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CHINA CORRESPONDENT

BEIJING: China is creating a bumper crop
of genetically modified (GM) produce to
ensure food security and grab the global
lead in the controversial but lucrative bio-
tech sector.

The government even counts GM re-
search as one of its technological achieve-
ments over the past five years, proudly
displaying photos at an exhibition last
month showing cows that had been genet-
ically modified to produce milk similar to
human milk.

Professor Li Ning, a lead scientist for
this project to mass-produce “human”
milk, told the China Daily that the cut-
ting-edge technology would ensure that
“healthy protein contained in human
milk is affordable for ordinary consum-
ers”.

“In ancient China, only the emperor
and the empress could drink human milk
throughout their lives, which was be-
lieved to be the height of opulence,” he
said. “Why not make that kind of milk
more available for ordinary people?”

This rationale – that planting more
GM crops would ensure China’s food se-
curity and provide cheaper produce to
consumers at home and around the world
– has also been used by Chinese officials
to justify their support for this field.

In 2008, Premier Wen Jiabao said: “To
solve the food problem, we have to rely
on big science and technology measures,
rely on biotechnology, rely on GM.” The
following year, China launched a US$3.5
billion (S$4.4 billion) R&D effort to grow
GM crops.

“China has made the development of
new GM organisms a national priority, in-
vesting more than 20 billion yuan (S$3.8
billion) into this area – this is not com-
monly seen on a global basis,” said Mr

Fang Lifeng, spokesman for the Green-
peace Food and Agriculture campaign,
based in Beijing.

Bolstered by top-level support, Chi-
na’s Agriculture Ministry has already is-
sued a slew of safety certificates to GM
products, allowing them to be commer-
cially produced on a large scale within
two to three years.

Besides the “human milk”-bearing
cows, the ministry has also issued
bio-safety examination certificates to con-
tinue lab tests on new strains of wheat,
soya beans, potatoes, cabbage and tobac-
co.

Even now, few consumers are familiar
with genetically tweaked food products.
In a survey last year by China Daily and
Internet portal Sohu.com, more than 55
per cent of 1,000 respondents said they
were ignorant when it comes to GM
foods.

Such ignorance, combined with fear,
has created much public confusion. At a
forum on agri-biotechnology in central
Wuhan city last October, some people in
the audience reportedly asked whether
eating GM rice would increase sperm
count or cause hysteria.

There are also rumours that GM
chicks, which are said to grow into adult
hens within seven days, may speed up hu-
man hair growth.

But what Chinese consumers are most
concerned about is the lack of labelling on
GM products here.

Many products are sold without labels
or with only fine print that is easily
missed by consumers, despite rules set in
2001 that all GM products must be clearly
labelled.

This issue has been highlighted widely
by local media in recent months, sparking
a public outcry.

It has forced officials to reveal early
this month that China’s first strain of GM

corn has run into a policy deadlock and it
may be years before it can be planted.

The government is also mulling new
laws to tighten controls over GM food im-
ports, exports, research and production,
state news agency Xinhua reported.

This comes amid news that almost 70
per cent of consumers in five cities, in-
cluding Beijing and Shanghai, oppose GM

rice, according to a survey by Tsinghua
University and commissioned by the
Greenpeace environment group.

“Another 56 per cent of respondents
hope that the government will have an
open consultation before allowing the
large-scale plantation and sale of GM
crops,” said Greenpeace’s Mr Fang.
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THEATRE
Wild Rice: $110,000
Cake Theatrical Productions: $100,000
Teater Ekamatra: $118,000
Toy Factory Productions: $105,000

LITERARY ARTS
National Book Development Council
of Singapore: $161,500
Angkatan Sasterawan ’50:
$75,000

MUSIC
Young Musicians’ Society:
$146,000
The Philharmonic Winds:
$73,000

DANCE

Frontier Danceland: $140,000

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY
The Substation: $227,500

TRADITIONAL ARTS
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy (left): $90,000

Dance Ensemble Singapore: $90,000
City Chinese Orchestra (Singapore):

$48,000
The Chinese Opera Institute:

$200,000
Chinese Theatre Circle: $134,000

Chinese Calligraphy Society of
Singapore: $100,000

TOTAL: $1,918,000

Transgenic cloned cows at Shaanxi’s North-west Agriculture & Forestry University.
PHOTO: CHINA FOTO PRESS

L Cows which produce milk with the
properties of human milk. Unveiled
last month, this dairy product may
hit supermarket shelves in a few
years if research to mass-produce it
is successful.

L “Super-growth rabbits”, which
mature much more quickly than
ordinary ones. They are meant to
cater to the growing Chinese appetite
for the delicacy.

L Since 2000, genetically modified
papayas, soya bean oil, tomatoes and
potatoes have been widely sold
across the country. The GM produce
is billed as more succulent and
pest-resistant, or has brighter
colours.

L The Chinese government is mulling
whether to mass-produce and sell
two rice varieties containing a
protein that is toxic to insect pests,
as well as disease-resistant corn.

BY CORRIE TAN

THE National Arts Council (NAC) an-
nounced yesterday that 16 arts compa-
nies will receive $1.92 million under its
one-year Major Grant scheme this year.

This is a 25 per cent increase from the
$1.54 million disbursed last year.

Most of the groups will see their fund-
ing increase or remain the same.

