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Letter from Chair
Dear Delegates,

Welcome to HAMUN 47 and the Food and Agriculture Organization! My
name is Nathanael Mathew and I will be the chair for the FAO committee. I
am currently a freshman at Rice University majoring in Biosciences. I’ve been
a Model UN member since my sophomore year of high school with my first
conference being at HAMUN 44. Since then, I’ve grown an appreciation for
the incredible opportunity MUN offers to delegates to grow their research
skills, develop their speaking, and stimulate a desire to solve real world
problems.

Whether we actively think about it or not, food has been and always will
be one of the most important aspects of our shared humanity. Yet, beyond
just providing nourishment to our bodies, food is intimately connected to the
way people work, collaborate, and function in society. It is my hope that by
participating in this committee, you’ll be able to see how what we eat and
drink has far reaching impacts on those all around the world as well as the
world itself. Ensuring that the practices that govern our food production are
sustainable and environmentally-friendly are critical as we move forward in
the 21st century. Additionally, as GMOs become more and more common, it is
paramount that you delegates think about how the FAO should treat such
practices, furthering on the work done in the past.

In this committee, I urge you to think critically and deeply about the
role your country plays in the process of food production and consumption.
Consider the ways in which your country uses GMOs in agriculture and think
about whether current food production practices are leaving a negative
impact on the environment. I wish you the best in all your preparations and I
look forward to meeting you soon at the conference!

Best Regards,
Nathanael Mathew
Chair of FAO, HAMUN 47
nvm4@rice.edu
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About FAO
What is FAO?

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations was
established in 1945, meaning it’s the oldest specialized agency of the UN that
is permanent. The initial goals of the FAO included eradicating hunger and
helping people achieve better nutrition/living.1 The FAO has been a part of
various efforts around the world of critical importance. For instance, along
with the World Health Organization, the FAO established the Codex
Alimentarius, a system of guidelines that help make sure food traded
internationally is safe and of sufficient quality.2,3 Other efforts of the FAO
include being a part the establishment of the Agricultural Market Information
System following a period of elevated prices in agricultural products as well as
the eradication of rinderpest, a contagious disease with a high mortality rate
in animals that led to famine.4

4 Ibid.
3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wYxMwaTB_AQ
2 https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/about-codex/en/
1 https://www.britannica.com/topic/Food-and-Agriculture-Organization

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wYxMwaTB_AQ
https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/about-codex/en/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Food-and-Agriculture-Organization
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Topic A Background
Executive Summary

The use of genetically modified organisms is one of the most important
aspects of the agricultural industry in the present. GMOs are produced when
the gene(s) from one organism are transferred from one organism to another
with the goal of transferring a favorable trait to the receiving organism, such
as pest resistance. The use of genetically modified crops has increased over
time and ensuring its effective management and regulation is critical for the
FAO. Existing international action related to GMOs include the Cartagena
Protocol on Biosafety, which is related to the transportation of living modified
organisms, as well as the FAO GM Foods Platform, which is meant to be a
database related to safety assessments of foods from certain genetically
modified plants. Regulatory frameworks regarding GMOs differ greatly with
countries like the US having a much more open stance in regards to GMOs,
while countries like Switzerland maintain a much more stricter stance. The
use of GMOs comes with its own benefits and issues. For instance, though
genetically modified plants can essentially make their own insecticide,
resistance to this can develop among the pests themselves. Additionally,
despite the possibility of GMOs to bring economic benefits, expensive seeds
can make it harder for small scale farmers to access them. Overall, with the
many nuances and issues surrounding GMOs, it is crucial that the FAO
identify pressing issues in this realm and determine the best solutions for
moving forward.

Overview and History of GMOs
Genes are, in a sense, the foundational building blocks for biological life.

