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THE "ALLOW Golden Rice Now” campaign to promote the in-
troduction of Golden Rice went on a tour of the Philippines, 
Bangladesh and India from March 4. It was in New Delhi 

from March 14-18, and in Mumbai from March 17-21. Golden 
Rice is a genetically engineered rice, which has been developed by 
adding a gene from the daffodil plant and from a bacterium to pro-
duce beta-carotene. This is being promoted as a panacea for vitamin 
A deficiency (vad). This deficiency is common among the poor-
er sections of society in several countries and associated with mal-
nutrition, a complex socio-economic problem, which the industrial 
agricultural system once again wants to solve with the magic wand 
of technology. 

The US$100 million Golden Rice project is funded by the 
Rockefeller Foundation, the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, 
the European Community Biotech Program and the Swiss Federal 
Office for Education and Science.

Vitamin A is an essential nutrient which is important to 
 maintain good vision, especially at night. It helps form a healthy 
skin, teeth and bones. It is also needed to maintain the immune sys-
tem. Poor diet and malnutrition brought about by poverty, inade-
quate access to nutritious food and poor san-
itation can lead to vad. Among children, vad 
significantly increases the risk of severe ill-
ness, and even death, from common infec-
tions such as diarrhoea and measles. Among 
pregnant women, vad occurs especially dur-
ing the last trimester. 

But Golden Rice is hardly the solution. 
India is blessed with locally relevant and cul-
turally appropriate food systems that provide 
us with excellent sources of vitamin A. Leafy 

green and yellow vegetables such as spinach 
and moringa leaves, amaranth leaves and 

a myriad varieties of local fruits and vetegables such as sweet 
potato, mango and papaya, which are rich dietary sources of 
vitamin A, are found in plenty in India. Breast milk too is a 
natural source of vitamin A. 

The underlying problem of vad is the loss of diversity 
in food cultures. Destruction of integrated, balanced,  
locally-relevant and culturally appropriate food systems 

through other technological fixes like the Green Revolution 
and the industrial food system have led to poverty and  

malnutrition. It has also degraded and destroyed our soil and  
sources of water. We are now part of an industrial food system which 
is telling us what to eat and how to eat it. Our grains, vegetables, 
fruits, fish, eggs, milk and meat are contaminated with chemicals 
(and more recently with toxins introduced through genetic modifi-
cation of crops). Supermarkets are overflowing with processed and 
‘convenience’ foods promising to make our lives ‘easier’. Public  
distribution systemsÐbuilt on poor quality, polished grains and  

palmoleinÐhave steadily eroded whole grain, local oilseeds and veg-
etable markets. This has led to nutritional deficiencies, including vad. 

We do not need another technological fix in the form of “Golden 
Rice”. It is a threat to our seed diversity since it will contaminate the 
various valuable indigenous paddy varieties which form the basis of 
our farmer’s food web. It will not only destroy our indigenous rice 
germplasm, but will continue to perpetuate rice as the staple. There 
are several communities in rainfed and dryland areas of Telangana 
and Andhra Pradesh and the rest of the country whose traditional 
staple is not rice.

The “Allow Golden Rice Now” campaign is yet another exam-
ple of how the industrial food system and the State are looking at 
food as a commodity, and worse, dealing with the problem in a piece-
meal manner. Instead of addressing the root cause of malnutrition, 
the focus has once again shifted to a single nutrient.

Communities in Bangladesh and the Philippines have shown 
how vad can be solved through kitchen gardens and agro- 
ecologically farmed homes and community gardens. The report of 
the UN Sub-Committee on Nutrition revealed in 1998 that access 
to vegetables and greens through home gardens plays a significant 

role in reducing vad over time. In the 
Philippines, vad incidence decreased from 
40.1 per cent in 2003 to 15.2 per cent in 2008 
among vulnerable children aged between six 
months to five years old. This was achieved 
through enabling access to local vegetables, 
fruits and tubers that were originally part of 
their traditional diet.

When the “Allow Golden Rice Now” 
lobby group from Canada toured the 
Philippines from March 3-10, they were met 
with protests from local farmers. The 
Philippine farmer-scientist group, masipag 

(Magsasaka at Siyentipiko para sa Pag-unlad ng Agrikultura), re-
ports that local farmer groups called on the Department of 
Agriculture to disapprove the application for commercialising 
Golden Rice. They also brought and ate sweet potato to show that 
these vitamins are readily available, cheap and are the natural sourc-
es of vitamin A. 

In India, we did not hear much about the Golden Rice promo-
tional tour in the media. We may probably know about it when it is 
slipped into our food systems. If we wish to save our indigenous food 
systems, we must stand in solidarity with the farmers in the 
Philippines and Bangladesh and oppose the entry of Golden Rice. 
The resources allocated for genetic engineering and other technol-
ogies have created dependency on the industrial food system. We 
must, instead, promote food sovereignty and self-sufficiency through 
reviving traditional food systems and cultures. n

The author is an environmental scientist and educationist 
specialising on food sovereignty issues
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