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Rice at Risk 
 

Experimenting with the world’s most important staple food crop 
 
The Chinese Government is considering the approval of a genetically engineered (GE) rice 
variety which is resistant to bacterial blight disease. If the rice is approved, it will be the first 
time that the world’s most important staple food has been genetically engineered. 
 
Exposing such a large number of people to the risks of GE food in a direct way, and on an 
unprecedented scale, is a very high risk proposal, for which there is no obvious justification.  
 
The Risks 
Genetic engineering is a crude and imprecise technology and poses unknown risks to the 
environment and human health. 
 
The uncontrolled spread of GE rice in Asia, the centre of origin of rice, is particularly risky. If 
GE rice is planted commercially it is likely to lead to the contamination of other rice crops and 
wild rice. Disease resistance in GE rice may transfer to wild varieties, improving their 
competitiveness and producing more problematic weeds. Such hybrids may also swamp 
natural wild varieties and possibly lead to their extinction. 
 
Although rice is largely self-pollinating, pollen is strongly influenced by wind speed and 
direction and can travel up to 100 metres.1 Other possible sources of contamination would be 
seeds left in the soil and spillage during transport. 
 
The cultivation of single resistance gene varieties eventually leads to a breakdown in 
resistance2, and can result in the appearance of more virulent strains3. The likely loss of 
effectiveness of the bacterial blight resistant rice will mean that rice farmers are highly 
unlikely to derive any long-term benefits from its introduction.  
 
Unnecessary 
The push to introduce GE bacterial blight resistant rice is a distraction from the real priorities 
of agricultural research and poses unnecessary risks.  
 
The disease is not a major agricultural problem in China. Ministry of Agriculture statistics 
show that over the last five years only around 1-2% of the total rice growing area has been 
infected. 
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Resistance to the disease can be achieved through conventional (non GE) breeding methods 
and marker assisted breeding4, and other methods based on farming practices may also 
offer promising solutions.  
 
Risky Business 
The importance of rice in the diet of the world’s most populace nation means that the 
decision to introduce GE rice should not be made lightly.  
 
Once the commercial growing of GE rice is allowed, GE contamination of conventional, 
organic and wild rice will be inevitable in Asia. Over time, contamination will lead to loss of 
markets and undermine or threaten the availability of non-GE rice. It would seriously limit 
options in the future, should any unexpected problems arise, as the situation may have 
become irreversible.  
 
There is no demonstrable need for GE bacterial blight resistant rice. It is a high-risk 
experiment with one of the world’s most important staple food crops.  
 
Greenpeace urges the Chinese government to ban the release of GE bacterial blight 
resistant rice. 
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