
Intr oduction
The issue of modern

biotechnologies and the
use of Genetically Modi-
fied Organisms (GMOs) is
one of the most relevant
currently interesting the a-
gri-industrial sector and, in
Italy, it is particularly felt
by public opinion.

Modern biotechnologies
break the limits posed by
the species' differences
making the concept of
species obsolete; they push
even further, surpassing
the limits existing between
the vegetable and animal
kingdoms: it must measure
the degree of the effects,
advantageous or disadvan-
tageous, of this transgress.
In reality, the produced
break manifested itself
with all its explosive force
even in Italy, where the po-
sitions of farmers, trade as-
sociations, industry, con-
sumers and other interest-
ed parties are quite in con-
trast and in continuous
evolution and where the a-
gricultural system is main-
ly oriented towards typical
productions of elevated
quality and the territory is
extremely parcelled out
and (considering its con-
formation) with scarce
possibility of distancing
traditional and biological

cultivations from geneti-
cally modified ones.

In order to shed light on
this intricate matter, part
one of this paper will il-
lustrate an overall picture
of current norms, on a
Community and national
level, in terms of agri-
biotechnologies (par. 1),
also emphasizing main
problems that originated
in this context; in part two
(par. 2) emphasis will be
given to the role of re-
search in Italy on geneti-
cally modified organisms
and to issues relative to
current experimentations;
lastly (par. 3) with the aid
of available data, there
will be an attempt to com-
plete the overall Italian
picture, considering the
positions of the various
forces acting in the com-
plicated issue of biotech-
nologies, as well as the
role and importance that
information could take up
in this area.

1. Community 
normative on the
GMO subject

In Europe the legisla-
tion on GMOs is evolving
rapidly, reflecting the de-
velopments achieved on a
technical and scientific
level and responding to
the scepticisms or the op-

position of consumers and citizens towards non-manipulat-
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Abstract
The issue of modern biotechnologies and the use of Genetically Modified Or-
ganisms (GMOs) is one of the most relevant currently interesting the agri-in-
dustrial sector and, in Italy, it is particularly felt by the public opinion. The en-
gaged path, which brought to an ample and complex normative picture com-
prising regulation and incentive of eco-compatible productions and the regu-
lation of quality brands based on origin designation, is in total opposition with
all that GM products represent. Therefore, there is the need for GMO research
to develop freely, since there is the permanent necessity, even on behalf of
public administrators, to have adequate scientific parameters to operate ra-
tional choices to defend agricultural operators and consumers' interests. Today,
the priority is to protect GMO-Free supply chains on which all main typical
regional productions are based and, in these cases, the imperative is “zero tol-
erance”: on the contrary there is the possibility to compromise a source of rel-
evant interest for the rural economy of the majority of the Italian territory. In
Italy the position of farmers, trade associations, industry, consumers and oth-
er interested parties are quite in contrast and in continuous evolution. In order
to shed light on this intricate matter, part one of this paper will illustrate an
overall picture of current norms, on a Community and national level, in terms
of agri-biotechnologies, also emphasizing main problems that originated in
this context; in part two emphasis will go on the role of research in Italy on ge-
netically modified organisms and to issues relative to current experimenta-
tions; lastly, with the aid of available data, there will be completed the overall
Italian picture, considering the positions of the various forces acting in the
complicated issue of biotechnologies, as well as the role and importance that
information could take up in this area.

Résumé
Les biotechnologies modernes et l'utilisation des organismes génétiquement
modifiés constituent l'un des sujets les plus intéressants dans le secteur agro-
industriel, très ressenti par l'opinion publique italienne. Toutefois, les règle-
ments et les encouragements en faveur  des productions éco-compatibles s'op-
posent  aux produits génétiquement modifiés.  Voilà pourquoi, il faut encour-
ager la recherche portant  sur  ces OGM vu la nécessité exprimée par les ad-
ministrateurs publics d'avoir des paramètres scientifiques pour défendre les a-
griculteurs et les intérêts des consommateurs.  Aujourd'hui, il est prioritaire
de protéger les filières sans OGM qui sont à la base des productions ré-
gionales typiques et dans ces cas la tolérance est égale à zéro. Par contre,  on
peut envisager un certain intérêt pour l'économie rurale italienne. En Italie,
la position des agriculteurs, des associations commerciales, de l'industrie et
des consommateurs est parfois en contraste et en évolution continue.  

