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PROGRESS OF THE 2000 TRIALS AND PLANS FOR 2001
Farm scale trials in the UK are being conducted with four genetically modified (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).

Preliminary trials with GM oilseed rape and maize began in 1999. The full trials began in 2000 and are expected to run until 2003. The Government and biotechnology industry have entered into an agreement that there will be no large-scale commercial growing of these crops until the trials are completed and the results have been evaluated.

Fact sheets with details about each of the crops and a general overview of the trials are available from GeneWatch UK. This fact sheet gives an update on the progress of the trials and plans for 2001.

Progress of the Trials

In 2000, there were 71 sites involved in the farm-scale trials:

· 12 maize;

· 12 spring oilseed rape;

· 23 autumn oilseed rape;

· 24 beet.

This was less than the intended number of 20 to 25 of each. In 2000, eight farmers withdrew from the trials because of local opposition. This was demonstrated through public meetings and local polls – in one case, a farmer withdrew because a referendum was held which opposed the trial going ahead.

During 2000, experience was gained with the practicalities of conducting such large-scale ecological experiments (something which has not been done before). As a result, some changes have had to be made to the protocols including sampling intensity for gastropods (increased), timing of recording of subsequent vegetation (earlier), and weed seedling count area (reduced).

Whilst such modifications are a natural part of an evolving area of scientific research, they may raise problems for analysis if they become too extensive.

Difficulties over gathering crop management data from farmers may also have an adverse effect on the usefulness of the trials. This is a critical part of the research and any shortcomings will undermine confidence in the results. