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A campaign for the labeling of genetically modified foods: What should a food labeling
system really count on?

Li Du
University of Alberta, Canada

fter an over-years campaign, on November 7, 2012, the Proposition 37, a California state-wide initiative, which would

have mandatorily required food retailers and producers to label food products if they were genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) or containing genetically modified (GM) ingredients, had been defeated by California voters by a margin of 53 to
47 percent. The Prop 37 has ignited the debate again within the North America about the risks and benefits of GM foods,
transparency of food supply systems, and the protection of consumers’ right to know and their informed choice. This research will
review the rationales proclaimed by the Proposition 37 and will make normative analysis on whether consumer’s right to know
alone can justify a mandatory labeling requirement to GM foods and foods containing GM ingredients. Based on a scientific
and economic exploration and recent legal practice of GMOs labeling in the North America, EU and China, I will argue that a
demanding on mandatory labeling of GMOs should be primarily based on health risk concerns and scientific risk assessments.
The public has a legitimate right to ask for information about GM foods sold in market, e.g., what a GMO is and whether it is
safe for consumption, but the argument of consumers’ right to know cannot solely justify the mandatory labeling requirement.
It is suggested that the government has to use a labeling system that can both secure the full information disclosure and a well
protection of GM food producers and distributors.
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