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„Two years ago, plant biologist 
Teemu Teeri was walking by a 
train station in Helsinki when 
he noticed some vivid orange 
petunias in a planter. The flowers 
reminded Teeri, who has studied 
plant pigments at the University 
of Helsinki, of blooms created 
in a landmark gene-engineering 
experiment some 30 years 
earlier. As far as he knew, those 
flowers never made it to market. 
But he was curious, and he stuck 
a stem in his backpack.“

Kelly Servick
in: Science Magazine, May 24, 2017

















Aktion Petunie

Letter of Confession

Today, as part of the popular sport of gene 

jogging, we physically overcame the fence of the 

Max-Planck-Institute to get to the place of 

reprehension: the first release of genetically 
engineered organisms in the form of genetically 

modified plants.

Today we paid a visit to the wild growths of the 

breeding institute so that science cannot escape 

our criticism and our resistance. So we thwarted 
the plans of the so-called basic researchers with 

some pretty, not manipulated balcony plants.

Immediate termination of the release of genetically 

modified organisms!

Away with genetic engineering!

Destructive greetings,

the gene joggers

















When plant scientist Teemu 
Teeri got the results from 
the DNA tests and found out 
the orange petunias were 
transgenic, he made a decision 
he now regrets. He shared his 
finding with a former student, 
employed at at the Finnish 
Board for Gene Technology. 
“I should have asked a 
hypothetical question” about 
what would happen if regulators 
discovered transgenic petunias 
that had not gone through the 
proper regulatory channels,  
he says.

Then things got out of hand:  
on April 27, 2017, Finland’s  
food safety body issued a 
statement. They called for  
eight petunia varieties to be 
removed from the market. 
Other European nations also 
began investigations.  

By May, the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s Animal and 
Plant Health Inspection Service 
(APHIS) was on alert: It worked 
with breeders to analyze 
suspect petunias’ DNA.  
By October, 2017 the agency 
had confirmed more than 
70 petunia varieties to be 
transgenic. It suggested several 
different ways to destroy them, 
including incinerating them, 
burying them, and putting 
them in bags in a landfill. Seed 
companies, flower breeders and 
retailers uprooted, disposed 
and burned petunias from their 
breeding programs and stocks. 
That’s how the transgenic 
petunia carnage of 2017 began.

Kelly Servick
adapted from: Science Magazine, May 24, 2017

























Curiously enough, the only thing 
that went through the mind of 
the bowl of petunias as it fell was 
Oh no, not again. Many people 
have speculated that if we knew 
exactly why the bowl of petunias 
had thought that we would know 
a lot more about the nature of 
the Universe than we do now. 

Douglas Adams
The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy
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The story of the orange petunias is  
more than just a scientific anecdote —  
it is rather a parable of what can happen 
when scientific interest, commercial 
marketing logic, socio-political values  
and unexpected coincidences collide.
 
The chronology of the case reads like 
a script: after a controversial scientific 
experiment, genetically modified petunias 
escape from the laboratory and slip 
into commercial breeding worldwide. 
Following a chance discovery, they get 
declared as ‚illegal‘ and are subsequently 
ordered to be destroyed en masse.
 
The destruction of the orange petunias 
in 2017 is only the peak of a series of 
twists and turns that goes back to the late 
1980s, when one of the early experiments 
in genetic engineering took place at the 
Max Planck Institute for Plant Breeding 
Research in Cologne.(1) Back then, 30,000 
transgenic petunias were planted in 
the garden of the institute, which were 
intended to bloom salmon-red instead 
of white due to genetic modification. The 
artificial flower color was supposed to 
serve the purpose of isolating so-called 
jumping genes (transposons) and to 
investigate their importance in evolution.(2) 

The experiment was accompanied by 
protests from groups of activists and 
individuals who were avid critics of 
genetic engineering.(3) The experiment 
itself was soon regarded as a failure: 
during a heat wave in the summer of 1990, 

the salmon-red petunias had begun to 
turn increasingly pale, the experiment was 
viewed as unsuccessful and referred to in 
the media as the ‚biggest genetic research 
flop ever‘ and ‚fiasco in color‘.(4) 

