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Dr Stuart Wainwright
Head of GM Policy and Regulation

DEFRA

By email: stuart.wainwright@defra.gov.uk
02 September 2010

Dear Dr Wainwright

Re: Commission proposals on the freedom for member states to decide on the cultivation of GM crops.

Thank you for your letter of 9th August. GeneWatch UK has the following comments to make on the Commission’s proposals.

Failure to tackle existing problems with authorisation processes

The Commission’s proposal is based on the assumption that existing authorisation processes for GM crops and foods are sufficient to prevent harm to health and the environment. However, there is now considerable evidence of the emergence of herbicide-tolerant weeds as a result of widespread planting of herbicide-tolerant GM crops in North and South America
,
,
 and the emergence of pesticide-resistance and pest outbreaks in areas planted with pest-resistant GM crops.
,
 Existing health assessments are also inadequate to deal with ongoing doubts about safety data and the increasing use of stacked traits and introduction of new traits such as nutritionally-altered crops or crops designed to produce industrial chemicals or pharmaceuticals.
,
,
,

These issues point to the need for a more rigorous assessment process for approvals for both marketing and cultivation of GM crops in the EU. Unless and until such issues have been resolved, devolving post-authorisation decision-making will only create confusion and perpetuate existing disagreements between member states. 

A further serious omission from the current regulatory regime is the lack of labelling for meat, milk and dairy products fed GM animal feed. Such a measure would be widely supported by the public and would help maintain consumer choice.

Liability and co-existence
The decision by an individual farmer to plant a GM crop impacts on neighbouring farms and the wider environment both within and across national borders. Long-term environmental and economic damage (for example, due to the spread of herbicide-tolerant weeds and resistant pests) and loss of markets (due to contamination with GM restricting a farmer’s access to GM-free and organic markets) will arise as a result. If the costs are borne by non-GM farmers this is likely to drive out GM-free crops from a given country, as over time, only GM markets will remain accessible to farmers due to contamination.
,
 Neighbouring countries and ultimately the whole of the EU will ultimately be affected, due to seed mixing and other processes by which GM crops will spread. This raises important issues about how the right of consumers to access and farmers to grow GM-free supplies within a given country can be maintained (including the right of farmers to save seed), and how cross-border contamination could be prevented and/or redressed. Without a strict liability regime, the Commission’s proposals are unworkable, because there is no incentive to prevent contamination. Substantial costs to non-GM farmers are likely to arise: for example, the lost market for organic oil seed rape (canola), due to the planting of GM oil seed rape in Canada has been estimated as at least C$100,000 – C$200,000; Canada also lost access to the EU honey market, at an estimated cost of about C$5.3 million over a decade;
 and its entire C$320-million flax seed industry was threatened when it was found to be contaminated with an experimental GM variety.
 Additional difficulties will occur with cross-border contamination in the UK given the role of the devolved administrations.
Given the Government’s commitment to introducing a liability regime for GM crops within the UK, GeneWatch recommends that it requires a similar approach across the EU.  British farmers could otherwise lose access to lucrative GM-free markets as a result of decisions taken by national governments elsewhere in the EU.  

Yours sincerely,

Dr Helen Wallace

Director

GeneWatch UK
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