As pressure grows in some quarters for GM crops to be deployed widely to tackle the perceived shortage of food in the world, Lawrence Woodward argues in the Financial Times  that the GM route is something of a cul de sac.
Dysfunctional food system must change
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Sir - The calls for retailers to allow poultry to be fed with genetically modified soya (“Farmers demand U-turn on GM feed ban”, June 6) miss the critical point that our food system and our expectations of it are going to have to change far more radically than a narrow focus on GM implies.

Our finite and diminishing natural resources – whether soil, water, energy or climate – are under such pressure that we need to think again. Cheap poultry products have relied on cheap soya protein for the fast and high productivity that can be achieved only in ethically questionable production systems. Soil erosion, water shortages and pressure on energy supply for agro-chemicals and transportation will mean a fundamental change in the balance of inputs to output. GM technology will not alter this, even if the so far over-hyped and unproven claims for the technology come true.

Our efforts need to be focused on developing production systems that are ethically and environmentally sustainable, based as far as possible on local resources. For poultry this means less intensive production, with more reliance on home-grown protein and other foodstuffs.

Food security, self-sufficiency and value for money rather than a spurious notion of cheapness will be important for the future. We should concentrate on developing a food system based on those and not seek to cling to a dysfunctional system by relying on a dysfunctional technology.
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