Afin d'éclairer ce sujet,  la première partie de ce travail  illustre les directives
à l'échelle communautaire et nationale dans le domaine des agro-biotech-
nologies en soulignant les problèmes principaux du secteur ; la deuxième par-
tie examine le rôle de la recherche en Italie sur les organismes génétiquement
modifiés et sur l'expérimentation ; pour conclure, grâce aux données
disponibles, on présente la situation italienne en considérant les forces en œu-
vre dans le cadre compliqué des biotechnologies tout comme le rôle et l'im-
portance de l'information dans ce secteur.
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ed foods with conventional techniques.
Basically, the normative relative to the process defines

criteria and modalities to carry out experimentations
(Fonte, 2004), in laboratory and open field, with GMOs and
to commercialise products that contain them. In this case:

- Directive EC 2001/18, that established the criteria rela-
tive to simplified procedures for deliberate emission of ge-
netically modified plants in the environment, that replaces
the previous Directive EEC 90/220;

- Directive EC 98/81, regarding the confined use of ge-
netically modified micro-organisms, which replaced the
previous EEC 90/219;

- the EU Decisions specific for each product authorized
for commercialisation (with immediate validity on all Eu-
ropean territory).

An important fact is also that a GM product, authorized
for commercialisation in accordance to the above men-
tioned laws, enters the market only following additional
compatibility verifications with other sector norms, to
which the product belongs.

The normative relative to the product concerns all possi-
ble uses that it could have. Food products made of GMOs
are regulated mainly by the following acts:

- Regulation 258/97/EC “Novel foods”, concerning new
food products and ingredients that have to be put on the
market. In order for these products and ingredients to be put
on the market, it is necessary that they do not present any
risk for consumers' health, that they do no induce con-
sumers in error and that they do not differ from other food
products and ingredients destined to their substitution, to
the point that their normal consumption could determine
nutritional disadvantages;

- Regulation 1139/98/EC relative to “Labelling of certain
GM products”, containing or obtained from GM organisms:
particularly soybean and corn seeds;

- Regulations 49 and 50/2000/EC, concerning labelling
and limit value for certain GM products (including those
with food additives). The goal is to harmonize, on a Com-
munity level, the labelling conditions of food products con-
taining genetically modified additives and flavours, so that
all consumers receive information on their presence avoid-
ing that intra Community trades face new obstacles that
could be caused by the adoption of different legislations in
the subject;

- Regulation 178/2002/EC on food safety, with which all
necessary measures adopted to guarantee greater safety in
foods and animal nutrition to European consumers;

- Regulations 1829 and 1830/2003/EC on the new thresh-
old values, the “unique identification codes” and the
farmer's obligations.

These regulations define criteria for the commercialisa-
tion of food products of new introduction including la-
belling principles and modalities for products containing G-
MOs or by-products; they anticipate threshold values over
which it is necessary to give specific product information

through appropriate labelling systems; lastly, they presume
analytical and monitoring systems not always available.

As regards GMO-label: all food and animal feed in which
the presence of authorized genetically modified material is
over 0.9% will have to be labelled; the obligation is ex-
pected also for those products that derive from GMOs but
that during the refining process, have lost their traces; the
Parliament excluded from the labelling obligation the prod-
ucts of animal origin, like meat, milk, eggs, even if deriv-
ing from livestock fed with GM feed; for thirteen varieties
of GMOs not yet authorized there is the introduction of a
threshold tolerance of 0.5% for three years; thresholds do
not include seeds for which they will be fixed at a slightly
lower level in a separate EU Directive (limits from 0.3% to
0.7% are being considered); “Unique codes of identifica-
tion” are expected to be assigned to each authorized GMO
in the EU; producers will indicate the presence of GMOs a-
long all supply chain passages and they will keep the dec-
larations for five years.

All Community normative in the subject of biotechnolo-
gies is implemented on the notorious “precaution principle”
which justifies resorting to temporary measures to avoid a
potential risk demonstrated by available scientific and tech-
nical data. In other words, it concerns cases in which scien-
tific evidence is insufficient, not conclusive or doubtful and
preliminary evaluation indicates that there are reasonable
motivations to think that the potentially dangerous effects
for the community and the environment could result unac-
ceptable and incompatible with the selected protection lev-
el. This principle not only represents a distinctive element
of Community policy, but also the main reason of debate in
international relations with the American normative, that is
based on the presumption of substantial equivalence, ac-
cording to which, since genetic engineering products are i-
dentical (or similar) to products obtained through tradition-
al development techniques, the risks related to the first have
to be necessarily identical (or similar) to those related to the
second. The debate is still open and difficult to resolve
(Josling, Sheldon, 2002), especially because international
commerce rules do not dictate any specific discipline for
the marketing of biotechnological products, but they can
only perceive certain violations or limitations of commer-
cial obligations engaged within the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO).

