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Open Statement 
 

European scientists urgently reach out to the newly elected European 
Parliament and European Commission to enable the potential of 
genome editing for sustainable agriculture and food production. 

 
 

 

European agriculture can make considerable contributions to the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals. Precision breeding methods like 
genome editing with CRISPR are innovative tools that have the potential 
to help reach these goals in a faster and more efficient way. 
 

 

The current interpretation of the European legislation (case C-528/16) 
prevents the use of genome editing for sustainable agriculture and food 
production in the EU. 
 
 

 

 

A small revision of the European legislation will harmonize it with the 
legal framework in other nations and enable European scientists, 
breeders, farmers and producers to include genome editing as one of 
their tools to meet the future challenges of sustainable development. 

 
 
Our planet is facing unprecedented challenges because of a rising, more affluent world population, 
while biodiversity is diminishing at an alarming pace and the average temperature on earth continues 
to rise. To meet these global challenges and others, we will have to shift our mentality and lifestyle, 
to increase investments in knowledge creation and facilitate the use of innovative technologies. 
This also means that agriculture and food production must become more sustainable. The 
environmental footprint of agriculture has to diminish and farming has to adapt to the rapidly-
changing climate. Drought is one of the major factors that is threatening crop yields. We are 
witnessing this today in Europe. All possible 
approaches are required to meet these challenges. 
Plant breeding can make a substantial contribution by 
developing new crop varieties that are less 
susceptible to pathogens and are more resilient to 
drought. This will enable farmers to produce high 
yields while decreasing the use of chemicals and 
water.  
 
To develop these varieties, scientists and plant 
breeders must have access to the widest possible 
array of breeding tools. The most recent addition to 
the toolbox is precision breeding with CRISPR. It 
allows scientists and breeders to develop desired crop 
varieties in a faster, relatively simple and much more directed way compared to previous breeding 
techniques. Scientists and breeders in the EU should be enabled to use precision breeding 
techniques with CRISPR to contribute to a more sustainable agriculture and food production. 
 

As an example, the use of chemicals could 
be reduced drastically to fight fungal 
infections during wheat cultivation. 
Here a minimal change of the so-called MLO 
genes induced by genome editing is sufficient 
to obtain resistance against powdery mildew. 
This type of alteration already exists in nature 
but is very difficult and time consuming to 
introduce via conventional breeding 
approaches. This is a clear example that 
shows how innovative methods like CRISPR 
can significantly accelerate the introduction 
of beneficial properties into crops.  
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Exactly one year ago, on the 25th of July 2018, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) ruled that plants 
obtained by precision breeding techniques like CRISPR are genetically modified organisms (GMOs) 
which, in contrast to the products of much less precise mutation breeding techniques, are not exempt 
from the GMO legislation. As of consequence, even crops with the smallest CRISPR-mediated 
alteration, which can also arise spontaneously in nature, are subjected to these provisions. This is 
highly problematic as the European GMO legislation presents an unreasonable regulatory threshold 
affecting research institutes and small breeder companies. It is simply too complicated and too 
expensive to comply with. 
 
The EU GMO legislation, issued in 2001, no longer 
correctly reflects the current state of scientific 
knowledge. There are no scientific reasons to consider   
genome-edited crops differently than conventionally-
bred varieties that have similar alterations. Plants that 
have undergone simple and targeted genome edits by 
means of precision breeding and which do not contain 
foreign genes are at least as safe as varieties derived 
from conventional breeding techniques. 
 
The consequence of the ECJ ruling is that in Europe 
precision breeding techniques like CRISPR are becoming 
the privilege of a select group of large multinational 
companies to exploit it in large cash crops. 
Consequently, the inability to market genome edited crops in Europe will cause a chilling effect on the 
investments in R&D in the European breeding sector. The result will be that the further development 
of beneficial varieties in a faster and much more directed way will be halted in Europe, while the rest 
of the world embraces the technology.  
 
The EU GMO legislation differs from the legislation in many other nations. These countries apply 
legislation which is more adapted to the current state of scientific knowledge, excluding plants that 
have alterations that could also occur naturally or result from conventional breeding activities. In 
other words, in these countries genome-edited plants are not subjected to the GMO legislation, 
enabling scientists and breeders to use genome editing for a more sustainable agriculture and 
food production.  
The difference in regulatory approach will likely lead to disruptions of international trade and have 
consequences for food security in Europe. As stated before, small alterations introduced by precision 
breeding also arise spontaneously in nature. Therefore, it is not possible to determine the origin of 
such small alterations implying that the current EU GMO legislation cannot be enforced on imported 
products. A small revision of the European legislation, by means of harmonizing the legal 
framework with the other countries of the world, is vital to enable European scientists and 
breeders to use precision breeding methods like CRISPR as one of the tools to meet the global 
challenges of sustainable development. It will unlock scientific progress to help provide solutions to 
the current challenges we are facing. 
 

