
 

Information Sheet 

GE in Supermarkets 

By Greenpeace (February 2003) 

The secret ingredient 
As an Australian, chances are you have already eaten genetically engineered (GE) foods. Without 
warning or notice you have partaken in a dangerous experiment. 
 
Thousands of products on the shelves of your local supermarket contain GE ingredients – foods 
from crops that have not evolved in natural ways, from crops that have never before been part of the 
human diet. 
 
Look at the ingredient list on any of the packaged foods in the supermarket. You are almost certain 
to find ingredients made from corn, soy, canola or cottonseed oil. These ingredients commonly 
come from plants that have been genetically altered and are being grown on millions of acres in the 
United States, Argentina, Canada and now even Australia. For example, soy ingredients like 
lecithin, soy oil, and soy protein are found in 60 or 70 percent of all processed foods. 
 
Yet you won’t find “genetically engineered” on the label of many products containing GE 
ingredients. The labelling regulations exclude refined ingredients, such as oils, starches and sugars, 
as well as animal products from animals raised on diet of genetically engineered feed. 
 
Most supermarkets chains have their own store brands, which are made to their specifications.  All 
of these brands are aimed at customer loyalty, and are the pride of their companies. 
 
Supermarkets can influence the production of food right through the food chain. When a major 
supermarket eliminates GE from their food chain they force food manufactures down the line to 
also go GE-free 
 
Major supermarkets in Europe; Sainsbury’s and Marks & Spencers, have already committed to 
removing GE ingredients from their store brand products, as have three national chains in the US, 
Trader Joe’s, Whole Food Markets and Wild Oats. 
 
Australian supermarkets can follow their lead and GE-free from paddock, to plate. 
 
Woolworths (trading as Safeway in Victoria) is the largest supermarket in Australia and has 28 
percent of the $65 billion food retail market.  Together, Coles and Woolworths dominate 50 percent 
of the market. Neither of these companies have committed to going GE-free including in GE 
derived ingredients and animal feed, in their own brand products. There are also many independent 
supermarkets that have not made any commitment to remove GE from their food chain. 
 

Multiple risks and little testing  
Unlike traditional crop or animal breeding, genetic engineering enables scientists to cross genes 
from bacteria, viruses, and even humans into plants and animals. Never before have scientists been 
able to break the species barrier. Strawberries and flounder could never breed on their own, but with 
genetic engineering lab tests, fish genes have been spliced into strawberries. There have been long-
term studies on what impact these crops may have on the environment, but scientists are already 
finding signs of trouble: 
 

(continued overleaf) 



 

 

 Biological pollution: Unlike chemicals released into the environment, genetically engineered 
organisms are living things that will reproduce and spread uncontrollably and at will, with little 
possibility of containment or clean-up. 

 Increased pesticide use: Most GE crops have been designed to withstand herbicides. Studies 
show that framers who grow GE soybeans use 2-5 times more herbicides than farmers who 
grow natural soy varieties. 

 Superweeds: Other studies have shown that GE crops can cross-pollinate with related weeds, 
resulting in “superweeds” that become difficult to control. Canadian canola growers have found 
weeds in their fields resistant to Round-Up and Liberty herbicides, forcing the growers to use 
more potent toxic herbicides.  

 Threat to organics: GE insect resistant crops could create “superbugs” who will build up a 
tolerance to a fundamental pest control tool used by organic framers; the loss of this tool would 
be devastating to the safest, most environmentally friendly food production we have. 

 

The Health Risks 
The genetic engineering industry claims that no one has been harmed by eating GE foods. But 
without labelling of GE ingredients, there is no way to track any harm. Doctors and scientists warn 
that there is not enough evidence to insure that these foods are safe in the human diet. Medical 
experts, including over 2,000 doctors and health professionals in Germany and the British Medical 
Association, have questioned the safety of GE foods. In fact, there is ample evidence of risk: 

 Allergies: By inserting foreign DNA into common foods, without adequate safety testing, the 
biotech industry is introducing possible new food allergens. 

 Antibiotic resistance: The rise of diseases that are resistant to treatment with common 
antibiotics is already a serious medical concern. Doctors warn that the current use antibiotic 
resistance genes in GE crops may add to this risk. 

 
In short, genetic engineering is an unpredictable technology that, for the sake of cooperate profits, 
puts our environment and health at risk. 
 

Taken Action 

 Call, fax or write your local supermarket manager or CEO and demand that they rid their store 
brands of GE ingredients just as European and American supermarkets have already done. Join 
the Greenpeace True Food Network at: www.greenpeace.org.au/truefood. Giving you a monthly 
update of which companies have changed their policy and connect you with others active to 
make our supermarkets GE-free to build a GE-free community. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

For further information about HOPE Toowoomba and its activities contact: 
Frank Ondrus, Convenor (Manager), PO Box 6118, Toowoomba West QLD 

4350, Australia. Phone from within Australia (07) 4639 2135 Phone from 
outside Australia 61 7 4639 2135; 

e-mail: HOPE_Toowoomba@yahoo.com.au           www.green.net.au/hope 
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