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A genetically modified salmon creat-
ed by Singapore scientist Hew Choy
Leong more than 20 years ago looks
set to be the world’s first GM animal
to hit dinner plates.

The transgenic Atlantic salmon –
inserted with genes from the Chi-
nook salmon and ocean pout so it
can grow twice as fast – is safe to eat
and will not harm the environment,
the United States Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (FDA) has decided after
lengthy evaluations.

A final hurdle remains: a public
consultation process on the environ-
mental assessment. But industry play-
ers say it is almost a foregone conclu-
sion that the FDA will give the final
nod after the deadline for voicing
concerns is up at the end of this
month.

Most countries take the lead from

the powerful watchdog agency, so a
“yes” by the FDA would open the
doors to the world market, said Pro-
fessor Hew.

And farms in the United States
and China have already indicated in-
terest in breeding the fish.

The approval will bring no great
riches to the 70-year-old emeritus
professor at the National University

of Singapore’s (NUS) Department of
Biological Sciences, who created the
fish while doing research in Canada.

The pending decision by the FDA
comes some 17 years after the compa-
ny behind the fish – AquaBounty
Technologies in Boston – applied to
produce the fish commercially.

Prof Hew left the company he
formed in 1999 to focus on his duties

at NUS, although he still has a small
number of shares. There will also be
no royalties from his patent as it runs
out this year.

“If you’re looking for fast returns,
this was definitely not the venture to
be in,” he said. “But as a scientist,
looking back I have no regrets. This
technology can contribute to solving
food shortages given the increasing
world population.”

He has eaten the fish himself
many times, and said that detractors
who call GM salmon a “Frankenfish”
are missing the science.

“The science is solid and the FDA
has made its decision based on sci-
ence,” he said.

The fish has been judged as hav-
ing no biological differences from reg-
ular Atlantic salmon, and is just as
safe to eat.

The US National Marine Fisheries
and the Fish and Wildlife Service
have come to the same conclusion as
the FDA – that the fish do not
present an environmental danger, he
noted.

Anti-GM groups, however, are
dead set against it.

British-based GM Freeze, for
instance, said that the FDA decision
was based on “wholly inadequate
safety data” and that the environ-
mental impact could be considera-
ble.

To prevent GM fish from escaping
and spawning in the wild, however,
they are bred in inland facilities, and
the fish produced are female and ster-
ile.

Many scientists have also en-
dorsed the fish – the AquAdvantage
salmon – and say the technology be-
hind it is a way of easing the world’s
food burden.

One group of researchers, develop-
ers and investors feel so strongly
about the bureaucratic bottlenecks
that they petitioned US President
Barack Obama last year.

“Any further unexplained delay
in moving forward with the regulato-
ry process of this precedent-setting
case diminishes existing and future
investment and innovation across
the entire range of agriculturally im-
portant animals,” they said.

“Animal biotechnologies have the
potential to help address the chal-
lenges of food security at a time
when the US and the other countries
of the world could greatly benefit
from such innovation.”
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The fast-growing Atlantic
salmon is modified to carry
a growth hormone gene
from the Pacific Chinook
salmon.

It is also given an
anti-freeze gene promoter
from the ocean pout – an
eel-like cold-water fish –
which keeps the hormone
active all the time.

This hormone is usually

produced only some of the
time, in response to
environmental cues such as
temperature, the length of
the day, and other
endocrine controls.

As a result, instead of
taking about three years to
reach the market weight of
between 4kg and 5kg like
ordinary Atlantic salmon,
transgenic salmon can do
so in just 18 months.
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FAST-GROWING SALMON

Boston – A blizzard slammed into
the north-eastern United States
last Friday, snarling traffic, disrupt-
ing thousands of flights and
prompting at least six governors to
declare states of emergency in the
face of a fearsome snowstorm.

Forecasters warned that about
60cm of snow would blanket most
of the Boston area, with some
spots getting up to 76cm. New
York was due to get about 30cm in
some areas, while heavy snowfall
was also expected in Connecticut
and Maine.

Driving conditions were treach-
erous. Massachusetts Governor
Deval Patrick took the rare step of
announcing a ban on most car
travel starting Friday afternoon,
while Connecticut Governor Dan-
nel Malloy closed the state’s high-
ways to all but emergency vehi-
cles.

In New York City, transit offi-
cials said “suspensions in service re-
main a strong possibility”, and
Metro-North Railroad suspended
some of its commuter rail service.

The blizzard left about 10,000
customers along the East Coast
without power, and some 3,500
flights were cancelled on Friday,
with another 1,200 scratched yes-
terday, according to the website
FlightAware.com.

“As the snow picks up in intensi-
ty, we’re expecting it to fall at a
rate of upwards of two to three
inches per hour,” said meteorolo-
gist Lance Franck, of the National
Weather Service in Taunton, Mas-

sachusetts, outside Boston. That is
5cm to 7cm.

