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A series of background briefings to help you get informed and involved as the Government gears up to make its decision about the future of GM in the UK


GM Food: Your Right to Choose?

G

enetically modified (GM) food raises all sorts of issues for different people. In a market economy, one important way people can influence how food is grown is by what they buy. You might want to avoid GM food because:

· of concerns about its safety;

· genetic contamination of wild species may arise when GM crops are grown;

· GM crops are part of intensive agriculture which damages the environment;

· it is controlled by a very few, large multi-national corporations who are starting to dominate food production systems;

· patents will make seed more expensive for poor farmers in developing countries;

· you believe that genetic modification is immoral;

· you do not believe government or industry can be trusted to manage a technology which may bring irreversible risks.

All of these reasons are perfectly valid. Choice is an important dimension of life today. It allows us to express our beliefs through our actions and can make companies listen to what people want. There are three things that are needed to ensure choice over whether to eat GM food or not:

· labelling so you know when something contains an ingredient from a GM crop;

· a system to track GM food from the field to the plate (traceability);

· alternative, non-GM food that does not cost more than before GM crops were introduced and that is protected from GM contamination. This means that a system of co-existence between GM, non-GM and organic farming would have to be put in place.

However, the biotechnology industry, the USA and even our own government have been reluctant to put in place the measures which would provide proper choice. 

Labelling: People need to know when a product contains GM ingredients so they can decide whether to buy it or not. The European Commission is proposing a new system where all derivatives from GM crops would be labelled. In the past, labelling has been restricted to when foreign genes or protein are in the final product. Oil from GM soybeans or oilseed rape isn’t labelled under this approach. Whilst the new system would give much better consumer choice, the UK Government does not support the new laws. It says that people would cheat because it is not possible to check as there are no GM genes in derivatives like oil. However, the food producers who have removed GM from all their foods say this is what they are doing now and it relies on proper tracking systems.

Traceability: The European Commission wants to introduce ways of tracking the use of GM crops and foods so that they can be labelled, both to allow people choice and so that the food can be removed if problems arise. There are many such systems in place already - to monitor the movements of animals in the wake of BSE and Foot and Mouth Disease and for organic produce. They are seen as an increasingly important part of quality control. Again, the UK Government says European traceability plans for GM crops and food will not work, although they have not published any research on the subject and most other European countries disagree.

Non-GM Food: Obviously, if people do not want to eat GM foods, they have to have an alternative. This could be organic or conventionally grown non-GM food just as was available before 1996 when the USA first shipped GM soybeans to Europe. Systems will have to be in place to ensure that non-GM foods do not become contaminated either by cross pollination in the field or during shipping or processing. A traceability system will be needed, but the 
conditions under which GM crops can be grown will also have to be established. This must include a minimum distance between GM and non-GM crops to prevent or reduce contamination by pollen on the wind or by insects. Levels of ‘acceptable’ contamination have been proposed ranging from 0.1% to 5%. Organic farmers want the lowest possible, the biotech industry the highest.

Co-existence: To be able to supply non-GM food, there will have to be a system of controls that ensure that GM ingredients do not contaminate non-GM foods. This will have to include:

· agreement on whether there are acceptable levels of GM contamination in non-GM and organic crops;

· separation distances between non-GM and GM crops being wide enough to keep contamination levels below those required;

· mechanisms to ensure non-GM seed supplies do not become contamination;

· a liability system to ensure that farmers who suffer as a result of GM contamination are compensated.

Debating Matters

· Consumers’ rights to non-GM food? – Should all food from GM crops be labelled so people will be able to avoid GM food? Or should GM foods only be labelled if there is a health risk or if there are GM genes and protein in the final product?
· Acceptable contamination? – Should consumers accept that food may contain up to 1% GM before it has to be labelled? The lowest detectable level is 0.1%, but this would restrict the area where GM crops could be grown. 
· Farmers rights to grow GM? - Should farmers have a right to grow GM crops if they want? Are the interests of organic and non-GM farmers more important than farmers wanting to grow GM crops?
· Is labelling enough? – Are there other conditions that you think should be in place before GM crops are grown commercially in the UK?
· Who should pay if things go wrong? – There are no laws to ensure compensation is paid for any environmental or economic harm that may arise from growing GM crops. If the produce from a non-GM or organic farm becomes contaminated, should GM farmers or the biotechnology industry who make the seeds be held liable and pay compensation? Without liability laws, society or non-GM farmers may have to accept the costs.

Have your


say on whether GM crops should be grown in Britain
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