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A Message from Prof. Dr. Van Montagu to the lran
Biotechnology Information Center (IRBIC)

MarcVanMontagu President
of the European Federation
of Biotechnology (EFB) is an
emeratus Professor and Ex-Director
of the Laboratory of Genetics at
the Faculty of Sciences, Ghent
University and Scientific Director
of the Genetics Department of the
Flanders Interuniversity Institute
for Biotechnology (VIB). He is
currently serving as the Chairman of
the Public Research and Regulation
Initiative (PRRI), aworld known
international coalition of scientists
and regulators from public sector
involved in international discussions/
negotiations on the application of
modern biotechnology.

Together with his colleague Prof.
Jeff Schell, Marc Van Montagu
discovered the gene transfer
mechanism between Agrobacterium
and plants, which resulted in the
development of methods to alter
Agrobacterium into an efficient
delivery system for gene engineering
in plants. He developed plant
molecular genetics, in particular
molecular mechanisms for cell
proliferation and differentiation and
response to abiotic stresses (high
light, ozone, cold, salt and drought)
and constructed transgenic crops
(tobacco, rape seed, corn) resistant
to insect pest and tolerant to novel
herbicides. His work with poplar
trees resulted in engineering of trees
with improved pulping qualities.

He has received numerous
outstanding awards for his
pioneering work, including the
prestigious “Japan Prize”. He
has been a foreign associate of the
National Academy of Science (USA)
since 1986 and the agricultural
Academy of Russia and France.
He holds 6 Doctor Honoris Causa
Degrees. In 1990 he was granted
the title of “Baron” by Baudouin 1,
King of the Belgians.

Marc Van Montagu and two
other distinguished scientists, Mary-
Dell Chilton and Robert T. Fraley
in 19 of June 2013 were named the
winners of the 2013 World Food Prize
during a ceremony at the U.S. State
Department.

Thefollowingis his message tothe
Iran Biotechnology Information
Center (IRBIC).

The world population has passed 7
Billion persons on this planet and all
indicates that the world population
will grow in the coming decennia to
a mere 9 or even 10 Billion.

Morethan 85 % ofthemwill livein
developing and emerging countries;
they will demand food security, a
better income and decent living
conditions. This means that we will
need a high yielding but sustainable
agriculture, a sustainable industry
and low cost and sustainable energy
sources. If we fail, the pollution and
environmental destruction and the
social strife will be devastating.

Till now the food and feed
production could more or less keep
pace with the population increase,
although today already 1 billion
people are undernourished and 3
Billion have an income of less than
two dollar a day. This spectacular
increase in productivity was
possible through a combined effort
of agronomists, seed companies and
their extension services but most
successful was the decision of plant
breeders such as Norman Borlough
to select for the so-called dwarf
varieties. These crops produced
much more grain and less stover.
The success in India and South East
Asia was tremendous; one called it
the “Green Revolution”. However,
selecting for such high-yielding
varieties resulted in crops which
needed high water and chemical
fertilizer supply. This agriculture
is not really sustainable. We now
realize that the badly needed further
intensification of agriculture will
require the construction of crops
with a set of very novel property,
very difficult to obtain through
breeding. Luckily molecular
biologists unraveled more than 40
years ago the molecular base of
heredity and since the beginning of
this millennium they accumulated
data on plant genomes and their gene
expression pattern under different
stress conditions. This fundamental
research was made possible by the
development of gene cloning and
gene engineering techniques in a
variety of living organism. Plant

genomes became accessible for such
studies thanks to the Agrobacterium
mediated gene transfer technology
first developed and applied in our
laboratory. Over the last decennia
many applications were developed
worldwide, in the eighties and
nineties mostly in Europe and
the US but in the last decennium
also in China, Brazil, India and
other emerging or developing
countries. Some constructs were
taken up by industry and resulted
in the production of the so-called
Transgenic Crops, grown last year
by 15 million farmers.

At present fundamental plant
research brings rapidly the
knowledge and the tools to construct
the plants needed for obtaining high
yields and better quality in the
food, feed and biomass production,
without the need for bringing more
arable land under cultivation.
However to translate this knowledge
into highly needed new products
a major effort will be needed by
our governments and industry. The
public sector is not well prepared
for product development. Their
specialty is R&D, education and
training, awareness and motivation.
The public sector has to take care
that the novel scientific findings can
be applied. In case of agricultural
productions, this means not only
foster progress in molecular
genetics, but see that the results
will be applied in plant breeding,
taking in account the results from
frontier agronomy and stress
physiology research. Be aware
that we live in more participative
societies so that the economic
decisions do not neglect the societal
aspects. Such neglect is at the base
of so much misunderstanding and
disinformation around the relevance
and so called “safety” of GM-Crops.

Thirty years of research have
demonstrated that such crops can
and should be handled at the exactly
the same level of biosafety then
any new variety obtained through
classical breeding.

Never any property detrimental
for the health of humans or animals
was demonstrated. Also for the
environment can we list a long list
of beneficial effect and never any

predicted environmental catastrophe
was observed.

So it will be the an important task
for IRBIC to convince the scientists,
not specialized in biotechnology and
particularly the society at large of
the correctness of these statements
and create confidence around the
implication of this technology. The
old Mesopotamia was the cradle
of contemporary agriculture. The
ingenuity of the local farmers
resulted in new Triticum hybrids
that were the basis for today’s wheat
cultivars. In the application of plant
biotechnology progress, Iran was
the first country to start producing
Bt — Rice. Let’s hope that it is only
a beginning and that the region
will astonish the world economy
by producing new GM-crops and
not leave this to the monopoly
of a few multinationals. For this
IRBIC the plant scientists, agro-
economists, sociologist, ecologists
and specialists in communication
of IRBIC should be able to explain
the participating countries that the
whole field of plant biotechnology
is over-regulated. The recent EHEC
contamination in Germany stresses
that food safety is a matter of science
based precautionary approach and
permanent control. We can no
longer depend on ideological and
unfunded statements. Traditional
agriculture making intensive use
of fertilizers, water, herbicides and
pesticides, the so called “natural”
or Bio-agriculture and the future
Biotech Crop cultivation should
all be submitted to the same safety
regulates, based on the experience
of agronomists, environmentalists
and plant molecular biologists.