The European scientific community, signatory to this Open Statement, urgently calls 
upon the European institutions including the European Council, the new European 
Parliament and the upcoming European Commission to take appropriate legal action to 
enable European scientists and breeders to apply genome editing for sustainable 
agriculture and food. The ability to use genome editing is crucial for the welfare and food 
security of European citizens.  

EU maintains a high standard in food 
safety and the environment 
It is important to note that not being 
subject to GMO legislation does not mean 
that such crops and foods are not 
regulated. There is general food safety 
legislation that prescribes that foods 
introduced onto the European market 
must be safe, and there is environmental 
legislation that will hold market players 
liable in case they would introduce crops 
into the environment that cause damage 
to biodiversity and protected habitats. 
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market players. This is in huge contrast with countries that have adopted more flexible
regulations. Insuchcountries, universities, government institutions andsmallcompaniesare
poised to lead the precision-breeding revolution in agriculture. For example,USregulators
have taken the view that genome-edited crops are not a problem as long as they do not
contain anyforeign genesandare therefore not genetically different from cropsdeveloped
through traditional breeding processes.As a result, genome-edited cropswill soon appear
on the Americanmarket. Meanwhile, relative lower production costsin non-Europeanareas
will lead to more food andfeed imports in the EU.

Summary

Subjecting cropsobtained through modern genome editing to GMOregulations will deny
Europeanconsumers,producers, researchersandentrepreneurs important opportunities in
sustainable agriculture. Therefore, an urgent review and amendment of the European
legislation onnewbreeding technologies isneeded.In the short term, the legislation should
bealtered suchthat cropswith smallDNAadaptationsobtained through genomeediting are
not subjectto the provisionsof the GMO Directive but instead fall under the regulatory
regime that applies to classicallybred varieties. In the long term, new regulations for
GMOs should be developed that are adapted to modern breeding techniques. This new
directive should provide more legal certainty andevaluatenewcrop varieties on a scientific
basis.

Wetherefore urgeEuropeanpolicy makersto act to safeguardEurope’scompetitiveness on
all levels.

Signatures:

FromAustria:

MagnusNordborg,Scientific Director GMI

Hubert Hasenauer,Rector at BOKU
ChristianObinger, Vice-Rector for Researchand
Innovation

Wolfgang Knoll&Anton Plimon,Managing
Directorsof the AITAustrian Institute of Technology
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ThomasHenzinger,President of the Institute of
Scienceand Technology (IST)Austria
JiriFriml,GroupLeaderat the the Institute of Science
andTechnology (IST)Austria

GiulioSuperti-Furga,Director of the ResearchCenter
for MolecularMedicineof the Austrian Academyof
Sciences(Ce-M-M)

FromBelgium:

JoBury& JohanCardoen,Managing Directors VIB
Dirk Inzé, ScienceDirector VIB-UGentCenter for
Plant SystemsBiology

JorisRelaes,Administrator-General ILVO

LucSels,Rector KULeuven

RikVan deWalle, RectorGhent University

ClairePérilleux, Professorat ULiège

FrançoisChaumont, Professor at UCLouvain

GeertAngenon,Professor at VUB

Nathalie Verbruggen,Professorat ULB

FromBulgaria:
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AtanasAtanassov,Professor at Joint Genomic
Center

IvanAtanassov,Director Agrobioinstitute

FromCyprus

VassilisFotopoulos,Professor at CyprusUniversity of
Technology

FromCzechrepublic:

MarkusDettenhofer, ExecutiveDirector of CEITEC
KarelRiha,Deputy Director for Research,CEITEC
MasarykUniversity

TomášZima, Rector CharlesUniversity

MartinVagner,Director of the Institute of
Experimental Botany ASCR

JiriHasek,Director of the Institute of Microbiology,
CzechAcademy of Sciences(CAS)
JanaPeknicova,Director of the Institute of
Biotechnology, CzechAcademy of Sciences(CAS)
EvaBartova,Director of the Institute of Biophysics,
CzechAcademy of Sciences(CAS)
FrantisekForet,Director of the Institute of Analytical
Chemistry, CzechAcademy of Sciences(CAS)
JanKopecky,Director of the Institute of Physiology,
CzechAcademy of Sciences(CAS)
FrantisekMarec,Director of the Institute of
Entymologym Biology Centre of the CzechAcademy
of Sciences(CAS)
LibborGrubhoffer,Director of the Institute of Plant
Molecular Biology of the CzechAcademyof Sciences
(CAS)
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IvoFrébort,ExecutiveDirector, Centreof the Region
Hanáfor Biotechnological andAgricultural Research

