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LEGCO PANEL ON HEALTH SERVICES

Progress Report on Study on Establishing

a Labelling System for Genetically Modified Food

BACKGROUND

In the motion debate concerning the labelling of genetically modified (GM)
food on 5 January 2000, the Secretary for the Environment and Food (SEF)
indicated that the Government would strengthen public education on GM food
as well as study the feasibility of setting up a GM food labelling system in Hong
Kong.  In March 2000, the Government submitted to the LegCo an interim
report on its progress.

2. This paper reports on the follow up action taken by Government and the
progress made since then.  An outline of our work plan is also given.

PROGRESS TO DATE

Public Education

 3. To provide the community with comprehensive and accurate information on
GM food, we have undertaken the following public education programmes
which include: -
 

 Internet
A special chapter on GM food has been created at the website of the Food
and Environmental Hygiene Department (FEHD) (site address:
http://info.gov.hk/fehd/safefood/gmf/index1c.html).  It provides information on
GM technology, safety of GM food, environmental and other concerns over
GM food, international practices in labelling of GM food, etc.  The
content of the homepage is regularly updated to capture the latest
developments.  A Public Opinion Box is included in the homepage to
invite and collect people's opinion regarding GM food and the
Government's public education efforts.
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Information Hotline
The same information on GM food has been recorded on the FEHD’s 24-
hour information hotline (telephone number: 28680000).

Information Leaflets
Two sets of information leaflets have been prepared and widely distributed
through Home Affairs Department (HAD) and FEHD district offices, major
public estates, public libraries and supermarkets.  The first set gives a
general introduction on GM Food, including the biotechnological process
used in genetic modification, the background leading to the development of
GM food, and the characteristics of commonly available GM food.  The
second set focuses on safety of GM food and the labelling approaches
adopted by various countries.  (Copies of these leaflets are attached).

Press Media
In order to maximize our reach to the community, we held a press
conference to launch our GM food homepage and invited the media to
attend the public forums mentioned below.  The events received
reasonably good coverage in the press media.  We have also written a
number of articles for publication in the newspapers.

Public Consultation

4. We have organized two public forums concerning GM food.  These forums
seek:-

(a) to enable the public to have a more comprehensive understanding about
GM food;

(b) to involve all stakeholders including the professionals, the food trade
and the consumers and facilitate the exchange of information and views
on GM food safety and labelling; and

(c) to gather public opinion on an appropriate regulatory framework for GM
food.

First Public Forum on Safety of GM Food

5. The forum was held on 31 March 2000 and focused on the safety of GM
food.  In brief, speakers from the academic circle were of the view that modern
biotechnology (including the production of GM food) was beneficial to the
humanity whilst representatives from green groups were concerned about the
environmental impact of the technology.  The majority of participants agreed
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that there was no scientific evidence to suggest that GM food currently available
in the market was inherently unsafe for human consumption.  A summary
report on the forum is at Annex A.  The transcript of discussions has been
uploaded to the GM food homepage (http://info.gov.hk/fehd/safefood/gmf/index1c.html).

Second Public Forum on Labelling of GM Food

6. The second forum was held on 4 May 2000 and the discussions focused on
the need for labelling of GM food.  In brief, speakers from the academic circle
supported a labelling system based on differences (if any) between GM food and
its traditional counterpart in product characteristics such as nutritional value,
toxicology, allergic properties, etc. Some environmental groups however
advocated mandatory labelling for all GM food.  The Consumer Council
supported labelling for consumer information. Representatives from the food
trade suggested phase-by-phase implementation of any mandatory labelling
requirements, starting with a voluntary labeling scheme. The majority of the
participants were of the view that there should be some sort of labelling system
for GM food.  A summary report on the forum is at Annex B.  The transcript
of the discussions is under preparation and will be uploaded onto FEHD’s GM
food homepage by mid-June.

