
There is a compelling moral
imperative to make genetically
modified crops available to
developing countries who want
to use them to alleviate hunger
and poverty, according to a
report by the Nuffield Council
on Bioethics. 

The council, an independent
body which examines ethical
issues raised by developments in
medicine and biology, firmly
rejected calls for a moratorium
on the commercial planting of
genetically modified (GM) crops,
arguing that the technology has
the potential to bring about
important benefits such as
improved nutrition, enhanced
pest resistance, increased yields,
and new products such as vac-
cines. 

“We agree that a precaution-
ary approach to so novel a tech-
nology as that of genetically
modified crops is justified, but
we would not wish anxieties
about the very small risk to the
inhabitants of developed coun-
tries to inhibit the research and

development that can benefit
the inhabitants of the poorer
world....We should give more
weight to the life-or-death con-
cerns of the hungry, than to the
less pressing concerns of the
well-fed,” the report said.

However, it acknowledged
the widespread public unease
about the technology, agreed
that consumers should have the
choice about whether to eat
genetically modified foods, and
welcomed the announcement
made by the UK government
that a biotechnology commis-
sion will be set up to monitor the
impact on health and the envi-
ronment.

“There must clearly continue
to be strong and effective regula-
tory controls,” the report states.
“There must also be the possibili-
ty of appropriate sanctions if
problems were to emerge....It will
be important to try to ensure that
the benefits (of the technology)
are spread widely, and that the
risks are not set aside because of
commercial pressure.”

Dealing with the possible
threat to biodiversity, the report
said: “if yield increases meant that
marginal land could be taken out
of cultivation and returned to the
wild, then the use of genetically
modified crops might tip the bal-
ance the other way.”

The council expressed con-
cern that some of the patenting
practices of the four major
industrial groups that control
most of the technology may
restrict competition and make it
difficult for developing countries
to gain access to the new tech-
nologies on fair terms. 

It recommended that public
sector institutions which hold
such patents should serve the
wider public interest by retain-
ing their intellectual property
and licensing it equitably. 

It also urges national patent
offices to discourage patent
applications which would result
in a single commercial organisa-
tion gaining control over a sin-
gle crop. 

Other recommendations cov-
er a range of issues from protect-
ing the environment and
enhancing consumer information
through to increasing donor aid
to poor countries so that they can
benefit from genetic modification
technology. (See page 1564.)

Gonads are the
key to a long life
Abi Berger, BMJ
214

Longevity may be a trade off 
for fecundity, according to a 
study published in Nature
(1999;399:362-6). In a novel
series of experiments involving
nematodes, scientists have discov-
ered that one of the evolutionary
trade offs for successful reproduc-
tion may be a shorter life. 

Honor Hsin and Cynthia
Kenyon, biochemists from the
University of California, have
found that the longevity of the
nematode Caenorhabditis elegans
is regulated by its reproductive
system through a signalling
pathway which involves insulin
(or insulin-like) growth factor 1. 

Longer life results when this
signalling pathway is down regu-
lated in the worm, and now it
seems that at least part of the
signal is under the control of the
gonads. Sterile mutants of this
worm (which have neither

gonadal nor germline cells) live
no longer than their relatives
that have full reproductive capa-
bilities. But when the two
gonadal germline cells (which
are present at birth) are
destroyed by a laser microbeam,

leaving the two gonadal somatic
cells (and therefore the somatic
gonad intact), the life of the
worm is increased by 60%.

The authors explored why
this might happen. They looked
at the formation of dauer larva
(the stage through which the
nematode larvae go when food
is unavailable to allow adult
development to continue) and
discovered that some of the
dauer genes encode compo-
nents of the signalling pathway
of insulin-like growth factor 1.
Signalling inhibits the formation
of the dauer larvae, as well as
limiting longevity. 

From an ecological view-
point, gonadal signalling for
longevity could be adaptive.
One theory, for example, is that
if food is scarce, a prolonged life
would give the worm a greater
chance to reproduce. 

The coupling of reproduc-
tion with lifespan would allow
the processes of reproduction
and ageing to unfold simultane-
ously, and would take into
account both external and inter-
nal factors. 
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Mutton dressed as lamb: Dolly,
the world’s first cloned sheep, is
showing signs of premature
ageing in her chromosomes. New
research at the Roslin Institute in
Midlothian, Scotland, where she
was born, found that the
telomeres, which lie at the end of
her chromosomes, are beginning
to erode. This type of change is
typical of older animals.

AMA to set up journal
oversight committee: The
American Medical Association is
to set up a seven member journal
oversight committee to act as a
“buffer” between the editor of
JAMA (the journal of the
American Medical Association)
and the association’s
management. This follows the
high profile sacking of Dr
George Lundberg from his post
as editor in January (23 January,
p 213). The oversight committee
will be appointed within three to
five months and a new editor will
be selected “shortly thereafter,”
probably within six months.

Folic acid deficiency nearly
ended in US: The first study to
measure the effect of the US
Food and Drug Administration’s
1996 order that all enriched
grain products be fortified with
folic acid to reduce the risk of
neural tube defects was carried
out on a total of 1106 volunteers
in the Framingham Heart Study.
The prevalence of low plasma
folate concentrations decreased
from 22.0% to 1.7% (New England
Journal of Medicine 1999;340:
1449-54).

Early menopause raises risk of
heart disease: Younger age at
menopause was found to be
associated with a higher risk of
cardiovascular disease among
women who experienced natural
menopause and never used
hormone therapy, according to a
new study. The study examined
data from the ongoing Nurses’
Health Study and followed the
women for approximately 20
years. (Archives of Internal Medicine
1999;159:1061-6). 

Moratorium on GM food would
perpetuate world hunger
Richard Woodman, London 
11, 33, 142, 170

Nematode: lifespan is regulated
by its reproductive system
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