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The initial contentious debate regarding gene flow focused on canola (Smyth, et al., 2001) and that situation remains unchanged. Since then, however, there has been new scientific and agronomic evidence that gene flow is a potential problem in many transgenic crops.  Scientists and regulators are at best in a conundrum or at worst in conflict about how to regulate gene flow.

As the technology of pharmaceutical and transgenic plants rapidly moves from laboratory to field, the regulations developed to control these new crop varieties were tested and found wanting in 2002. While regulators in the US have argued that the detection of ProdiGene’s corn in a silo of soybeans is proof that the regulations are working, the simple fact that a transgenic crop that was supposed to be contained on-farm actually reached a grain terminal without being detected shows that the regulations are not stringent enough. The containment of living plants is proving to be increasingly challenging given humans inability to completely control nature.

The issue of unintended gene flow became a global news issue in the spring to 2002 with the discovery that some varieties of Mexican maize appeared to contain transgenic material that should not have been there. This topic continued to be important into the summer as a research team led by Allison Snow of Ohio State University reported preliminary evidence suggesting that the trait from transgene insertions in sunflowers may be able to move to other plants, thus creating the conditions for ‘superweeds’. 

This paper will model the structure of the regulations for pharmaceutical and transgenic crops and compare this against the recent documented incidences of unintended gene flow. It will briefly examine the science of pharmaceutical and transgenic gene flow, discuss in detail the development of regulations targeted at controlling gene flow and review the results of commercialization of these crop varieties.