Early on Friday evening, offi-
cials warned that the storm was
just ramping up to full strength,
and that heavy snow and high
winds would continue through
midday yesterday. The governors
of at least six states, including Mas-
sachusetts, Rhode Island, Con-
necticut and New York, declared
states of emergency and urged peo-
ple to stay indoors.

In many cases, the authorities
ordered non-essential government
workers to stay home, urged pri-
vate employers to do the same,
told people to prepare for power
outages and encouraged them to
check on elderly or disabled neigh-
bours. People appeared to take the
warnings seriously. Traffic on
streets and ridership on public
transportation was significantly
lighter than usual on Friday.

“This is a very large and power-
ful storm, however we are encour-
aged by the numbers of people
who stayed home today,” said Bos-
ton Mayor Thomas Menino.

In New York City, Mayor
Michael Bloomberg suggested the
storm created an opportunity to re-
lax and catch up on sleep.

Even so, it caused a few acci-
dents, including a 19-vehicle
pile-up outside Portland, Maine,
that sent one person to the hospi-
tal. The storm also posed a risk of
flooding at high tide to areas still
recovering from Superstorm Sandy
last October.

Brick Township in New Jersey
had crews out building sand dunes
and berms ahead of a forecast
storm surge, said Mayor Stephen
Acropolis.

But the storm was not bad news
for everyone. “First thing I’m go-
ing to do is build a snowman and
look for a Sasquatch footprint,”
said Guiliana Chesner, four, on a
skiing holiday with her family at
Elk Mountain in Pennsylvania.
Reuters, Bloomberg
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An assistant director of the Media Devel-
opment Authority (MDA) is being inves-
tigated by the Corrupt Practices Investi-
gation Bureau (CPIB) following com-
plaints against him last month.

The Sunday Times understands he
has been accused of trying to borrow
money from people applying for grants
from the statutory board, which is un-
der the Ministry of Communications
and Information.

An MDA spokesman said: “When
MDA discovered some irregularities in
the conduct of an officer whose duties
involved working with grant appli-
cants, we took immediate action to re-
fer the matter to the Corrupt Practices
Investigation Bureau. We are extending
our cooperation to the investigation.”

The Sunday Times understands that
the officer, who is single and in his 30s,
has been suspended from duty with his
salary docked.

The MDA, which is responsible for
promoting and regulating the media
sector, offers grants to help finance
projects in broadcast, film, animation,
publishing, interactive media, games
and music.

One grant applicant told The Sun-
day Times that he dealt with the officer,
who tried to borrow money from him
last year.

“When I pitched my project idea to
him in June, he was very impressed

with my proposal and told me that he
would support my application for a
grant of $50,000,” he said.

“I did not hear from him until Octo-
ber, when he asked to borrow $8,000
from me. He told me he needed the
money to help a relative.”

The businessman said he refused to
lend the officer money for fear it would
be regarded as a bribe.

When he did not hear from the
MDA, he said, he called the officer and
was told his application had been reject-
ed.

In their subsequent exchanges, he
said, the officer asked again for a loan.

“From $8,000, he lowered the
amount to $5,000, $3,000, $2,000 and
eventually $1,000. But I still told him
‘No’,” he said.

“When I asked to see his superior, he
told me that MDA had approved a
$50,000 grant for my project and ar-
ranged for me to sign the letter of of-
fer.”

He said he signed the letter in front
of the officer last November, but noth-
ing happened afterwards. When the
officer became uncontactable, he went
to his superiors last December.

He said he then learnt that his appli-
cation had never been surfaced.

On Jan 30, he was told that a
$150,000 grant had been approved
and, within a week, he received the first
payment of $40,000.

He said he is helping in the probe,
and has given a statement to the CPIB.
He added that he understood he was
not the only one to complain about the
officer.

A CPIB spokesman confirmed the
MDA’s statement on the probe, but
could not reveal more.
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NUS emeritus professor Hew Choy Leong, 70, created the transgenic Atlantic
salmon about 20 years ago. After lengthy evaluations, the fish has been declared
safe to eat and not harmful to the environment.

MDA assistant
director in
CPIB probe
He allegedly tried to
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grant applicants and
has been suspended

Transport chaos, power cuts
as blizzard hits north-east US
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People shielding themselves from the blizzard conditions in Boston, Massachusetts, last Friday (top), while (above) a
woman braved the cold and snow in New York. At least six governors have declared states of emergency.

Salmon created by
Singaporean scientist
set to be approved by
US food watchdog

Singapore Airlines has
advised passengers on its
flights to New York via
Frankfurt to call 6223-8888
or check its website
www.singaporeair.com
regularly for updates.

This after some of its
flights to and from New
York were affected or
cancelled earlier due to the
heavy snow fall and strong
winds affecting the United
States’ East Coast.
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An undated AquaBounty Technologies photograph
showing two fish of the same age, with the
genetically modified salmon growing to twice the
size of the non-GM Atlantic salmon, seen in the
foreground.
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GM fish could hit
dinner plates soon
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