Study of Overseas Experience

7. The application of biotechnology in food production is a new and evolving
development.  The introduction of GM food for human consumption thus poses
challenges for governments and regulatory agencies around the world.  Our
research on international experience reveals that approaches and measures
adopted in regulating of GM food differ from country to country and are still
evolving.  The following paragraphs briefly describe the main approaches to
GM food labeling developed so far.

The United States (US) and Canada

8. In US and Canada, mandatory labelling is only required when GM food is
not substantially equivalent to their traditional counterparts.  The concept of
substantial equivalence is endorsed by the World Health Organisation and the
Food and Agriculture Organisation as the basis for safety assessment of GM
food.   Under this concept, if GM food is of the same nutritional value,
toxicology and allergic property as its conventional counterpart, it is considered
to be just as safe as the latter.

9. The US and Canada believe that advising consumers of the potential
adverse health impact (e.g. toxicology, allergen, etc.) is paramount among other
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information such as production technology associated with the food product.
Hence, labelling of GM is only required when the food deviates from its
conventional counterpart in any of its product characteristics.

10. To supplement the mandatory labelling requirement on substantial different
food, they are developing guidelines on voluntary labelling of GM food for the
benefit of manufacturers who wish to have such labels on their food.

The European Union (EU)

11. Countries of the EU, on the other hand, have resolved to require all food
containing any ingredients with more than 1% GM material to be labelled
starting from April 2000.  The 1% threshold is established for practical reasons
in law enforcement, e.g. accuracy of available tests, accidental inclusion of GM
material in transportation process, etc.

12. Inherent in the EU pan labelling approach is the view held that food
labelling should not be restricted to product characteristics, but should be
extended to production and processing means as well.  Since some people are
concerned about ethical, social or environmental issues surrounding the
production process of GM food, the EU countries consider that consumers
should have the “right to know” about whether a particular food item has
undergone genetic modification.  Hence, all GM food should be labelled
regardless of its equivalence in product characteristics to traditional food.

Australia and New Zealand

13. In Australia and New Zealand, the existing legislation (which came into
effect in May 1999) only requires labelling of GM food which is not
substantially equivalent to its traditional counterparts. Recently, the joint
Australian and New Zealand Food Authority decided to extend mandatory
labelling to all GM food.  Labelling standards and compliance guide were
drafted for this purpose and issued for public consultation in January 2000.
Studies were also commissioned to assess the cost implication of the proposal in
parallel.  Both countries are now considering the way forward on whether, and
if so how, to implement pan labelling of GM food.

Japan

14. Japan has prepared a draft regulation, which requires 5 agricultural products
(including soyabean, corn, potato, rapeseed and cottonseed) and 28 processed
food items containing GM components to be labelled starting April 2001.  For
the 28 selected processed food items, the proposed requirement is such that if
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any of the top 3 constituents account for 5% or more of the total product weight
and have been genetically modified, then that particular food item should be
labelled. Practical considerations such as availability of proper testing methods
for GM material detection are the main reason why a selective approach has
been chosen.

South Korea

15. South Korea has announced mandatory labelling requirements for GM corn,
soya bean and bean sprout and their processed products.  For the whole food,
the requirement would come into force in March 2001when products containing
5% or more GM material are to be labelled as such.  For the related processed
food, the labelling requirement would come into force in July 2001.

Other Countries

16. Many Asian economies have yet to decide on a GM labelling system and
are considering whether and how to develop such a system.

Attendance of International Meetings

17. There is at present no international consensus on the regulation of GM food.
The Codex Alimentarius Commission1 is working on standards and guidelines
for labelling of GM food.  We attended two such meetings in March and May
2000 during which the Proposed Draft Recommendations for the Labelling of
Foods Obtained Through Biotechnology were discussed.   Two options are
included in the draft paper: Option 1 which basically follows the existing
labelling practice in the US, i.e. only GM food which is not substantially
equivalent to its conventional counterpart is to be labelled; and Option 2 which
basically follows the existing EU approach, i.e. pan labelling of all food which
contains GM ingredient over a certain threshold level.