1.1.The particular situation of Italy
The goal, that is being pursued in Italy for a long time

now, is that of privileging the valorization of an agriculture
based on typical and high quality products, that do not stale
on stereotyped range of productions. This choice is not a
sufficient reason to bring to question tout court, genetic en-
gineering instruments, since these can be used by re-
searchers for objectives that are close to the interests of the
above mentioned agriculture.

Italy does not have a passive role enacting norms relative
to the use of modern biotechnologies, in the sense that its

NEW MEDIT N. 2/2006

38



action does not limit itself to implement only what is de-
cided on a Community level: an example is given by DPR
(Presidential Decree) 128 of 1999, that prevents the use of
GMOs in food destined to infants. In particular, for what
concerns seeds destined to farmers and not directly for food
purposes (including GM ones), which are subject to the
main controversies, the regulation relative to their produc-
tion and commercialisation is represented by Law 1096/71
on seed activity, by Decree of the President of the Italian
Republic 1065 of 1973, and by Law 195/76, MiPAF (Min-
istry for Agricultural and Forest Politics) ministerial mem-
orandum 36559 of 1998 (Protocol Register Tests for GM
Products) and the Legislative Decree 212/2001 that applied
Directive 98/95, which includes specific modalities for ex-
perimentation, production and commercialisation of genet-
ically modified varieties.

Lastly, one must specify that the suspension in force in
the EU (with Italy among the main actors) since 1998 on
importation and cultivation of new agricultural products
based on biotechnologies, is going through a critical phase
(Sorrentino and Aguglia, 2003) and it will be even more
(following the already approved labelling dispositions) at
the time in which completely new guidelines on the coexis-
tence of various cultivation methods (conventional, organic
and GMO) will be approved. With these last ones, substan-
tially the European Commission specifies the level of com-
petence reserved to the member states, each of which will
become responsible for the management on the territory of
the previously stated problem of the coexistence. As re-
gards Italy, its principal objective is that the choice is con-
ceived for homogeneous agricultural areas, in such a way to
avoid the risk of diffused contaminations: there is a great
probability that the Italian agricultural producers will
choose in wide majority not to use biotech products, pre-
ferring, instead, traditional productions and of quality.
However, within July 2005, as the other members of the
EU, Italy had the assignment to set the rules (as the dis-
tances to be respected among the GM fields and the tradi-
tional ones) that they will have to be received in the re-
gional plans. From that moment the Regions had one year
to formulate the local plans that will prohibit to cultivate G-
MOs, giving the opportunity to the farmers to choose the d-
if ferent types of seeds present on the market. The strongest
application of a lot of Italian Regions is always to forbid the
GM cultivations in the regional territories, but in lack of
such eventuality, in order to preserve the agricultural biodi-
versity, the national normative on the coexistence will have
at least to assure the normal development of the GMO-free
cultivations.

2. Research on GMOs and experimenta-
tions: the role of Italy

In Italy the CNR (Centro Nazionale Ricerche-National
Research Centre) played a strategic role in the development
of biotechnological research in Italy. After a pioneering

phase delegated to researchers' free initiative, having inter-
national connections with advanced foreign colleagues, all
technologies of DNAmodifying techniques were intro-
duced in Italy.

Basically, the activity of CNR in the biotechnological re-
search has materialized in a few “Finalized Projects”. A FP
is a group of coordinated activities to achieve objectives of
relevant social-economic interests for the country, through
the involvement of all the national scientific systems' com-
ponents (CNR research bodies, universities, enterprises,
other public and private entities). Also of importance was
the FP“Biotechnologies and Bio-instrumentation” (Btbi),
activated in 1988: this FP, due to tendencies emerged in the
past from classic feasibility studies, was mainly devoted to
biotechnologies applied to the biological and medical sec-
tor, and to a smaller extent to chemistry. However, the proj-
ect excluded Btbi research dedicated to sectors that didn't
prove to be sufficiently mature, with very few exceptions
deriving from the application of general process technolo-
gies to the agri-industrial and environmental sectors. The
last FP's global budget can be estimated at about 50 million
euros, distributed over a greater than ten year period.

