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CAMPAIGNING FOR A LAW THAT ALLOWS  
CRISPR-CAS IN PLANT BREEDING
A group of young researchers at Wageningen 
University & Research and Ghent University 
are fighting for permission to use technolo-
gies for the precise modification of DNA in 
plant breeding. To achieve this, they are talk-
ing to policymakers at the European Court of 
Justice.  

CRISPR-Cas allows precise mutations in the 
DNA of plants, animals, viruses or bacteria. In 
2018, the European Court of Justice ruled that 
plant breeding with CRISPR-Cas was covered by 
the strict legislation on genetically modified or-
ganisms (GMO). That means crops that were 
modified using CRISPR-Cas have to go through 
an expensive, intensive authorization process.

PROTEST
Protests have come from many sides and vari-
ous initiatives have started to try and reverse 
the Court’s decision. One such is the Gene-
Sprout Initiative, set up in Wageningen, which 
gives voice to the concerns of young research-

ers. ‘Students and PhD candidates who work 
with CRISPR-Cas regularly have innovative and 
valuable ideas while doing their degree or re-
search, but they are unable to put them into 
practice in Europe because of the legislation. 
That forces them to look for jobs outside Eu-
rope. After all, CRISPR-Cas is allowed in coun-
tries such as China, Canada and the US,’ says 
PhD candidate Juriaan Rienstra of the Gene-
Sprout Initiative. The Initative is convinced that 
precise mutagenesis techniques are a valuable 
addition to conventional techniques. Making 
changes by crossbreeding — the conventional 
method — can take years and is very labour in-
tensive. The same changes can be made in one 
go if you use CRISPR-Cas. ‘Europe is missing 
out on a lot of opportunities by sticking to this 
strict GMO legislation,’ says Rienstra. 

TALKS
The GeneSprout Initiative wants the GMO legis-
lation to be amended so that use of targeted 
mutagenesis such as CRISPR-Cas is permitted 

in plant breeding. To achieve this, the young re-
searchers have started talks with policymakers 
in Brussels. It turned out that some MEPs, such 
as Esther de Lange of the Dutch CDA party, are 
in favour. ‘While we are just in the initial phase, 
this is already a step in the right direction,’ says 
Rienstra. 

INTERNATIONALIZATION 
At present, the GeneSprout Initiative is mainly 
active in the Netherlands and Belgium. But 
their goal is to become bigger, explains Rien-
stra. ‘We are aiming for internationalization  
so that the GeneSprout Initiative becomes a  
Europe-wide endeavour. In addition to politi-
cians, we also want to give the general public 
more information about CRISPR-Cas and foster 
an open dialogue. We hope this will encourage 
broad support among the public for a change of 
policy.’  NWH

HAND IN YOUR MOBILE
Nearly every home has a couple of old mobile 
phones lying around. What should you do 
with them? Hand them in! Thanks to some 
students, that is now possible at Forum and 
Leeuwenborch.

International Development Bachelor’s student 
Abigail Johnson and her group (Lenne Smeets, 
Jasmine Baswari and Else Kleiterp) came up 
with that idea when doing the Resistance, Pow-
er and Movements course. This is a new option-
al course in the programme of the Sociology of 
Development and Change chair group. Part of 
the course involves initiating your own ‘act of 
resistance’, minor or otherwise. The idea is you 
learn by doing.

RAW MATERIALS
Johnson’s group thought of doing something 
with discarded phones. She talks of research 
that shows there are at least three million old, 
unused mobile phones in Dutch homes alone. 
‘A lot of the raw materials that are used in mo-
bile phones come from mines where working 
conditions are bad,’ says Johnson. ‘People of-
ten don’t realize this when they buy a new 
phone. We want to raise awareness with our ac-
tion. What is more, recycling reduces the need 
for new raw materials.’ According to research, 
one telephone contains 160 grams of 30 differ-
ent raw materials, mainly metals. That includes 
rare metals such as boron, gold, copper and sil-
ver. ‘There is enough gold, for example, in 200 
phones for one wedding ring.’

CONTAINERS FOR PHONES
So it pays to collect old phones. However, John-
son discovered that is not an entirely new idea 
on campus. ‘It turned out there was already a 
cardboard collection container on the third 
floor of Leeuwenborch.’ They talked to the 
building manager and got that container 

moved to the ground floor. Now there is a simi-
lar container on the ground floor in Forum 
thanks to Johnson and her group. Part of the 
proceeds from the mobiles that are handed in 
will go to KNGF, the organization that trains 
dogs for the blind.  RK

ACTION, ACTION, ACTION!! 
The new Resistance, Power and Movements 
course is in response to the need felt by stu-
dents to do something about the situation in the 
world, say lecturers Michiel Köhne and Elisabet 
Rasch. This does not mean they want to turn 
students into activists. Köhne: ‘The course is 
intended to give an understanding of how 
power, social movements and resistance work. 
We do this together with the Build Your Move-
ment trainers. We explain the underlying theo-
ries and they talk about the practical applica-
tion.’ Fifteen students took the module this first 
time. Initiating your own action is one part of 
the course. 

‘There is enough gold in 200 
phones for one wedding ring’