Subsequently, however, the experiment 
had led to a significant gain in scientific 
knowledge in the field of epigenetics. This 
discipline with the aim of researching the 
effects of environmental influences on 
genes was only just becoming established 
at the time of the petunia experiment. 
The heat wave had activated epigenetic 
processes in the petunias that shut down 
the artificially introduced color genes and 
thus showed that environmental influ-
ences can directly affect gene activities.(5) 

It is still unclear what happened after the 
experiment, when the transgenic petunias 
made an escape from the laboratory, 
slipped into commercial breeding and 
finally made it to the market. It is known 
that numerous huge international 
seed companies were involved in the 
experiment and continued their efforts 
afterwards. All of them stated that they 
did not seek breeding and commerciali-
zation.(6) It is possible that the transgenic 
background of the petunias has been 
forgotten in the course of the following 
company mergers – but if this general 
explanation is really true or there were 
purposeful intentions behind it: we shall 
never know. 

What is certain, however, is that the trans-
genic background of the orange petunias 
had been overlooked until the chance 
discovery at Helsinki train station by the 
plant scientist Teemu Teeri in 2015. It was 
his find and his analysis that ultimately 
led to the worldwide recall of orange 
petunias in 2017.(7) The culmination point 
of the case is the document published by 

the US Department of Agriculture which 
gives guidelines for the safe destruction 
of transgenic petunias.(8) The following 
carnage of orange petunias on a global 
scale has been referred to as the ‚petunia 
crisis‘ among breeders.(9) It is estimated 
that the damage in the EU alone was 
around 30 million Euros, not to mention 
the enormous number of destroyed plants 
and the loss of confidence in the plant 
breeders’ practices. 

It is now clear that all commercial orange 
petunia varieties (up to now, 143 strains 
have been identified) are linked to the 
1990 experiment in Cologne(10): after an 
extensive analysis of genetic material 
from numerous commercial petunia 
varieties, a team of plant biochemists 
at the Vienna University of Technology 
found in 2020 that the tested flowers all 
had the same genetic sequence that was 
inserted in 1990.(11) 

Retrospectively, the opponents’ fears that 
genetically modified plants would end 
up in uncontrolled circulation have come 
true. But the case of the orange petunias 
can also be seen as the largest uninten-
tional attempt at releasing transgenic 
plants worldwide — without any proof that 
they were dominant or dangerous in the 
more than 25 years to follow.(12) 

It is rewarding to reflect upon the 
protagonists involved: the scientists, the 
plant breeders, the opponents of genetic 
engineering, the mainstream media and 
the ‚public‘ in general. In the chronology 
of the case, it is obvious that they all 
pursued their own interests, which were 
often only partially compatible with the 
interests of the other groups. The history 
of the orange petunia case therefore is 
an illustrative example of the tension 
between knowledge-based science and 

its commercial exploitation. The different 
intentions and convictions of the individual 
actors permeated the plant, which was 
turned from an ‚innocent‘ flower into an 
object of scientific, commercial and socio-
political discourse through an inserted 
gene sequence. Therefore, the transgenic 
petunias became the central and ever-
changing element of the whole story. 

The history of the transgenic petunias 
illustrates the complex question of the 
approval of genetically modified plants. 
This is similar to other cases of transgenic 
plants that also have come into circulation 
without authorization. In the future, it will 
most likely become even more difficult to 
detect genetic modification, as advanced 
and precise gene-editing technologies 
like CRISPR will not leave any definitive 
evidence of changes in the genome of an 
organism.(13) 

Recently, a new chapter in the story of  
the transgenic petunias was opened:  
after their massive destruction in 2017 
and their disappearance from breeding 
and retail, there was a new turning point 
in January 2021. The US Department 
of Agriculture approved a petition from 
a German flower producer(14) for the 
licensing of transgenic petunias, stating 
that this petunia variety is unlikely to pose 
a plant pest risk to agricultural crops or 
other plants.(15) With this deregulation, 
the 15 A1-DFR varieties identified in the 
petition have been removed from the list 
of varieties that require import authori-
zation. In other words: orange petunias 
will soon be celebrating the greatest 
comeback since Lazarus. 

When flowers 
become illegal
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