Of course, biotechnologies also represent a growing mar-
ket (graph 1) that, in 2005, should reach a revenue of 142
billion euros. The study of International Service for the Ac-
quisition of Agri-biotech Applications (ISAAA, 2005) re-
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Source: International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech Applications - ISAAA
(2005).

 Source: International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech Applications - ISAAA
(2005).

Graph 2. Biotech countries (% over 90 mil ha) - 2005

Graph 1. Cultivated areas with GMOs in the world: trend 1997-2005



ported that approximately 8.5 million farmers in 21 coun-
tries planted biotech crops in 2005 (see also graphs 2 and
3). Notably, 90 percent of these farmers were in developing
countries. In fact, the absolute growth in the biotech crop
area has been higher in developing countries (6 million
hectares) than in industrial countries (3 million hectares).
United States and United Kingdom ahead of all, followed
by Germany, France, Holland, Ireland and Japan are invest-
ing greatly in biotechnological research, strategically posi-
tioning themselves to maximise their profits from produc-
tion and commercialisation of biotechnological products.
Currently, Italy is in net and unequivocal delay: not only for
dimensions of the industrial structure (about 250 biotech
companies with 5000 employees) and revenue (about 2.7
billion euros in 2000) but mainly for the scarce institution-
al support to research in the biotechnological field. That is
why research and development expenditure is, in Italy, far
from that of rival countries, such as the United Kingdom,
Germany, France and the Scandinavian countries (graph 4).

Until today, throughout the European Union over 1800
authorizations have been granted to the experimental culti-
vation of genetically modified varieties (these varieties are
subject to experimentation only and not commercialisa-
tion). The record for experimentation goes to France, fol-
lowed by Italy1 (graph 5); a cautious behaviour has been
taken by countries such as Germany, Ireland and Austria
(which are the countries with less notifications). Despite the
high number of experimentations, cultivation authoriza-
tions for commercialisation (in the EU) are scarce (certain
varieties of soybean, beet, corn, chicory and tobacco). The
most experimented varieties are: soybean, corn, colza, rice,
cotton, tomato, chicory, tobacco, beet, potato, olive, vine,
kiwi, strawberry, cherry, melon, chrysanthemum, sunflow-
ers. The main changes concern: resistance to herbicides (e-
specially glyphosate) and insects (especially Pyralis fari-

nalis), male sterility (the well known Terminator
seeds of Monsanto), inhibition of spoilage (particu-
larly in tomatoes). The number of genes used in
these modifications is not higher than ten. In partic-
ular, the resistance to herbicides and insects is the
most exploited modification in the agri-economic
field; in fact, 90% of transgenic plants have these
characteristics. Beyond these considerations, one
should try to understand which actual risks for hu-
man health could derive from the consumption of
transgenic foods.

3. The position of interested parties
in the subject of agri-biotechnologies
in Italy

The issue of the introduction of modern biotech-
nologies in the agri-industrial sector has triggered a
series of reactions by all categories involved, which

led to often contrasting positions (even within theoretically
close groups, at least for the pursued objectives), in terms
of the various themes in question: from the risk evaluation
to the traceability system, from the issue of coexistence of
the various cultivations to the question of labelling, from
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the discussion on threshold limit to the undisputable con-
sumers' protection. Thanks to the help of official documents
from the various parties involved, the vision, on the GMOs
issue, of various trade associations, industry and consumers
is given. Also, particular attention was given to the role of
the media and to the information system in general in terms
of biotech, as well as the contribution they can provide to
help solve a complicated and felt issue like the one dis-
cussed here.

3.1. The position of trade associations
3.1.1. The freedom of choice of Confagricoltura

The position of “Confagricoltura” (that gathers certain
category federations and represents agricultural companies
in all the main national and international institutional of-
fices) on the difficult issue of biotechnologies, was based e-
specially on the consideration of scientific opinions and ori-
entations. In fact, if one emphasizes that a certain GMO can
be harmful to human health or the environment, according
to the confederation it is necessary to adopt all countermea-
sures to avoid those effects, while guaranteeing accurate
and constant monitoring of the situation, which means that
in the absence of such evidence, delays to the introduction
of novelties in the agricultural production field, could rep-
resent the loss of interesting opportunities for operators,
even economically speaking, as well as environmental ad-
vantages for the environment and consumers. In other
words, according to Confagricoltura, the acceptance or re-
jection of genetically modified organisms in agriculture
cannot derive from a preconception or a moral judgement.
Once the field is cleared from every possible risk to food
and environmental safety, there should not be any hesitation
to take on decisions that move towards their adoption.

