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Medical Profession push for 

Mandatory Labelling for Genetically Modified Food

The Hong Kong Academy of Medicine believes that Hong Kong should proceed with mandatory labelling of Genetically Modified Food (GM food). The new legislation should take effect within two years, with the grace period of 18 months included. Should there be delay in law making, the grace period should correspondingly be shortened. 


The Academy has commissioned the Hong Kong College of Community Medicine to study the Government’s Consultation Paper on GM food labelling and come up with an official response. The resultant position paper has been endorsed unanimously by the Academy’s Council and submitted to the Food and Environment Bureau prior to the end of consultation period by 31 May. 


Dr C H Leong, President of the Academy, said other than pre-packed food, mandatory labelling should also cover loose food items and food prepared at food establishments. This should take effect after the law has been implemented for 1 or 2 years. 


On the proposal in the Consultation Paper “to encourage the food trade to label GM food voluntarily following guidelines issued by Government, and to provide mandatory labelling at a later date taking into account developments on the international front”, the Academy is of the strong view that such a move should never be allowed to delay the very much needed legislative process.    

Threshold of GM content for labelling


In order not to delay the legislative process, Prof T H Lam, President of the College of Community Medicine, said they support, as a start, requiring all food products containing more than 5% GM content in any one of their ingredients to be labelled, with a view to reduce the threshold towards 1% to tie in with future advances in technology or deliberations of internationally accepted standards.  

On the proposal for more detailed labelling of “significantly different characteristics” when a food product exceeds the 5% GM content threshold, he urged Government to come up with a clear and precise definition of “significant” and to establish specific methods of measuring such characteristics.


The Academy also supports that any food products with “GM free” labels or claims should be substantiated by certified documents.

Precautionary Principle to adopt


Prof Lam said it behoves Government to adopt the Precautionary Principle in all its public health policies, and that labelling of GM food should only be considered as a first step albeit reasonable and practicable. Regrettably, such was not clearly stated in the Consultation Paper. Instead, the main concerns seem to be focused on technicalities and a preference of less rather than more stringent control. 


“We agree that it is too soon to determine whether exposure to GM foods has or has no significant health implications directly from human or animal consumption or indirectly via environmental degradation. Yet, lack of evidence of an (adverse) effect should never be taken as evidence of a lack of (adverse) effect,” he said.   

GM food problem with many aspects


The Academy recognizes that the current consultation is focused on labelling. Yet, this is only one of the many aspects and issues surrounding GM food. Others include the pros and cons of GM foods; scientific principles and findings; regulatory policies and measures; politics; public sentiments; effect on scientific advances etc.

Prof Lam said that infrastructures to study and monitor the various issues surrounding GM food are lacking in Hong Kong, nor is there an adequacy of expertise; let alone to educate, inform and involve the public. 

He said Government needs to build up its own expertise in this field, with specialized and independent public health professionals and GM food-related scientists. Meanwhile, it should also support non-government sectors such as universities and health, consumer and environmental organizations to develop similar experience and skills.  

(  For enquiries, please contact Mr Elmer Wan on 2871 8811,  

or Prof T H Lam on 2819 9287. )
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