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EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT VOTE

The EU Parliament adopted on February 7th its position on the European
Commission proposal for the regulation on New Genomic Techniques, NGTs
(which includes gene editing)(1). The approved text establishes that plants
containing a limited number of modifications (which will be called NGT-1 Plants)
will be considered as equivalent to conventionally-bred plants and will not be
subjected to the requirements of the GMO regulation.

Gene edited plants that do not contain foreign DNA (i.e. transgenes), are
considered as conventional plants and are not regulated in many Countries
including, for example, the United States, Brazil, Argentina, Canada, India and
Japan (2), where some products obtained from these plants have already
reached the market (see for example 3, 4). At present, all NGT plants are
considered as GMOs in the EU and are subjected to a regulation that is no
longer fit-for purpose, requires a disproportionate risk-assessment analysis,
and strongly limits the possible use of gene editing for breeding new plant
varieties. Because of this, and as a result of a mandate by the EU Council, the
European Commission drafted a proposal for a new regulation of NGT plants
that was published on July 5th 2023, and that has been discussed by the EU
Parliament and the Council since that date. The favorable vote of the EU
Parliament is only the first step of a process that can be quite long. The
approved proposal must now be discussed by the EU Member States through
the European Council that can approve, reject or amend it. In the latter case the
proposal will have to go to the EU Parliament for second reading and if there is
no agreement a so-called “trialogue” between the EU Parliament, the Council
and the EU Commission should negotiate a final text.

Even if the approved text contains provisions that are not scientifically sound
(e.g. considering NGT-1 plants as equivalent to conventionally-bred plants but
prohibiting their use in organic farming) or that it is not clear how they will be
implemented (e.g. full ban on patents for all NGT plants) the proposed text is an
important step forward towards a regulation more in line with that of most
countries exporting agricultural goods.
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There is no doubt on the potential of gene editing for breeding new plant
varieties better adapted to agricultural and consumer needs (see for example 5).
This is particularly true for Europe that is suffering already the effects of
climate change in agriculture and that aims at improving agriculture
sustainability in the future. It is therefore essential for the EU that this
legislative process results in a regulation allowing EU consumers and farmers
to benefit from new technologies while ensuring its responsible use and the
safety of the obtained products.
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