With this in mind, it is also important to say that a simi-
lar behaviour guarantees the respect of everyone's behav-
iour and ideas, as long as it can be combined with a logic of
maximum diffusion and information transparency. In con-
crete, according to Confagricoltura, if we move towards the
introduction of GMOs in the agricultural field, consumers
must be able to choose, easily and with necessary aware-
ness, to opt for a GMO or a GMO-free supply chain prod-
uct. It is the notorious subject of labelling that even the Eu-
ropean normative recognized as an essential element to buy
consumer's trust towards GMOs. The usual and scientific
approach would allow to avoid contradictions determined
by certain political choices made in the past few years at
various decisional levels. In Europe, while there is the “s-
ingle market” principle for the trade of agricultural prod-
ucts, farmers of certain countries are allowed to forbid the
use of transgenic varieties: a prohibition that translates in a
potential competitive disadvantage. A similar and paradox-
ical situation is the one that compares Italian agriculture
and farmers with the realities of the non EU member coun-
tries, in which, the use of GM segments is fully authorized:
these countries' agricultures (especially those of the USA

and Latin America) are strongly competitive.

3.1.2. A similar vision: the Cia and the need for
monitoring

On the subject of biotechnologies, the position of the
“Confederazione Italiana Agricoltori” (Cia) stresses the im-
portance of a strong coordination between research streams
that gradually become effective in the various EU member
states, through a European institution that assures synergies
and information exchange and experiences among the dif-
ferent project realities. Also, it would be important that
farmers would be involved in research and applied experi-
mentation processes, since they are the most suitable sub-
jects to identify objectives, and at the same time respecting,
with coherence, the conservation and protection needs for
the planet's genetic resources.

The Cia thinks these are actions that should be adopted in
the short period considering that it is realistic to imagine an
imminent European take-off in the commercialisation of
transgenic products with the coming into force of the refer-
ence normative. The commitment of single national author-
ities will have to concentrate in the following months in
perfecting warranty measures that can concretely guarantee
consumer's freedom of choice through a separation of agri-
industrial GMO supply chain from conventional ones. Ad-
equate analysis and monitoring systems will be necessary
for products admitted to commercialisation to avoid that the
various supply chain phases could have meeting points. At
the same time, probable risk phenomena deriving from the
cultivation and commercialisation of new products will
have to be monitored in the long term. As known, as far G-
MOs go, a group of monitoring tools able to guarantee a
transparent system, based on consumer's information and
on the everyday knowledge and managing of international
commercial flows by competent authorities, has not been
created yet. This is due not only to an imperfect normative
on an European level, but also to an inadequacy of moni-
toring systems for which the authorities of member coun-
tries are competent.

3.1.3. A different viewpoint: the opposition of
Coldir etti

“Coldiretti”, the organization made by different regional
and provincial federations, has recently declared its opposi-
tion to transgenic cultivations with profit goal, for a series
of reasons. The possibility of producing certain large con-
sumption plants, like tomatoes, directly in laboratory,
would transform farmers in wage earners of the big foreign
companies and the main Italian profit, food quality and dif-
ferentiation, would be swept away. Another problem is that
transgenic fields could contaminate the natural ones, a pre-
occupation shared by numerous operators of organic agri-
culture. Until transgenic cultivations are kept strictly segre-
gated from the natural ones, the problem does not exist.
However, if the transgenic should be cultivated with a com-
mercial goal, it would be difficult to avoid cross pollination,
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or the accidental crossing between natural and modified
species, with unknown consequences. The opposition is
welding with that of other countries' associations, like the
French Confédération Paysanne and the American National
Family Farm Coalition, to organize a global opposition.
The transgenic cultivations are regarded as an economic
and environmental threat, also because they ignore the mul-
tifunctionality of agriculture. Cultivation cannot be consid-
ered solely under the productive aspect, but also in view of
the role that it plays in maintaining the territory and within
a region's economy.

Coldiretti strongly supports a mandatory insurance
regime for those who deliberately put GM seeds, endanger-
ing the environment, to compensate damages caused to-
wards farmers who choose the organic production method
and that see their harvest contaminated: this position is
based on the proposal of a Community compensation fund
of the food supply chain, to finance with withdrawals on
transactions of genetically modified merchandise or with
insurance premiums paid by those who choose biotechno-
logical cultivations. This protection measure will be neces-
sary when the principle of coexistence between organic and
GM crops is introduced, to which Coldiretti opposes the
risks emphasized by the relation of the EU Centro Comune
di Ricerche of the municipality of Ispra in Lombardy about
the impossibility of coexistence owing to contamination
problems.