18. The task ahead for Codex is to narrow the gap between the two options and
come to an recommendation which is acceptable to all Member economies.
Due to the complexity of the issues involved, results of this standardizing
exercise are not expected to be available before 2003.

                                                
1 The Codex Alimentarius Commission under the United Nations is recognized by the World
Health Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Trade
Organization as the international authority for setting of food related standards.
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WAY FORWARD

19. Our study on the feasibility of setting up a labelling system for GM food
will focus on the following issues in the coming six months:

(a) To study the pros and cons of the various labelling approaches adopted
by other countries in greater detail with special reference to our own
circumstances and needs;

(b) To continue to closely monitor related developments in the
international arena, including the adoption of any new regulatory
measures on GM food and the progress of Codex in devising
international standards for labelling of GM food;

(c) To initiate discussions with the local food trade on the feasibility of
various labelling options, including “GM free” labels, voluntary GM
food labels, etc.;

(d) To develop our testing capability in conjunction with the Government
Laboratory to prepare ourselves for the introduction and enforcement
of any GM food labelling; and

(e) To examine the testing capacities of local private laboratories regarding
detection of GM materials and to identify scope for collaboration.  As
these private laboratories could serve as service providers to the local
food trade as and when GM food labelling becomes necessary, it will
be timely to assess their readiness.

20. We aim to complete the study in the last quarter of 2000 and put forward a
proposal on the way forward regarding labelling of GM food in Hong Kong for
public consultation by end 2000/early 2001.  We will consult the relevant
LegCo Panel and the Advisory Council on Food and Environmental Hygiene on
the way forward.

Environment and Food Bureau
Food and Environmental Hygiene Department
5 June 2000
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Annex A
REPORT OF PUBLIC FORUM ON

SAFETY OF GENETICALLY MODIFIED FOOD
(Forum I)

PURPOSE

This note gives a brief report on the first public forum on genetically
modified (GM) food organized by the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department (FEHD).
  
FORMAT OF FORUM

2. The theme of the forum is on safety of GM food.  The forum was
held at the Lecture Hall, Hong Kong Science Museum on 31 March 2000.
It was divided into two parts: the first part - presentations given by speakers;
and the second part - plenary discussions.  The forum was conducted in
Cantonese with English simultaneous interpretation and lasted around three
and half hours.

3. Five speakers presented their views on safety of GM food.  They
were representatives of the Hong Kong Medical Association, the Greenpeace,
the local academia and the Administration.  Some 260 audience, who filled
up over 90% of the Lecture Hall, attended the forum.  They came from
various sectors including the medical profession, the academia, the food trade,
the environmental groups, the Consumer Council, the District Councils, local
consulates and the general public.

VIEWS COLLECTED
4. Details of all views expressed at the forum has been recorded in the
transcript and uploaded onto the Internet
(http://info.gov.hk/fehd/safefood/gmf/index1c.html).  The following is a brief
summary of the views expressed by speakers and audience.

Views of Speakers
5. Prof. SSM SUN and Prof. RSC WONG, two academia from local
tertiary institutes, asserted that GM food was just as safe as its conventional
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counterparts and genetic modification could bring benefits to the humanity
by increasing crop yields, enhancing nutritional value, reducing use of
pesticides, etc.

6. Dr. WL LO, representative from the Hong Kong Medical Association,
reckoned that current medical evidence did not show GM food having any
immediate adverse health effect.  Nevertheless, he was concerned about the
possibility of accidental introduction of allergen to food by GM technology
and the potential long-term health effect of GM food.

7. Mr. SP LO, representative of the Greenpeace, expressed great concern
over the potential threats of GM technology to the environment, such as
development of super weeds or super pests, damage to biodiversity,
disturbance to ecosystem, etc.  As a result, he proposed a total ban on GM
food.