They can be thought of as a type of code from which the functions and
properties of a living being stem from. Yet, what happens if this code is
changed in such a manner that the properties of certain living beings are
modified? In the context of food systems, this scenario plays itself out with
the rise of GMOs, or genetically modified organisms.
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Source: https://pixabay.com/photos/tomatoes-fruit-food-red-tomatoes-5356/

Artificial selection is the process by which humans breed organisms
with preferred traits together in order to produce offspring which display that
preferred trait. Although this does offer some change to a species' genes
from an overall perspective, this is not the type of genetic modification
invoked with the use of GMOs. GMOs, or genetically modified organisms, are
organisms in which the genetic information has been manipulated directly,
namely by adding genes from another organism into its own genes.5 In 1973,
Herbert Boyer and Stanley Cohen took part in the first successful genetic
modification, where they were able to take a gene responsible for antibiotic
resistance in one bacteria and add it to the genes of another bacteria.6 Yet,
what role does food and agriculture play in the context of GMOs? It turns out
that much research has been done in genetically modifying plants so that
certain properties are manifested. In 1992, the first genetically modified
organism was approved by the United States Department of Agriculture for
commercial production: the Flavr Savr tomato. Through its modification, the
tomato could last longer and was firmer.7

To complete the process of genetic modification, a desirable
characteristic for an organism to have is identified. Then, an organism in

7 Ibid.
6 Ibid.

5

https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/from-corgis-to-corn-a-brief-look-at-the-long-history-of
-gmo-technology/

https://pixabay.com/photos/tomatoes-fruit-food-red-tomatoes-5356/
https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/from-corgis-to-corn-a-brief-look-at-the-long-history-of-gmo-technology/
https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/from-corgis-to-corn-a-brief-look-at-the-long-history-of-gmo-technology/
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which this trait is found is identified and the gene responsible for that trait is
copied into the genes for the organism to be eaten. For example, the gene
responsible for creating a natural insecticide in a type of bacteria has been
put into corn plants to help the plant not be harmed by insects.8 The newly
modified plant variety has to be tested in smaller to larger settings before it is
ready for farmers to purchase.9 Overtime, crops that have genetic
modification have grown more prevalent with 182 million hectares of
production area for genetically modified crops in 2014 (which is an increase
from 1.7 million hectares in 1996).10

Regulation and Past Action
International Action

Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety
In 2000, the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety to  the Convention on

Biological Diversity was adopted; in 2003, the protocol went into effect.
Essentially, the Cartagena Protocol is a treaty that gives guidelines on how
living modified organisms, or LMOs, should be transported.11 One of the
tenets of the protocol includes the need for countries exporting LMOs to
make sure they have an “advanced informed agreement” from the importing
country. Additionally, it stipulated how importing countries should base their
action on such imports with science-based risk assessments. Furthermore,
the results of such assessments are to be made available via a biosafety
clearing house.12

12

https://croplife.org/plant-biotechnology/convention-on-biological-diversity/cartagena-protocol
-on-biosafety/

11 https://bch.cbd.int/protocol/background/

10

https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acr
efore-9780199389414-e-217

9 Ibid.

8

https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/science-and-history-gmos-and-other-fo
od-modification-processes

https://croplife.org/plant-biotechnology/convention-on-biological-diversity/cartagena-protocol-on-biosafety/
https://croplife.org/plant-biotechnology/convention-on-biological-diversity/cartagena-protocol-on-biosafety/
https://bch.cbd.int/protocol/background/
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/science-and-history-gmos-and-other-food-modification-processes
https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/science-and-history-gmos-and-other-food-modification-processes
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Codex Alimentarius
The Codex Alimentarius is a group of international guidelines related to

food that helps make sure that food is traded in a fair manner and is safe for
consumption.13 In regards to biotechnology, there are standards from Codex
regarding how such foods should be labeled.14

FAO GM Foods Platform
In 2013, the FAO launched an online database system which contains

safety assessments of foods from certain genetically modified plants. As of
September 2019, most countries in Codex (an international food safety
organization), have joined the platform, but most members don’t seem to be
actively putting in their safety assessments. This low active participation
stems from the lack of resources certain member states have that prevents
them from being able to evaluate food safety for genetically modified food
items.15

Case Study- United States
In 1986, the Coordinated Framework for the Regulation of

Biotechnology was established as a sort of system for US agencies to
effectively govern the use of GMOs.16 Essentially, the US has three regulatory
bodies that take part in GMO regulation: the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA), the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and the US Department
of Agriculture (USDA).17 The FDA helps ensure the safety of GMO products, the
EPA ensures that there is no harm done to the environment with GMOs (such
as in relation to GMOs with insecticide resistance), and the USDA ensures that
other plants aren’t negatively impacted by GMOs.18 Additionally, the FDA’s
Plant Biotechnology Consultation Program is a voluntary way for developers
and the FDA to work together to ensure plants entering the market are as
safe as possible.19 Most recently, in accordance with the National

19 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
17 Ibid.