According to research conducted by Inipa-Ager (the
Coldiretti institute for agricultural training), in 2005 con-
sumption of organic products is 5 billion euros, about 3.3%
of total food consumptions. This is why, according to
Coldiretti, against the rapid growth of the organics, it is
necessary to adopt all protective measures towards con-
sumers and farmers to avoid putting on the market products
that recall organic productions without presenting neces-
sary guarantees.

3.2. The position of the Italian industry
3.2.1. The caution of Federalimentare

The Italian food industry thinks that the issue of applying
biotechnologies in agriculture should be evaluated with sci-
entific rigour and attention, on the basis of clear and uni-
form rules on an international and Community level, con-
sidering potential advantages that could derive. “Federali-
mentare”, which gathers a great number of associations
from the agri-industrial sector, is favourable to a correct and
useful information to consumers, through a clear and real-
istic labelling and through the diffusion of scientific acqui-
sitions, by institutions in charge, on the real nature and on
the characteristics of genetically modified products. The
lack of information leaves the field open to commercial
speculations and political exploitations and it creates dis-
orientation in consumers. To ensure correct labelling, it is
indispensable that the competent Community institutions
define the missing normative elements for the entire agri-

industrial supply chain; in the meantime, while waiting for
the definition of this normative picture, and for the consol-
idation of the necessary widespread consent of the scientif-
ic community and considering consumer's sensibility, the
industry is using all possible caution to avoid the use of in-
gredients containing GMOs. The necessary step after the
fixation of a threshold is to anticipate a monitoring activity
aimed at verifying the exactness of what is contained in the
labels. The food industry states its willingness to operate in
great information transparency and consequently it ex-
presses strong perplexities on the use of declarations on the
labels such as “GMO-free”, since, until there will not be a
precise and complete regulation along the entire agri-indus-
trial supply chain, this information could result misleading
to consumers. For the same reason, even the diffusion of
discriminating lists, since they cannot be based on certain
and objective criteria, can disorient consumer's choices.
Lastly, the food industry considers essential to protect all
subjects present on the market (producers, distributors, con-
sumers, etc.) that the interested parties give proposal con-
tribution (in the competent offices), so that the monitoring
institutions in charge of granting authorizations acquire full
responsibility and authority in managing the issue.

3.2.2. Assobiotec: the promotion of genetic engi-
neering

The position of “Assobiotec” is very precise. Assobiotec
represents Italian biotechnological companies and it
favours the full development of biotechnologies acting in
various directions: collaborating with national institutions
in defining financial and fiscal policies suitable to favour
the introduction and the diffusion of innovation; interacting
with institutions, nationally and on an European level, in
the regulation of biotechnological activities (research and
development, production, commercialisation and use of
products, intellectual property); promoting research pro-
grams of strategic interest for the bioindustry; favouring the
participation of Italian companies to biotechnological re-
search and development activities financed by the EU with-
in the technological research and development programs;
reinforcing the collaboration among research institutions
and small-medium companies in every sector of the
biotechnological innovation field. Particularly, for the agri-
industrial sector, in order to increment global food re-
sources, Assobiotec promotes a kind of agriculture that pur-
sues new biotechnology developments that offer additional
protection to farmers, as well as improvements in harvest
and a more efficient use of natural resources. According to
the association, the scarce familiarity with this kind of in-
formation has probably contributed to strongly influence
the comprehension and the acceptance of biotechnologies:
with negative consequences, particularly in Italy, on devel-
opment prospects of a scientific and technologic sector ex-
tremely promising and able to offer consistent benefits to
society, food, health, economy, environment. According to
Assobiotec, agri-biotechnologies represent a resource of
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exceptional importance to improve quality and food nutri-
tional value and the most serious option to guarantee a sus-
tainable environmental future; also, they would allow to in-
crement cultivations' productivity and guarantee food at
lower costs. All this would be based on ample safety guar-
antees due to the rigid discipline of scientific research, be-
sides norms and regulations that do not have equals in the
agricultural and food fields.

