mode] of recent
studiesin UK. .
The panel report
pleads for special
government- -
sponsored insur
ance scheme for,’
GM crops, ven:
ture capital assis= .
tance for the trans=" - - %
genic crops industry and
private-publicsector alliance

mends fanners’ ‘participa-
tory assessment in the'evalu-
atxonof GM crops. It also

abioted] expert.

‘ The reportalso suggests
strengthening the Seeds Act
and environment Jav’s to
deal with possible
illegal prolifera-

and 'propk)ses
asingle-win

dow informa-
tion centre on
all aspects of

bioethics and
biosafety.
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