Vojtech Adam,Vice-Rectorat the Faculty of
AgriSciences,Mendel University, Brno andHeadof
the Department of ChemistryandBiochemistry

FromDenmark:

PoulErik Jensen,Headof Copenhagen Plant Science
Centre
SvendChristensen,Headof the Department of Plant
and Environmental Sciencesin CopenhagenPlant
ScienceCentre

JensStougaard,Professor at AarhusUniversity

AndersLund,Director of the Biotech Researchand
Innovation Centre (BRIC)

FromEstonia:

Mati Koppel,Director Estonian CropResearch
Institute

Ülle Jaakma,Vice-Rector of Research,Estonian
University of Life Sciences
Ülo Niinemets, Chair of Crop Scienceand Plant
Biology, EstonianUniversity of Life Sciences

ErkkiTruve,Programme Director Chemistry and
GeneTechnology, Tallinn University of Technology

HannesKollist,Professorat the University of Tartu

FromFinland:
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Kirsi-MarjaOksman, ResearchManager VTT
Antti Vasara, CEOandPresident VTT

JariNiemelä, RectorUniversity of Helsinki

JohannaBuchert,President and CEOof Natural
ResourcesInstitute Finland (Luke)

KalervoVäänänen,Rectorat the University of Turku

MarkDaly,Director of the Institute for Molecular
Medicine Finland (FIMM)

FromFrance:

PascalGenschik,Director of ResearchCNRS– IBMP

Martin Crespi,Director IPS2andmember SPS,Saclay
Herman Höfte, Director of ResearchmINRA,SPS,
Saclay
LoïcLepiniec, Group Leader ĲPB,Versailles andHead
SPS,Saclay

GenevieveAlmouzni,Director of the Institute Curie

FromGermany:
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RalphBock,Managing Director of the MaxPlanck
Institute of MolecularPlant Physiology

GeourgeCoupland,Director of the Max Planck
Institute for Plant BreedingResearch

Detlef Weigel,Director MaxPlanckInstitute for
Developmental Biology

AndreasMeyer, Professorat University of Bonn
FrankHochholdinger, Professorat University of Bonn
PeterDörmann,Professorat the University of Bonn
GabrielSchaaf,Professorat the University of Bonn

ClausSchwechheimer,Chair Plant Systems Biology
at TUMMünchen

Karl-JosefDietz, President of the GermanSociety of
Plant Science

PascalFalter-Braun,Director of the Institute of
Network Biologyat Helmholtz Zentrum München
KlausMayer, Professorat Helmholtz Zentrum
München

JohannesHermmann,President of the Germany
Society for Biochemistry andMolecularBiology

StefanSchillberg,Memberof the Institute
Management(acting) at the FraunhoferInstitute for
Molecular Biology andApplied Ecology (IME)

AndreasWeber, Professorat the Cluster of
Excellence on Plant Sciences(CEPLAS)

AndreasGraner,Director at the Leibniz Institute of
Plant Genetics andCropPlant Research(IPK)
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KarinSchumacher,Professorat the Centre for
Organismal Studies (COS)Heidelberg
ThomasGreb,Professorat the Centre for Organismal
Studies (COS)Heidelberg
RüdigerHell, Professorat the Centre for Organismal
Studies (COS)Heidelberg
IngridLohmann,Professorat the Centre for
Organismal Studies (COS)Heidelberg
JanLohmann,Professorat the Centre for Organismal
Studies (COS)Heidelberg
AlexisMaizel, Professorat the Centre for Organismal
Studies (COS)Heidelberg

JörgKudla,Professorat the Institute of Plant Biology
andBiotechnology, University of Münster
Antje vanSchaewen,Professorat the Institute of
Plant Biology andBiotechnology, University of
Münster
IrisFinkemeier, Professorat the Institute of Plant
Biology andBiotechnology, University of Münster
MichaelHippler,Professorat the Institute of Plant
Biology andBiotechnology, University of Münster
BrunoMoerschbache,Professorat the Institute of
Plant Biology andBiotechnology, University of
Münster
MarkusSchwarzländer,Professorat the Institute of
Plant Biology andBiotechnology, University of
Münster
DirkPrüfer,Professorat the Institute of Plant Biology
andBiotechnology, University of Münster

Marja Timmermans,Director of the Center for Plant
MolecularBiology, University of Tübingen

ThomasSommer,Director of the MaxDelbrück
Centerfor MolecularMedicine in the Helmholtz
Association