3.2.3. Large Distribution and the bent towards a
GMO-fr ee supply chain

In terms of agri-biotechnologies, the Large Distribution
(LD) does not really have an official position and certain
considerations can be made only thanks to the main initia-
tives that, in recent years, were taken in this matter by the
main chains. In 1999, an European consortium of distribu-
tion chains decided to ban its transgenic products. This con-
sortium, led by the English Sainsbury, was joined by vari-
ous European distribution chains: Marks & Spencer (UK),
Carrefour (France), Delhaize Le Lion (Belgium), Migros
(Switzerland), Superquinn (Eire) and the Italian Esselunga.
The consortium assures the exclusion of GMOs from pri-
vate labels, or products sold with one's own label. In Italy,
the initiative of Esselunga was followed by Coop, which
communicated it was studying a plan to exclude biotechno-
logical products. According to Esselunga's initiative, over
700 suppliers have to indicate which products are free from
GM ingredients and additives. Coop, instead, with refer-
ence to private label, is working on an agreement plan that
will involve the entire supply chain to which suppliers refer
to. In the case of cookies sold with
the Coop label, the exclusion a-
greement of biotechnological
products will involve suppliers of
ingredients or additives used by
the processing industry that pro-
duces cookies.

Later on, various farmer's repre-
sentatives signed, in October
1999, a commitment protocol with
the large distribution (Coop Italia)
to acquire the non genetically
modified product “at the source” ,
in order to guarantee consumers
from the absence of genetic ma-
nipulation in all food chain pro-
duction phases with the goal of
satisfying consumer's requests,
careful of quality and product ori-
gin and to search for a food that represents not only nutri-
tion but also satisfaction. The LD's initiatives are aimed at
guaranteeing a 100% “GMO-free” supply chain, in coher-
ence with normative measures: in this context the fixation,
in July 2003, of the new GMO labelling normative was of
great importance.

3.3. The position of consumers
In Italy, in the past decades, the “primary” sector was so-

licited to produce more, to meet the requirements and satis-
fy the country's food needs. The technological innovation
permitted to satisfy this general need; but now the situation
has changed. Consumers are particularly careful of food
quality and safety and of the productive processes' impact
on the environment and perceive the use of biotechnologies
in the agri-industrial system as a threat to all this (see graph
6). New consumer's demands become an input to diversify
the agricultural offer. From research conducted in the past
years at retail outlets of the main national distribution
chains, the majority of consumers does not wish to pur-
chase products that reveal the presence of GMO ingredients
on their labels.

The use of genetically modified organisms in agriculture
represents an option to evaluate carefully. The lack of cer-
tainties, that currently distinguish these productions, in-
duced the main trade associations in the national agricul-
tural sector to apply the precaution principle, through a
“safe sowing” and “safe breeding” program. This program
aims at guaranteeing product transparency at the time of
sale: to do so, it is necessary to let its traceability along the
supply chain available from the time of seed and/or feed
choice to give to reared animals. Consumers have a lot of
information that allows them to make purchasing choices in
accordance with their preferences: firstly, products with
more than 1% GM ingredients report that information; sec-
ondly, the use of GMOs is prohibited for feed destined to
toddlers and children up to 3 years old; besides, organic P-

DO (Protected Designation of Origin) and PGI (Protected
Geographic Identification) products are manufactured with-
out GMOs; lastly, consumers know that products that come
from the USAand Canada (for example breakfast cereals
and margarine-based products) have greater probability of
containing GM ingredients. Regarding the issue of using

NEW MEDIT N. 2/2006

43

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

if they reduced the use of pesticides

if they were positive for the environment

if they improved the taste

if they contained less fats

if they were cheaper

Graph 6:  Behaviour towards purchasing foods GM (%) in EU - 2002.

In agreement In disagreement

Graph 6. Behaviour towards purchasing GM foods (%) in EU - 2002

Source: International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech Applications (ISAAA) (2003).



biotechnologies in agriculture, the role played by associa-
tions to protect consumer's rights remains essential and de-
terminant.

3.4 The importance of public perception and
the role of the media

Recent researches show how the Italian and European
public discriminates between biotechnological research
progress and its products: in particular, it distinguishes be-

tween the applications in the medical and in the agri-indus-
trial sector. On one side, a high level of trust is put in sci-
ence, especially when research is carried out within neutral
environments (like universities) and determines benefits for
human beings' health; on the other side, the opposition to-
wards products considered transgenic food susceptible of
negative consequences for consumers. 

The most credible source for what concerns information
on biotechnologies is represented by consumers' organiza-
tions (42.3%) that have continued to increment their con-
sensus in recent years (25.3% in 1996 and 35.8% in 2000).
We shall not ignore universities and institutes for scientific
research (19.6%) which surpassed for the first time, envi-
ronmental organizations (18.4%); followed by public au-
thorities (10%), industries (4.3%) and religious organiza-
tions (2.8%) (graph 7). 