16

https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/how-gmos-are-regulated-food-and-plan
t-safety-united-states

15 https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/gmfp/resources/ca7770en.pdf
14 https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/thematic-areas/biotechnology/en/
13 https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/about-codex/en/

https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/how-gmos-are-regulated-food-and-plant-safety-united-states
https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/how-gmos-are-regulated-food-and-plant-safety-united-states
https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/gmfp/resources/ca7770en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/thematic-areas/biotechnology/en/
https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/about-codex/en/
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Bioengineered Food Disclosure Standard, food items with certain types of
GMOs will have the “bioengineered” term as part of its labeling.20

Case Study- Switzerland
Unlike the United States, Switzerland has a much stricter approach to

regulating GMOs. In November of 2005, as a result of a referendum, a
moratorium on animals/plants that had been genetically modified for
agriculture was put into place. While this moratorium was supposed to end in
five years, it was extended until 2013, then until 2017, and then until 2021. In
2021, the National Council approved an extension of the moratorium until the
end of 2025.21 While the moratorium does prevent agricultural GMO usage,
GMO research does still occur in Switzerland.22

Benefits and Issues Associated with GMOs
In regards to the use of genetically modified organisms in agriculture,

there have been many different perspectives. Understanding these
perspectives (as well as others), are critical to effectively approaching the
regulation and management of GMOs.

Companies behind genetically modified seeds strongly support the
idea that such seeds are able to increase profitability and productivity. There
is evidence to support such a claim as genetically modified soybean, cotton,
and maize, had 20%, 15%, and 7% higher yield in comparison to
non-genetically modified versions.23 Furthermore, according to one source, in
2018, for each dollar put into genetically modified seeds, a farmer in a
developing country got $4.42 in extra money while a farmer in a developed
country got $3.24 in extra money.24 However, the economic viability of

24

https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+continues+to+provide+hig
her+farmer+income+and+significant+environmental+benefits

23

https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acr
efore-9780199389414-e-217

22 https://www.bafu.admin.ch/bafu/en/home/topics/biotechnology/in-brief.html
21 https://www.gmo-free-regions.org/gmo-free-regions/switzerland.html
20 Ibid.

https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+continues+to+provide+higher+farmer+income+and+significant+environmental+benefits
https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+continues+to+provide+higher+farmer+income+and+significant+environmental+benefits
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://www.bafu.admin.ch/bafu/en/home/topics/biotechnology/in-brief.html
https://www.gmo-free-regions.org/gmo-free-regions/switzerland.html
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genetically modified crops is not a claim supported by all as patent protected
seeds can be expensive and inaccessible to small scale farmers.25

Source: Science in the News; Krissy Lyon,
https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/gmos-and-pesticides/

Certain genetically modified crops can resist herbicide (the most
famous being “Roundup Ready” plants) and can, thus, lead to better weed
management. Additionally, genetically modified crops can lead to less
pesticide use leading to less chemicals being leaked into the environment.
The ability for plants to oppose insects can come from the Bt gene; when a
plant with this gene produces the insect toxin, there is not much need to
apply pesticide.26 However, pests which are targeted by pesticides can gain
resistance to that pesticide; this is especially true as genetically modified
crops lead to only certain types of pesticides being used.27 An example of pest
resistance can be seen in the Fall Armyworm and the maize stem borer,

27 Ibid.
26 Ibid.

25

https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acr
efore-9780199389414-e-217

https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/gmos-and-pesticides/
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
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which have shown resistance to the anti-insect proteins produced by the
genetically modified Bt maize.28

