
that’s what it seems (see ‘Cracks in the 
system’, p42). 

While fssai kept looking the other way, 
geac, between 2007 and 2015, gave approval 
to three GM food products—Doritos corn 
chips, canola oil and soya bean oil. fssai also 
does not seem to have given much thought 
while setting standards or allowing import 
of food products. 

In 2011, fssai set parameters for cotton-
seed oil, cottonseed flour and allowed its use 
in vanaspati. But it did not put in place a 
system to ensure that the oil is not sourced 
from GM cotton. In June 2017 and then in 
December that year, it approved import of 
95 specialty food for inborn errors of metab-
olism and hypoallergenic conditions, without 
taking into account the possibility of such 
products being made from GM ingredients. 
Similac Alimentum, which was found 
GM-positive by cse, was given approval in 
June 2017. 

In the meanwhile, in 2013 the Union 
Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food and 
Public Distribution amended the Legal 
Metrology (Packaged Commodities) Rules, 
2011 to mandate labelling of packages 
containing genetically modified foods with 
the term “GM”. “The guideline was for 
packaging only and is applicable to both 
domestically produced foods and imported 
ones. It was inserted to prevent the consump-
tion of GM food, which is harmful to human 
health,” says B N Dixit, director, weights and 
measure division (legal metrology depart-
ment) in the  ministry.

The rules are inconsistent with the fss 
Act, which has not allowed GM foods in the 
country. In fact, a false perception has been 
created that GM foods are allowed.

Strangely, the Foreign Trade (Develo- 
pment and Regulation) Act, 1992 when 
read with the Import Policy of 2017 also 
provides for a penal action against the 
importer in case it is found that a food 
product containing GM ingredients did not 
declare so at the time of the import. So, has 
the Union commerce ministry taken note of 
the 12 imported food products that did not 
mention GM on their label but were found 
GM-positive by cse?

Chasing GM markers

Methodology

Using qPCR (quantitative Polymerase Chain Reaction), CSE 
researchers identified GM ingredients in food samples by testing 
them for the presence of three different foreign DNA elements: 

35S promoter (sequence from cauliflower mosaic virus), FMV 
promoter (sequence from figwort mosaic virus) and Nomaline 

synthase (NOS) terminator (sequence from Agrobacterium 
tumiefaciens), which would only be present if a sample 

contained GM ingredients 

Note: Cotton leaf and commercially available cottonseeds were used as 
positive controls and sterile molecular grade water was used as a negative 
control in each qPCR run
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