Among the most relevant communication elements rela-
tive to the use of biotechnologies in the agri-industrial sec-
tor, there is confirmation and strengthening of the tendency
towards dealing with this issue not only in emergency cas-
es. The GMO issue appears to constitute an independent at-
tention pole on behalf of the media; in fact, confirming this,
entertainment programs offer more and more space for de-
bates on biotechnologies, considering the importance of the
issue to bring to the publics' attention (graph 8). This repre-
sents an important sign of the autonomy degree recognized
to the agri-biotechnological issue, and in the meantime, it
attributes greater sensibility to the way information is giv-
en through communication means. An important considera-
tion emerges from what is said: the level of treatment of G-
MOs in agriculture is still too vague and insufficient, con-
ditioned by prejudicial behaviours, characterized by the op-
ponents' deligitimization forms or extreme positions on the
ideological view. The discussion on GMOs in TV shows
emphasizes an important evaluation problem: basically, in
the various programs often GMOs are not proposed as a
new opportunity of modern technology to evaluate objec-
tively, as much as a problem related to the food safety issue,
therefore, to contrast only. This presentation induces audi-
ence to position biotechnologies in a negative category.

This is why the choice of guests, called to express their
opinion in various TV shows, is very important. For in-
stance, too often the subject is twisted due to the absence of
reliable researchers; therefore the audience often lacks the
tools to judge the subject's competence who intervene in the
debates, nor the goodness of the notions that are given to
them. In this way, often, there is the doubt that scientists,
called to participate in different programs, are involved in
the huge biotech multinationals' interests (suggestion lifted
from the environmentalist front), or the opposite (the pro G-
MOs front), according to which adverse scientists are se-
lected based on political preferences against the use of
biotechnologies in agriculture: a reciprocal mistrust situa-
tion, that cannot favour correct information for audiences.
An additional contradictory element was seen in the ten-
dency to present common people's opinions: this practice is
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often exploited to show time after time, according to pro-
gram goals and needs, or great disinformation or the strong
knowledge of economical implications of environmental
and health risks deriving from the use of biotechnologies.
The natural consequence of all this is to generate more con-
fusion among public opinion (graph 9). 

On behalf of the press, judgements expressed were less
neutral and favourable, increasing the negative evaluation
component and the weight of alarming potential risks. Also,
in this last period, the weight of politicians in press and TV
communication increased slightly and at the same time, the
attention towards consumer's protection has greatly in-
creased, especially in reference to the making of European
norms. 

Conclusions
Obviously GM products currently represent a powerful

competition tool on the international market (and the con-
trasts between the USAand the EU on the issue is sympto-
matic). Also, they marginalize qualified territory genetic re-
sources, as it occurred with hybrids. The issue of productive
surpluses and motivated preoccupations concerning the en-
vironmental deterioration and the risks for production's
healthiness, correlated to the diffusion of super intensive a-
griculture, push Europe towards the promotion of an eco-
sustainable development model, that comprises the valori-
sation of local agricultural quality productions. Especially
today, when consumers tend to privilege typicality, healthi-
ness and, in general, food products' naturalness (and the
strong increase in organic productions confirms it), we can
say that the development in the use of genetically modified
organisms goes surely in the opposite direction.

This path, which brought to an ample and complex nor-
mative picture comprising regulation and incentive of eco-
compatible productions and the regulation of quality brands
based on designation of origin, is in total opposition with all
that GM products represent. Therefore, there is the need for
GMO research to develop freely, since there is the perma-
nent necessity, even on behalf of public administrators, to
have adequate scientific parameters to operate rational
choices to defend agricultural operators and consumers' in-
terests. Today, the priority is to protect GMO-free supply
chains on which all the main typical regional productions
are based and, in these cases, the imperative is “zero toler-
ance”. These considerations derive from economic evalua-
tions and they interpret consumer's orientation. 

On the basis of what has been said so far, we can state that
the Italian situation appears to be quite complex. It is nec-
essary that contrasts find a meeting point, so that the issue
in question can be dealt with directly, specifically and re-
sponsively, mainly for the consumers, the farmers and the
country's territorial tradition's necessities, and secondly to
the industries, the research world and that of the various po-
litical forces. 

All of this coupled with an elevated level of knowledge,
to which the present information system can contribute:

however, with different modalities and goals from the ones
that characterized it until now. This in order to obtain one
common directive line to follow hoping that there will not
be further controversial episodes, as the ones that occurred
in our own country.
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