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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


Can GM and Non-GM Farming
Co-exist in the UK?

T

o provide choice for consumers who wish to avoid GM foods, there needs to be supplies of non-GM or organic food and comprehensive labelling. Surveys and research have repeatedly shown that most people wish to have a choice about GM food. This will mean maintaining separate supply streams once crops are harvested, but also means preventing GM crops from cross-pollinating non-GM and organic crops.

Before GM crops are allowed to be grown commercially in the UK, it is important that the conditions for co-existence between non-GM and GM farming are established in advance. To do this, there are technical and social questions that need to be addressed:

· How far can pollen move and what distances are needed between GM and non-GM crops to prevent contamination?

· What level of GM contamination should be accepted in non-GM and organic crops?

· How should co-existence systems be enforced and policed?

There will be many competing interests in deciding upon the conditions for co-existence, including consumers, organic farmers and the biotechnology industry. In the debate about GM crop commercialisation, society will have to resolve these demands and develop an acceptable system.

Background

Under European and international rules, GM cannot be used in organic farming and food production. There are also thresholds set for GM ingredients in conventional systems above which foods have to be labelled as ‘GM’. Currently, this is 1% but may be lowered to 0.9% by new European regulations. The levels of seed purity needed to meet these levels in the final food are being negotiated in Europe and will have to be lower than the 0.9% to allow for cross contamination during growing or processing.

An organic farmer’s produce could be contaminated by GM either through pollen movement from a GM crop to the organic crop or by contamination of animal feed in the production chain. In this situation, farmers would not be able to sell their products as organic and may even lose their accreditation. In the same way, if conventional non-GM crops are contaminated by 0.9% or more, farmers may find themselves unable to sell their product without labelling it GM and lose their premium for non-GM produce. Most UK food producers and supermarkets will not use GM ingredients so farmers may find they have no market for their product.

How contamination can arise on the farm

There are three main sources of GM contamination on a farm:

· Seed, bought as organic or non-GM, may have been contaminated during growing or transport. Even low levels of contamination can lead to large numbers of GM plants in a field. The level of allowable contamination has been proposed as 0.3% for oilseed rape. This means 1 in about every 330 plants would be GM – about 1 GM plant in every 3 square metres depending on sowing rate. These plants will then pollinate others in the crop, increasing the level of contamination.

· Cross pollination during growing. Pollen from some crops can travel long distances on the wind or via insects and cause contamination. The frequency of ‘gene flow’ for the first GM crops to be considered for commercial growing in the UK has been given as ‘high’ for oilseed rape and ‘medium to high’ for sugar beet and maize. In Canada, GM oilseed rape pollen has contaminated non-GM oilseed rape over 4 kilometres away to about 1%. The level of contamination depends on how close other crops are grown, the variety, weather and landscape.

· Seed spillage from equipment used to harvest or transport GM crops. Seed (or parts of root crops such as sugar beet) may be shed and left in a field to grow in later seasons and form a potential source of contamination. As combine harvesters move from field to field, leftover GM seed may be spilt if equipment is not cleaned properly. Lorries taking a harvested crop away from a farm may also spill seed near fields where non-GM or organic crops are to be grown. For crops with very small seeds (e.g. oilseed rape), losses can be high unless great care is taken.
Managing co-existence?

The only system in place to try and prevent GM contamination is a set of voluntary guidelines developed by SCIMAC, a body representing the biotechnology industry, seed suppliers and farmers interested in growing GM crops. Organic farmers and consumers have not been involved in setting the separation distances recommended between GM and non-GM or organic crops, or in the procedures to ensure farm equipment is cleaned properly.

The size of separation distances will influence farmers’ ability to grow crops where they want. There will have to be discussions between farmers and systems to ensure the rules are followed and how compensation is to be paid if things go wrong. To develop a fair system which takes account of consumers’ preferences, food producers’ requirements and different farmers’ needs, discussions involving all parties will be necessary.

Debating Matters

· Is it important to maintain sources of non-GM and organic food? – Scientists often argue that approved GM foods are safe to eat. Is it unreasonable for people to demand non-GM foods? Will this hinder agricultural progress?
· What level of contamination is acceptable? – Should non-GM farmers be aiming for 1% or less? Do you think organic food should have any GM contamination at all?
· How should co-existence be policed? – Are industry guidelines sufficient or should there be laws which are independently policed?
· Should people wanting non-GM foods have to pay extra? – Should the cost of co-existence schemes be passed on to people who want to buy non-GM and organic food or to GM producers?
· If there is no agreement on co-existence, should the UK go GM-free or allow farmers to grow GM crops as they wish? These options will have different implications for farmers and consumers. Whose interests have the greatest weight?

Have your


say on whether GM crops should be grown in Britain
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