SteffenAbel,ManagingDirector of the Leibniz
Institute of PlantBiochemistry
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HolgerPuchta,Institute Director, KalrsruheInstitute
of Technology (KIT)
Natalia Requena, GroupLeaderat the Kalrsruhe
Institute of Technology (KIT)
PeterNick,GroupLeaderat the KalrsruheInstitute of
Technology (KIT)
TilmanLamparter, Professorat the Botanical
Institute, KalrsruheInstitute of Technology (KIT)

FromGreece:

KostasVlachonasios,F,Aristotle University of
Thessaloniki

PanagiotisF. Sarris,Director of the Microbiology &
Plant Biotechnology Group, IMBB-FORTH

KritonKalantidis,Professorat the Biology
Department, Universityof Crete

KalliopePapadopoulou,Associate Professor of Plant
Biotechnology, University of Thessaly

PanagiotisMoschou,Professorat the University of
Crete

FromHungary:

FerencNagy, Director GeneralBiological Research
Centreof the Hungarian of Sciences
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FromItaly:

GennaroCiliberto,President of the Italian Society of
Life Sciences (FISV)

LucaSebastiani,Director, Institute of Life Sciences,
Sant'Anna Schoolof AdvancedStudies

MarcoPerduca,Coordinator Sciencefor Democracy

FilomenaGallo,Secretary of the AssociazioneLuca
Coscioni

MarcoMarchetti, President AssociazioneItaliana
della SocietaScientificheAgrarie

AndreaSchubert,President of the Italian Society of
Plant Biology (SIBV)

AlessandroVitale,GroupLeader, Institute of
Agricultural Biology andBiotechnology, National
ResearchCouncil (CNR)of Italy

GianPaoloAccotto,Director of the CNRInstitute for
SustainablePlant Protection

MarioPezzotti, Presidentof the Italian Societyof
Agricultural Genetics(SIGA)
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RobertoTuberosa,Italian Technology Platform
“Plants for the future”

Pier GiuseppePelicci,Director of the European
Institute of Oncology (IEO)

FromLatvia

NilsRostoks,associatedprofessor at the University
of Latvia

IsaakRashal,professor at the University of Latvia &
Chairof the Latvian Society of Geneticistsand
Breeders

FromLithuania:

GintarasBrazauskas,Director of the Lithuanian
ResearchCentrefor Agriculture andForestry

FromPoland:

Marta Koblowska,Facultyof Biology, University of
Warsaw
Andrzej Jerzmanowski,Professor at Warsaw
University

JacekHennig,Professorat the Institute of
Biochemistry andBiophysics,PolishAcademyof
Sciences
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TomaszTwardowski,President of TheCommittee of
Biotechnology, PolishAcademyof Sciences

WojciechPląder, Professorat WarsawUniversity of
Life Sciences(WULS),Vice-Deanof the Faculty of
Horticulture, Biotechnology andLandscape
Architecture
Monika Rakoczy-Trojanowska,Professor at Warsaw
University of Life Sciences(WULS),Headof the
Department of Plant Genetics,Breedingand
Biotechnology
MarcinFilipecki,Professorat WarsawUniversity of
Life Sciences(WULS)

FromPortugal:

MonicaBettencourtDias,Scientific Director of the
Instituto GulbenkiandeCiência
ElenaBaena-González,Instituto Gulbenkiande
Ciência
PaulaDuque, Instituto GulbenkiandeCiência

Margarida Oliveira, Professor ITQB,Lisboa

RuiMalhó, Professorat the University of Lisboa

EugéniadeAndrade,National Institute for
Agricultural andVeterinarian Research(INIAV)

FromRomania:

Antonia Ivascu,ExecutiveDirector of the Romanian
SeedIndustry Alliance (AISR)
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LizicaSzilagyi,Professorat the University of
Agronomical SciencesandVeterinary Medicine

DoruPamfil, Headof the Biotechnology Commission
of the RomanianAcademyof Agriculture and
Forestry, University of Agricultural Sciencesand
Veterinary MedicineCluj-Napoca

FromSpain:

Pablo Vera, ResearchProfessor CSIC,Director IBMCP
Vicente Pallàs, ResearchProfessor CSIC,IBMCP;
Presidentof the SpanishSociety for Phytopathology
JoséPíoBeltran, Professorat CSIC,Institute for Plant
Cell andMolecular Biology (UPV-CSIC)

JoséLuisGarcía,Director of the Institute for
Integrative SystemsBiology I2SysBio(University of
Valencia-CSIC)
JuliPereto,Vice-Director of the the Institute for
Integrative SystemsBiology I2SysBio(University of
Valencia-CSIC)

