
TOOLS AND TALKING POINTS FOR BIOTECH SWEET CORN 
(SOLD BY SEMINIS IN THE UNITED STATES UNDER THE BRAND PERFORMANCE SERIES

® SWEET CORN)   

Some retailers and consumers have questions about the safety of biotech sweet corn.1 

Food, feed and environmental safety of biotech crops has been affirmed in the United States by the Food and Drug 
Administration, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the Environmental Protection Agency for insect-protected traits, as 
well as other global regulatory agencies and scientific bodies.  

Providing accurate information on biotech sweet corn will help customers make choices that best suit their needs.  

For those growing and selling biotech sweet corn, answering 
customers’ questions and concerns requires adequate 
knowledge of the properties of the product and its biotech 
traits, as well as an understanding of the issues that buyers 
(and their customers) may be concerned about. Being open, 
upfront, and providing accurate, science-based information 
will help address the needs and concerns of growers, 
retailers, and consumers.  

WHAT IS BIOTECH SWEET CORN? 
“Biotech sweet corn” can also be referred to as “genetically 
modified” or a “genetically modified organism” (GM or GMO) 
or “genetically engineered” (GE).  The way biotech in plants 
works is that one or a few genes that contain certain traits, 
like herbicide tolerance or pest resistance, are transferred 
into the plant. In many cases, it would not be possible to 
introduce these traits using only traditional breeding 
methods.2   

Biotech traits currently used in sweet corn consist of 
resistance to insect pests, including corn earworm, 
European corn borer, fall armyworm, and rootworms, as well 
as tolerance to certain herbicides (in the case of 
Performance Series Sweet Corn, certain brands of 
glyphosate). These traits are described more fully in the 
Seminis Agronomic Spotlight “Optimizing the Use of Biotech 
Sweet Corn”.   

IS BIOTECH SWEET CORN SAFE TO EAT? 
Biotech crops, including sweet corn, undergo more testing 
and oversight before commercialization than any other crop 
product, including those that are not improved through 
genetic engineering. First, each biotech product undergoes 
years of testing to ensure that it is as safe as its non-biotech 
equivalent. On average, more than 75 different studies are 
performed to ensure they are safe for people, animals and 
the environment These products then go through a rigorous 
approval processes at global regulatory agencies. In the 
United States, these products are reviewed by the Food and 

Drug Administration (for food/feed safety), the Department 
of Agriculture (for safety in agricultural production), and 
sometimes by the Environmental Protection Agency (for 
safety when a biotech trait confers pest resistance).2,3 

In addition to the government safety approvals mentioned 
above, global scientific and health organizations, including 
the World Health Organization, the American Medical 
Association, the United States National Academy of Sciences, 
and the British Royal Society, have all stated that eating 
foods made from GM crops is safe and no more risky than 
eating food crops s that have not been improved through 
genetic engineering.  

Dr. Bruce Chassy (a professor emeritus of biotechnology 
at the University of Illinois) has stated that “Genetically-
engineered foods are rigorously tested before 
marketing. These tests are designed to ensure there are 
no adverse effects on human health now or in the 
future. There is an abundance of scientific evidence and 
published research, as well as more than 15 years of 
experience with GE crops that provide strong evidence 
of their safety. There is no credible scientific evidence 
that they cause allergies or that they would have any 
long-term health effects.” 4 

A NOTE ABOUT GM FOOD DISCLOSURE IN THE US 
In 2016, the United States passed the National 
Bioengineered Food Disclosure Law, and, as of 2017, 
regulations to implement the law are currently being 
drafted. Regardless of how this law is implemented, it is 
important for growers to know their markets. Be aware of 
the customer’s needs and preferences. Be upfront with 
them about your products and the traits the products 
contain. Provide accurate information on the cultivars that 
are grown, and make sure that the information is readily 
available to buyers, retailers, and consumers.  
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IS BIOTECH SWEET CORN SAFE FOR THE 
ENVIRONMENT? 
Scientific evaluations of the environmental impacts of 
biotech crops have found favorable environmental 
outcomes associated with the use of crops, including those  
containing traits such as insect resistance and herbicide 
tolerance. In 2016, after a review of >900 studies during a 
two-year review process, the United States National 
Academy of Sciences found no conclusive evidence of cause
-and-effect relationships between GE crops and 
environmental problems. 

The use of biotech sweet corn with insect resistance can 
significantly lower the number of insecticide applications 
needed to manage corn earworm, European corn borer, and 
various rootworm species, reducing the impact on non-
target insects such as predators, parasitoids, and honey 
bees. On average, since the introduction of biotech field 
corn in the U.S., use of insecticides on corn were shown to 
have decreased by 90% between 1995 and 2010 (Figure 1).5  

Fewer insecticide applications also reduce the use of fossil 
fuels and CO2 emissions from application equipment. 
Overall the use of biotech crops globally has led to a 
reduction in CO2 emissions equivalent to removing ten 
million cars from the road for one year.5  Lower CO2 
emissions also result from the use of biotech sweet corn 
with herbicide tolerance because the ability to use post-
emergence herbicides increases the adoption of reduced 
tillage and no-till production systems. This, in turn, increases 
the amount of carbon sequestration in the soil.5 As 
compared to some of the soil-applied pre-plant/pre-
emergence herbicides, the glyphosate herbicides used with 
Performance Series® sweet corn are less persistent in the 
soil and less likely to contaminate sources of drinking water.4  

 

On the subject of biotech crops leading to an increase in the 
development of herbicide resistant weeds, Dr. Chassy notes 
that “Resistance has occurred with many herbicides used on 
non-GE crops; multiple herbicide-resistant weeds have 
emerged in conventional crops through poor stewardship of 
herbicides. Where we have seen resistance to herbicides 
used in GE crops, (less than 1 percent of land planted with 
GM herbicide tolerant crops), alternative herbicides are still 
effective. The key requirement to minimize the emergence 
of resistance to the herbicides used on crops is careful 
management.” 4  
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Figure 1. Insecticide use in corn and cotton, 1995-2010. Source: USDA 
Economic Research Service using data from USDA National 
Agricultural Statistics Service Agricultural Chemical Usage Reports.5  
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