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Associate Parliamentary
Food & Health Forum 
Rt Hon Hilary Benn MP, Shadow Secretary of State Environment, Food & Rural Affairs

Profile 

Hilary Benn was elected as Member of Parliament for Leeds Central in 1999 and has held the seat ever since.  After serving as a Minister at the Department for International Development (DfID) and the Home Office, he was appointed to the Cabinet as the Secretary of State for International Development in 2003.  He was the Prime Minister’s Africa Personal Representative and was responsible for the establishment of the UN Central Emergency Relief Fund.  In 2007 he stood, unsuccessfully, for the Deputy Leadership of the Labour Party.  Hilary Benn was voted by his fellow MPs as Minister of the Year in the 2006 and 2007 House Magazine Awards. He also won the Channel 4 Politicians’ Politician Award in 2006.

From 2007 until the 2010 general election, Hilary was Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.  He played a leading role in putting the Climate Change Act and the Marine and Coastal Access Act on the statute book. He also established the South Downs National Park.  He is currently the Shadow Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.

Presentation summary
What role should the UK Government play in shaping and responding to public opinion on GM foods?

Hilary Benn said there are now some 1 billion people living in hunger and about the same number who are overweight or obese and this demonstrates a fundamental inequality in the distribution of food. The fact that a child dies of malnutrition every 5 minutes should be unacceptable.  The events of 2008 - the food shortages and associated rioting – was a pivotal moment for him. Since then we have seen countries such as China buying up land for agriculture in other countries. 

If we are going to feed the world’s population by 2050 we need to increase yields and improve food distribution.  However it is not just a question of population numbers.  We know that as people’s income increases they eat more meat and dairy products.  

It is clearly the case that, overall, we have kept ahead of Malthus’s doom-laden predictions up to this point, largely because of agricultural developments associated with the Green Revolution.   When Hilary Benn gave a presentation on food to the Cabinet last year, he showed a slide of Norman Borlaug, who pointed out that if plant yields had remained at the level they achieved in the 1950s we would have needed a country the size of Latin America to produce our food.  Mark Twain said “buy land because they’ve stopped making it”.  We need to take account of the shortage of resources such as land and water. These challenges are not new; neither is the need to resist pests.  History illustrates the impact of problems such as potato blight.  A third of the world’s population live in part of the world where water is a scarce resource.  The poorest people in the world are the first to be affected by climate change and they will want to move either because of drought or rising sea levels. 

The Government has two responsibilities: first to decide whether GM crops are safe to eat. Hilary
Benn said he knows of no evidence that GM crops are not safe to eat, but it is the job of the Government’s scientific advisers to answer this question.  The second responsibility is to decide whether GM crops are safe to grow.  What is the impact of GM crops on biodiversity?  Hilary Benn said he is in favour of field scale trials because they help to provide the evidence upon which we should take decisions.  The only trial to go to Hilary Benn for approval was from the University of Leeds, involving GM potatoes.  The initial trial crop was destroyed, but the trial has been re-started. 

The nature of the debate pushes people to one side or the other on GM.  At the moment a large part of the debate is about the potential impact of GM crops.  If and when we do get to the point where new GM varieties emerge, when we have answers to the two key questions, then we will have reached the point at which farmers will decide whether they want to grow them, retailers will decide if they want to stock them and consumers will decide what they want to eat. 

Europe plays a big part in the regulation of GM crops.  They also determine what can come into Europe in terms of GM foods and feedstuffs.  Many people do not realise that the beef they eat comes from cattle fed on GM soya.  A price differential has emerged between GM and non-GM soya and there is concern that if Europe does not make a decision quickly about non-GM soya there could be a problem with supply. 

The European body responsible for authorising GM crops (the European Food Safety Authority) currently only authorises one GM crop for growing - MON 810. The scientific advice given to Ministers was that this was safe, but some Member States refused to lift their own restrictions on it.  As a result, the European Commission has now proposed that Member States should be responsible for the use of authorised GM crops in their own countries. 

Good science and access to good science are really important issues.  It matters a lot to farmers in poorer countries, but they also need water, good roads and markets.  Developed countries have made trade difficult for farmers in developing countries, for example through policies such as the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).  We need to make progress on all of these points if we are going to feed the world’s poor on a fair and equitable basis.  

Chairman: Lord Rea




        
   Associate Parliamentary Food & Health Forum

Vice-Chairmen: Baroness Miller of Chilthorne



       Church House, Great Smith Street
Domer, The Countess of Mar & Tony Baldry MP



                               London, SW1P 3AZ

Secretary: The Earl Baldwin of Bewdley


Treasurer: Baroness Gibson of Market Rasen 


             Tel: 020 7222 1265 Fax: 020 7222 1250