8. Dr. YY HO, representative of FEHD, discussed the safety assessment
and possible regulatory measures for GM food.

Views of Audience
9. Most audience shared the view that GM food currently available on the
market was safe for human consumption.  They expressed that public
education and public discussion were effective means for enhancing the
community’s understanding on the subject of GM food safety.

10. Some members of the audience expressed their concern over the
environmental impact of GM food.  Some audience suggested that
considerations should be given to factors such as social acceptance of risks,
in addition to food safety, when devising the regulation framework for GM
food.

Food and Environmental Hygiene Department
May 2000



9

Annex B

REPORT OF PUBLIC FORUM ON
LABELLING OF GENETICALLY MODIFIED (GM) FOOD

(Forum II)

PURPOSE

This note gives a brief report on the second public forum on genetically
modified (GM) food organized by the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department (FEHD).

FORMAT OF FORUM

2. The theme of the forum is on labelling of GM food.  The fourm
was held at the Lecture Hall, Hong Kong Science Museum on 4 May 2000.
It was divided into three parts: the first part – presentations given by speakers;
the second part – panel discussions; and the third part – plenary discussions
(detailed programme run-down is at Appendix B-1).  The forum was
conducted in Cantonese with English simultaneous interpretation and lasted
around three and half hours.

3. Six speakers presented their views on labelling of GM food.  They
were representatives from the Hong Kong Food Council, the Consumer
Council, the Greenpeace, the local academia and the Administration.  Some
280 audience, who filled up over 90% of the Lecture Hall, attended the
forum.  Audience came from various sectors including medical profession,
the academia, the food trade, the environmental groups, the consumer groups,
the District Councils, the Advisory Council on Food and Environmental
Hygiene, local consulates and the general public.

VIEWS COLLECTED

4. Details of all views expressed at the forum have been recorded in
the transcript and will be uploaded onto the Internet before mid June.
(homepage address: http://info.gov.hk/fehd/safefood/gmf/index1c.html).
The following is a brief summary of the views expressed by speakers and
audience.
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Views of Panel Speakers

5. Prof. SSM SUN and Dr. RSC WONG, two academia from local
tertiary institutes, expressed their concerns over the cost implications of
labelling, the limitation of detection tests for GM material, and hence their
reservation towards pan labelling of all GM food.  Prof. SSM SUN
recommended that GM food should be labelled when it: (1) was substantially
different from its traditional counterpart in terms of composition and
nutrition; or (2) contained allergen; or (3) contained animal genes.

6. Mr. SP LO, representative of the Greenpeace, was concerned about
the potential environmental impact of GM crops and consumers’ right to
know.  Hence he supported labelling of all GM food.

7. Mr. B CHENG, representative from the Consumer Council,
expressed his support for a labelling system which would facilitate
consumers to make informed choices.  He believed that test costs would
gradually decrease after the implementation of a mandatory labelling system.

8. Mr. KL LEE, representative from the food trade, supported the
labelling of GM food.  Nonetheless, he suggested that the Government
should introduce mandatory labelling in phases and the trade might practise
voluntary labelling in the interim.

9. Dr. YY HO, representative of FEHD, shared with the audience
international practices in GM food labelling and factors to be considered in
setting up a labelling system.

Views of Audience
10. The majority of the audience was of the view that labelling for GM
food should be introduced in Hong Kong so as to enable consumers making
informed choices.  However, views regarding exactly which labelling
approach to be adopted were diversified, with some supporting selective
labelling and other supporting pan labelling for all GM food.

11. Some audience expressed their concern over costs associated with
testing and labelling and hence feared that mandatory pan labelling would
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force some small to medium sized food companies run out of business.
Some representatives from the food trade also worried that GM labelling
might pose a technical barrier to food importation.

Food and Environmental Hygiene Department

May 2000


