FernandoRojo,Director National Center of
Biotechnology (CNB)

JoséLuisRiechmann,Director Centre for Researchin
Agricultural Genomics
JosepCasacuberta, CSICAssociate Professor Centre
for ResearchinAgricultural Genomics
PerePuigdomènech, CSICResearchProfessor

JuanCarlosdel Pozo,Deputy Director of the CBGP
(Centro deBiotecnología y GenómicadePlantas)
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PaulChristou,ICREAProfessor, University of Lleida-
Agrotecnio Center,Lleida

RosaMaria CusidoVidal, Professor at the University
of Barcelona

FranciscoJuanMartinez Mojica, Professor at the
Universityof Alicante

JordiGarcía-Mas,Scientific Director IRTA (Centre de
RecercaenAgrigenòmica CSIC-IRTA-UAB-UB)

FranciscoJavierCejudo,Director IBVF(Instituto de
BioquímicaVegetal y Fotosíntesis)Sevillq

CarlosHermenegildo,Vice-Chancellor of the
ResearchUniversity of Valencia

LuisSerranoPubull,Director of the Centre for
Genomic Regulation (CRG)

FromSlovakia:

EvaČellárová,Headof the Department of Genetics
PavolJozefŠafárik, University in Košice,Faculty of
Science

AnnaBérešová,Director at the Plant Scienceand
Biodiversity Center, SlovakAcademyof Sciences
(SAS)

FromSlovenia

ŠpelaBaebler,President of the SlovenianSociety of
Plant Biology
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Matjaž Kuntner,Director of the National Institute of
Biology

JanaAmbrožič-Dolinšek,Professor at the University
of Maribor

AndrejSimončič,Directorat the Agricultural Institute
of Slovenia

FromSweden:

OveNilsson,Director UmeaPlant ScienceCentre

PanagiotisMoschou,Professor at the Swedish
University of Agricultural Sciences(SLU)

ErikAlexandersson,Director of PlantLink

EvaSundberg,Chairpersonat the Linnean Centre of
Plant Biology in Uppsala

FromSwitzerland

SusanGasser,Director of the Friedrich Miescher
Institute for Biomedical Research(FMI)

Fromthe Netherlands
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SjefSmeekens,Professorat Utrecht University
RensVoesenek,Professorat Utrecht University
CornéPieterse,Professorat Utrecht University
GeorgeKowalchuk,Professorat Utrecht University
RonaldPirsik,Professorat Utrecht University
GuidovandenAckerveken,Professor at Utrecht
University

ReneMedema, Director of TheNetherlands Cancer
Institute

FromUK:

AchimDobermann,Director Rothamsted Research

Dale Sanders,Director JohnInnesCentre

DavidBaulcombe,Professor at University of
Cambridge

JaneLangdale,Professorat University of Oxford

JulianMa,Director, Institute for Infection and
Immunity, St. George’sHospital MedicalSchool

NicholasJ.Talbot, ExecutiveDirector of the
SainsburyLaboratory (Norwich)
JonathanJones,Group Leader at the Sainsbury
Laboratory (Norwich)

JeffCole,EFBVice-President on behalf of the
EuropeanFederation of Biotechnology Executive
Board
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MichaelWakelam, Director of the Babraham
Institute

FromEurope

Marta Agostinho, EU-LifeDirector

EU-Life:
- Austria: ResearchCenter for Molecular

Medicineof the Austrian Academyof
Sciences(Ce-M-M)

- Belgium:FlandersInstitute for
Biotechnology (VIB)

- CzechRepublic:Central EuropeanInstitute
of Technology (CEITEC)

- Denmark: Biotech ResearchandInnovation
Centre (BRIC)

- Finland:Institute for MolecularMedicine
Finland (FIMM)

- France:Institute Curie
- Germany:MaxDelbrück Center for

MolecularMedicine in the Hemholtz
Association

- Italy: EuropeanInstitute of Oncology (IEO)
- Portugal: GulbankianInstitute for Science

(IGC)
- Spain: Centre for Genomic Regulation (CRG)
- Switzerland:FriedrichMiescherInstitute for

Biomedical Research(FMI)
- TheNetherlands: TheNetherlands Cancer

Institute
- UK:BabrahamInstitute

FESPBisan umbrella organization for the European
Societiesof Plant Biology that encompasses5000plant
scientists.
AndreaSchubert, Presidentof the Federation of
EuropeanSocieties of Plant Biology (FESPB)
Christine Foyer,SecretaryGeneralof the Federation
of EuropeanSocieties of Plant Biology (FESPB)
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