But local theatre group Wild Rice had
its funding cut, and arts organisation
Sculpture Square has been dropped from
the recipients’ list while Malay writers’
group Angkatan Sasterawan ’50 (Asas
’50) will get funding for the first time.

Among the recipients of the biggest
grants are The Substation which will re-
ceive $227,500 and the Chinese Opera In-
stitute, which will get $200,000.

Wild Rice gets $110,000 this year,
down from $170,000 last year. This is the
smallest annual grant that the company
has received from the council.

The reason for the funding cut is one
which has been cited by NAC before for
reducing Wild Rice’s grant. The theatre
company is organising the Singapore The-
atre Festival later this year. This biennial
festival showcasing local scripts is known
for staging plays which take on political
themes with a tongue-in-cheek attitude.

In a media conference yesterday, Ms
Elaine Ng, the council’s director for sec-
tor development, said: “The proposed
content of the festival doesn’t meet our
criteria. It detracts in certain areas, like
disparaging public institutions.

“So we thought that the festival would
be best run on its own, and it can serve as
an independent voice.”

The total sum of the grant to Wild Rice

has decreased but as a percentage of the
company’s total projected expenditure,
the financial support is the same as last
year’s. The council will also support
about 50 per cent of the programme cost
of its talent development programme.

Wild Rice’s founding artistic director
Ivan Heng said via e-mail: “I am shocked
and disappointed. Despite repeated re-
quests for clarification from the NAC, it
has not defined Singapore’s core values,
nor has it told us how the plays have erod-
ed them.”

Non-profit group Sculpture Square re-
ceived $88,000 last year but will not get
an annual grant this year.

Ms Ng explained: “Their current level
of engagement with artists and audiences
is not high enough to warrant funding un-
der this programme.”

Sculpture Square will be funded under
the council’s presentation and promotion
grant scheme instead.

New grant recipient Asas ’50 will be re-

ceiving $75,000.
Mr Paul Tan, the council’s director of

sector development for literary arts, said:
“They are a very important Malay literary
arts group and have been around for a
very long time. We’re encouraging them
to move away from a voluntary frame-
work to something more professional.”

President of Asas ’50 Mohamed
Pitchay said: “We’re very excited. The
grant is very timely, because we are devel-
oping our infrastructure.”

The grant will also help Asas ’50 fund
a range of projects such as a regional writ-
er’s conference and an education seminar
on Malay literature.

Traditional arts groups under the annu-
al grant scheme will also see a 46 per cent
increase in funding to $662,000, in line
with the Budget speech last month by the
Minister for Information, Communica-
tions and the Arts Lui Tuck Yew. (See box
for full list.)

One recipient that received a bigger
boost is local theatre group Cake Theatri-
cal Productions. The company, which re-
ceived $75,000 last year, will get
$100,000 this year.

The council also said it will start a re-
view of the grants assistance framework.
It will collect feedback and ideas from the
arts community and other stakeholders in
developing this new framework.

Its deputy chief executive Yvonne
Tham added: “As the landscape evolves,
there will be new ways of working. There
are a lot more collectives being formed,
for instance. So another objective of the
review is also to see what kinds of resourc-
es the council will need to support a
much broader base of practitioners.”
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homes sold, JLL added. This includes
all new sale, subsale and resale transac-
tions.

Experts say the increasing ranks of
Chinese home buyers is no surprise
given that Singapore provides a safe
environment for cash-rich Chinese to
acquire secure assets like property.

OrangeTee’s executive director of
residential, Mr Steven Tan, said that
after “drastic measures” to restrict
home purchases were introduced, the
Chinese were eager to invest abroad,
not just in Singapore but in countries
like Australia.

“We have noticed a clear trend
since the limitations were introduced
and can already feel things changing
this quarter... This trend is likely to
continue, with the Chinese increasing-
ly significant in their buying power.”

While mass-market homes might
have been bought for owner-occupa-
tion by PRs, the high-end homes were
probably bought by cash-rich business-
men for investment purposes, Mr Tan
added.

JLL’s South-east Asia research
head, Dr Chua Yang Liang, said prices
are likely to stay up thanks to contin-
ued interest from foreign buyers, espe-
cially those from China and the region.

“The surge in Chinese buyers in Sin-
gapore coincided with the policy tight-
ening in China,” said Dr Chua. “We
can expect the number of Chinese buy-
ers to continue at a healthy level... as
the fiscal and monetary policies in Chi-
na remain conducive to overseas in-
vestment by the wealthier Chinese.”

The Shanghai authorities, for exam-
ple, announced on Monday that it will
limit gains in new home prices to no
more than the pace of economic
growth and average income expansion.
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GETTING MORE: Cake Theatrical Productions, which won several 2008 Life! Theatre Awards for this play Nothing, about love and death, will
get $100,000 this year, up from the $75,000 it received last year.

Some GM food projects

One-year Major Grant recipients

SMALLER SHARE: Wild Rice
(above), seen here in a production
of the play The Importance Of Being
Earnest, will receive $110,000 this
year, a $60,000 cut from what it
received last year.

NEW ADDITION:
Angkatan Sasterawan ’50 (Asas
’50) will be receiving $75,000.
The Malay literary arts group,
of which veteran writer Mohamed
Latiff Mohamed (left) is a part,
will receive the grant for the first
time.
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16 groups to get almost $2 million in total

news

Council to give arts
funding 25% boost

Curbs in China,
so investors
look abroad

‘Human’ milk from cows:
China pushes GM food
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