The use of GMOs could also be beneficial to the environment.
According to one source, around 23 billion kilograms of CO2 would have been
released had it not been for genetically modified crops.29 Also, using
genetically modified crops can also lead to less tillage, which is beneficial for
the environment.30 However, genetically modified crops can cross
(unintentionally) with crops that aren’t genetically modified. Such was the
case when traces of a genetically modified corn were found in corn exports
from the US (where it was allowed) to China (where it was not allowed).
Furthermore, pollination between genetically modified crops and
non-genetically modified crops can make it hard for organic crops to be GMO
free.31

It is always important to understand how consumers will react with the
presence of any agriculture phenomenon; this is especially relevant in the
case of labeling. The claim for supporting labeling of genetically modified
foods includes the right of the consumer to be able to make their own choice
as well as the desire for transparency; the argument against it is that such
labeling can lead to consumers not wanting to use anything that is
bioengineered and can cause more costs/logistical hurdles.32

Overall, GMOs are one of the most relevant parts of any discussion
regarding food and agriculture, especially in the 21st century. By identifying
the problems they present in addition to the opportunities they may provide,
we are better able to construct proficient frameworks that confront the
challenges of GMOs today and prepare for challenges that may arise later on.

Questions to Consider
● What problems do you see in regards to how different countries with

different levels of resources can implement GMOs (especially when

32 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC3558185/
31 Ibid.

30

https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acr
efore-9780199389414-e-217

29

https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+continues+to+provide+hig
her+farmer+income+and+significant+environmental+benefits

28 https://www.fao.org/3/I8023en/i8023en.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC3558185/
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217
https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+continues+to+provide+higher+farmer+income+and+significant+environmental+benefits
https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+continues+to+provide+higher+farmer+income+and+significant+environmental+benefits
https://www.fao.org/3/I8023en/i8023en.pdf
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considering small scale farmers who may be unable to afford expensive
genetically modified seeds)?

● How can different states with drastically differing policies in regards to
genetically modified crops still maintain an effective working
relationship in other aspects of agriculture?

● How is the role of sharing scientific knowledge emphasized in the
context of GMO usage around the world?

● What specific policies does your country abide by in regards to GMOs
and what other states share similar views?

Notes
The field of GMOs is far and wide. I encourage you to go beyond this
background information as you explore this topic. Find the problems that are
existent within the context of GMOs being used and use that research to
propel you in learning more.
Additionally, this source
(https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpls.2021.630396/full) may be of
particular use in the context of researching regulatory frameworks.
When researching this topic, as when researching any topic, consider the
biases and intentions of the sources you are using to gain critical insight into
the dynamics of GMOs.

Source Links
● https://www.britannica.com/topic/Food-and-Agriculture-Organization
● https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/about-codex/en/
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wYxMwaTB_AQ
● https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/from-corgis-to-corn-a-brief-look-

at-the-long-history-of-gmo-technology/
● https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/science-and-histor

y-gmos-and-other-food-modification-processes
● https://oxfordre.com/environmentalscience/view/10.1093/acrefore/978019

9389414.001.0001/acrefore-9780199389414-e-217

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpls.2021.630396/full
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● https://bch.cbd.int/protocol/background/
●
● https://croplife.org/plant-biotechnology/convention-on-biological-diversi

ty/cartagena-protocol-on-biosafety/
● https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/about-codex/en/
● https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/thematic-areas/biotech

nology/en/
● https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/gmfp/resources/ca7770en.p

df
● https://www.fda.gov/food/agricultural-biotechnology/how-gmos-are-reg

ulated-food-and-plant-safety-united-states
● https://www.gmo-free-regions.org/gmo-free-regions/switzerland.html
● https://www.bafu.admin.ch/bafu/en/home/topics/biotechnology/in-brief.

html
● https://pgeconomics.co.uk/press+releases/25/Crop+biotechnology+conti

nues+to+provide+higher+farmer+income+and+significant+environmen
tal+benefits

● https://www.fao.org/3/I8023en/i8023en.pdf
● https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC3558185/


