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Letter from the Chair 

 
Dear Delegates, 
 
Welcome to the 24th annual Greater Washington Conference on International Affairs! My name 
is Nicole Cennamo and I will be your Chair for the FAO Committee. 
 
At George Washington University, I am a junior majoring in Political Science and double 
minoring in Human Services and Organizational Sciences. After participating in Model UN all 
four years of high school, I knew that in college, I wanted to continue helping delegates enjoy 
their MUN experience as much as I myself did! In addition to GWCIA, I serve as the Chief of 
Staff to GW’s Student Association Senate and on the executive board of the GW Women’s 
Leadership Network. I am also the National Chief of Staff of a nonprofit organization called 
Leading Women of Tomorrow that encourages women to become involved in public service. In 
my free time, I enjoy drinking excessive amounts of tea, visiting art museums, and exploring all 
of the sights D.C. has to offer! 
 
Now more than ever, the issue of food and nutrition plays a large role in American society. As 
apparent in its title, this committee will work to provide the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) with suggestions on how to protect the public health of all nations. Specifically, delegates 
will debate the safety of genetically-modified food products and work together to write 
resolutions modifying international regulations. Although this committee will primarily focus on 
the health aspects, delegates will keep in mind the environmental, economic, and ethical factors 
associated with the issue.  
 
If you have any questions at all, please reach out to me at ncennamo@gwu.edu. I know I speak 
on behalf of the entire dais when I say that I am so excited to meet you all and engage in 
meaningful debate! 
 
Kindest Regards, 
Nicole Cennamo 
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Topic: Regulating Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs)  

 Topic Summary  

GMOs (or “genetically modified organisms”) are living organisms whose genetic          

material has been artificially manipulated in a laboratory through genetic engineering. This            

relatively new science creates combinations of plant, animal, bacteria and viral genes that do not               

occur in nature or through traditional crossbreeding methods.  

Genetically modified foods (or GMFs) are foods produced from organisms that have had             

changes introduced into their DNA using the methods of genetic engineering. Genetic            

engineering techniques allow for the introduction of new traits as well as greater control over               

traits than previous methods such as selective breeding and mutation breeding.  

Organisms are genetically modified in order to improve life for humans: either for             

farmers or for consumers. Crops have been genetically modified to increase yields, improve crop              

protection from insects and disease, and increase crops’ tolerance to heat, drought, and other              

environmental stress. Crops have also been genetically modified to present benefits to consumers             

through increased protein and healthier oils. Moreover, the use of GM seeds can have              

environmental benefits help reduce agriculture’s impact on the land, including soil and energy             

conservation and minimizing the use of herbicides. 

GMOs are everywhere in the world of food, both as plants and as animals. They are also                 

a subject of heated debate, being that they are so new that we are not entirely sure of what their                    

long-term impacts might be. Although better food security can be attributed to higher production              
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yields of GMO crops, GMOs also interfere with agricultural biodiversity, which can lead to              

widespread crop loss in case of new pests or natural disasters and a loss of food and habitat for                   

wild plants and animals. Human health issues are also important when dealing with GMOs.              

There is no long-term data as to what happens when humans eat genetically-modified crops as               

food over many years. Also, the economic impacts of the rise of GMO crops could have a                 

negative impact on the global profession of agriculture, as it makes growing plants for food more                

expensive and complicated, allowing for a select group of large companies to dominate the food               

industry.  

 

History of the Topic 

Humans have been altering the genomes of plants and animals for thousands of years              

through artificial selection (more commonly known as breeding). From the domestication of wild             

plants in prehistoric times to the relatively recent creation of new species such as the loganberry                

(a cross between a raspberry and a blackberry), humans have sought to alter natural selection to                

better their own lives. However, genetic modification is different. Artificial selection had been             

previously confined to natural occurring varieties that were close enough in genetic makeup to              

mix traits. Today, genetic modification allows genes from one species to be spliced into              

organisms in another species, often in circumstances previously impossible. 

The first commercially grown genetically modified food crop was a tomato created by             

California company in the early 1990s called the Flavr Savr. It was approved for commercial               

production in 1992, and was genetically altered so that it took longer to decompose after being                

picked. In 1994, the first European genetically engineered crop, tobacco, was approved in             
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France. Initially, genetic modification was introduced to improve crop protection, but recently            

benefits to consumers have also been highlighted. 

Today, GM crops are currently planted in twenty-nine countries. The dominant crops            

being cultivated are soybean and cotton, and the dominant traits are herbicide tolerance and              

insect resistance. Most of the cultivation occurs in the Americas, but recently there has been a                

large jump in GMO cultivation in Southeast Asia. Between 1996 and 2009, almost half (46               

percent) of the global hectarage of GM crops was planted by developing countries, and of the                

estimated 14 million farmers who planted GM crops, 90 percent (13 million) were small              

resource-poor farmers. 

Corporations play a larger role in biotechnology and GM crops than in any other              

agricultural sub-sector. As GM seeds are developed in laboratories, the corporations that develop             

these new seeds own rights to them, and farmers must purchase these seeds from the corporation                

that owns the rights. As such, companies like Monsanto and Syngenta that develop new seeds               

also control what crops and traits are produced. There have been criticisms that the GMO               

industry is too profit-driven and that its actions do not accede with its claims of creating food                 

security and improving people’s lives. Many important crops, such as pulses, vegetables, and             

fodder, and certain traits, such as drought- and aluminum-tolerance, are still almost entirely             

neglected, even though they may be the most useful to developing nations.  

