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OVERVIEW OF THE FARM SCALE TRIALS 
Farm scale trials in the UK are being conducted with four GM crops:

· forage (fodder) maize which is tolerant to the herbicide, glufosinate (Liberty);

· spring oilseed rape tolerant to glufosinate;

· winter oilseed rape tolerant to glufosinate;
· sugar and fodder beet tolerant to glyphosate (Roundup).

The oilseed rape and maize have been developed by AgrEvo (part of the multi-national company, Aventis), the company that also produces glufosinate.  The sugar beet has been developed by Monsanto, which also manufactures glyphosate, in partnership with Novartis.  Glufosinate and glyphosate are broad spectrum herbicides which kill all green plants except those protected as a result of the genetic modification. Therefore, farmers will be able to spray the GM crop with the relevant herbicide to remove weeds without harming the crop.

Preliminary trials with GM oilseed rape and maize began in 1999 and the full trials are intended to run between 2000-2003.

Separate fact sheets with details about each of the crops are available from GeneWatch UK.

What the Trials Intend to Investigate

The trials are intended to address concerns about the potential impact of growing herbicide resistant crops on the agricultural environment and wildlife.  The widespread use of herbicides in conventional farming has already been associated with declines in farmland birds and other species and there are fears that the increased use of broad spectrum herbicides with resistant GM crops will result in the highly efficient removal of weeds and a consequent decrease in food supplies for invertebrates and birds.  Therefore, the purpose of the trials is to compare the effect of herbicide use on the diversity and abundance of plants and invertebrates (the food sources for higher species) in GM and non-GM crops under farm conditions.  The results will then be extrapolated to determine whether any wider effects on birds or other farmland wildlife could occur.

Monitoring of gene flow from the crops will also be carried out and, following criticism in 1999, monitoring birds’ and mammals’ use of the GM crop field is also to be included.  Details of these aspects of the trials are not yet available.

Who is Conducting the Trials?

The trials are a joint project between the Government and SCIMAC (Supply Chain Initiative on Modified Agricultural Crops – an industry body).  The cost of the trials to the taxpayer will be £4.4 million.

The research teams come from the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology, the Institute of Arable Crops Research and the Scottish Crop Research Institute.  A scientific steering committee has been appointed to oversee the work.

How the Trials Work

One half of a field will be planted with the GM crop and the other half with a non-GM variety.  The area of the GM crop will be up to 10 hectares (25 acres).  There will be a maximum of 30 sites of sugar/fodder beet, and 25 sites each of maize and spring and winter oilseed rape.  Finding sites has proved difficult but a list of intended sites can be found on the Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions’ web site: www.environment.detr.gov.uk//fse/location/ or by phoning the DETR on 020 7944 3000.

The management of the GM crop will follow industry guidelines and the farmers will follow their normal practice with the other half of the crop - advised by an independent agronomist.

At certain intervals, the researchers will take samples of insects, weeds and seeds in the soil.  The numbers of these in the two halves of the field will be compared to see if there are any differences.  Because it is not possible to measure every single organism, the researchers have had to target those which they believe are the most important.

Shortcomings of the Trials

It is claimed by the Government and industry that these trials will identify any problems the GM crops may bring.   However, inevitable limitations in the trials mean there will be important questions remaining because, for instance:

· crops will only be grown once in a field, so any effects of repeated growing in the long term will not be identified;

· only large effects will be detected - because of natural variability in insect numbers, etc., effects will only be detected if there is a difference of more than 10% between the two halves of the field;

· the most important species may prove not to have been examined;

· there is no investigation of the effects on soil microbes – even though the scientific steering committee considers them important;

· earthworms, an important indicator of soil health, are not included because of technical difficulties in counting them accurately;

· insufficient sites may be available for the trials to have a proper scientific basis and more intensive agricultural systems may be over-represented so comparisons will be made with systems already known to be environmentally damaging.

Are the Trials Themselves Safe?

Because these trials are designed to investigate whether the growing of the GM crops is safe or not, there is, by definition, uncertainty about the outcome.  Areas of concern include:

· movement of foreign genes via pollen to neighbouring organic or non-GM crops leading to an unacceptable level of contamination – currently organic standards demand zero contamination;

· honey becoming contaminated as a result 
of bees foraging on the GM crop;

· cross-pollination of wild related plants in the case of oilseed rape, sugar and fodder beet, causing herbicide resistant weed problems;

· whether the value of the land will be affected – the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors has warned that growing GM crops could have a negative effect on land value.

Is There a Market for the Crops?

To make testing a product worthwhile, there has to be some confidence that there will be a market for it.  For the GM crops in the farm scale trials this is very uncertain.  British Sugar will not accept GM sugar beet.  Many food producers and retailers are specifying that animals should not be fed on GM feed, thus questioning the potential market for the fodder beet and maize.  Food retailers are establishing systems to ensure a supply of non-GM ingredients so GM oilseed rape will also be difficult to sell.

Conclusions
It is unprecedented for the taxpayer to be funding product safety testing.  For any other product, a company would be expected to pay for this as part of their product development as they will recoup the costs in sales.

At the end of the trials, many unanswered questions will remain and there is a real risk that important long term effects will go undetected and the crops given a clean bill of health.

There has been no proper consultation or debate about the need for herbicide tolerant crops in agriculture.  For farmers, there are other options such as organic and low input systems which may offer more stable markets - an important consideration for an industry struggling under difficult conditions.

For local communities, concerned about the effects on their environments, there has been no forum where their voices can be heard and their views taken into account.

The driving force behind the trials is not scientific inquiry but commercial pressure to reassure investors that progress is being made and that returns are on the way.
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