Moreover, GMO corporations like Monsanto and Syngenta have been repeatedly accused           

of unscrupulous practices. When GM plant genes outcrossed into other farmers’ fields, Monsanto             

sued them for patent infringement. Monsanto and Syngenta have both been accused of being too               

profit-driven, and not dealing honestly with the farmers they sell seeds too. Farmers who buy               
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Monsanto’s Roundup Ready corn or soybean seeds must sign a contract promising not to save               

any seeds from the previous year’s harvest; in effect, they must buy new seeds from Monsanto                

each year. 

 

Current Situation 

There have been many controversies regarding GMOs in the food industry. While some             

critics object to the use of this technology based on religious or philosophical bases, most critics                

object on the basis of environmental or health concerns. Ecologically, there is great concern that               

GMOs decrease agricultural biodiversity, and that they can affect non-GMO plants and animals.             

Biodiversity, or the representation of many types of living things in a habitat, is important to the                 

survival of all creatures. Organisms rely on one another through the food web, compete with one                

another for food, water, and shelter, and benefit from the way other living things survive.               

Biodiversity is natural, even in a crop field. There are small differences between plants of the                

same kind, many farmers grow multiple crops, and insects and animals use the field as a home.                 

GMOs, however, can create unnatural similarities in a crop field, and if one plant gets sick or is                  

eaten by an insect, all of the plants will have the same weakness to the disease or pest. Also,                   

because they are designed to grow well in many conditions and resist many types of natural                

damage, GMO crops may make poor food and shelter sources for wildlife whose natural biome               

is agricultural fields.  

There are also concerns about how GMOs may affect human health when they are eaten               

as a food source or grown near or worked on by humans. The FAO has performed studies on the                   

safety of GMOs as food, as well as on their potential to create or worsen food allergies in people.                   
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While the general consensus is that most GMOs seem safe within global health guidelines, the               

problem is that no long term study regarding the effects of consuming GMOs has been               

conducted. There may be unknown long-term health risks associated with GMOs that have not              

yet been studied. Also, many GMO crops are associated with other industrialized forms of              

agricultural production, including the use of fertilizers and chemical pest killers. These added             

chemicals can have negative long-term and short term impacts on the health of workers and               

people living near agricultural fields.  

The increased use of GMOs in food production can also have an impact on the economics                

of agriculture. Farming is one of the world’s oldest professions, and many people in developing               

countries farm not only to feed their families on a day-to-day basis, but also to earn a living.                  

However, GMOs can complicate this source of income. Because GMOs are created in             

laboratories, they considered the property of the organization or company that invents them.             

Depending on the intellectual property (IP) laws that apply in a certain place, it may become                

illegal for a farmer to grow GMO seeds without re-purchasing them from the copyright holder               

every year. As mentioned before, some GMO crops also require special chemicals like fertilizers              

and pesticides. This means that GMO crops can become very expensive for the grower. Also,               

when a few farmers in an area can produce a much larger amount of food per square meter                  

because they are using GMO crops, it makes it difficult for non-GMO farmer’s crops to compete                

in the market. It may not be economically worthwhile for a farmer to keep growing food at all if                   

they do not switch to GMO crops in these cases. Additionally, because the specific genetic               

information of the GMO is owned by the IP holder, if these crops mix in with non-GMO crops, it                   

can be considered ‘theft’ of that genetic information. Unfortunately, this mixing can happen             
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when insects pollinate two different fields, or even when the wind blows. This mixing has led                

these multinational food corporations to sue farmers, whose fields and non-GMO crops have             

been cross-pollinated with GMO crops (by accident). Although GMOs can significantly increase            

food production, they also make the work of farming more expensive and complicated for the               

farmers. This may make crop farming less profitable or accessible for farmers in developing              

nations. 

Today, 64 countries have mandatory labeling laws for GE food. However, the United             

States still does not have a mandatory, nationwide labeling law, although many advocacy groups              

are lobbying to enact one. These groups argue that labeling GM food is important for consumer                

choice and for monitoring unforeseen problems associated with the technology. In contrast,            

groups opposing labels claim a law would unnecessarily eliminate consumer demand for current             

GE crops, causing steep increases in food prices and resource utilization.  
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Questions to Consider 

1. What role can genetically modified crops play in development, especially sustainable 

development? 

2. What are the ethical, environmental, and health concerns regarding genetically modified 

crops? 

3. Should GMOs be regulated? If yes, what guidelines should be established?  

4. What is the impact of genetically modified crops on the agricultural sector of the 

economy and of the economy overall?  

5. How does the presence of multinational corporations regarding genetically modified 

crops affect the internal affairs of nations?  

6. How can the safety of GMOs in the food industry be ensured and monitored? 

 
Useful Resources 

 
❖ http://www.fao.org/home/en/ 

❖ http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/biotech/docs/faqsen.pdf 

❖ http://www.fao.org/english/newsroom/focus/2003/gmo8.htm 

❖ https://www.fda.gov/food/food-ingredients-packaging/food-new-plant-varieties 

❖ https://ag.purdue.edu/GMOs/Pages/WhatareGMOs.aspx 

❖ https://responsibletechnology.org/gmo-education/ 

❖ https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/23/well/eat/are-gmo-foods-safe.html 

❖ https://usrtk.org/the-fda-does-not-test-whether-gmos-are-safe/ 
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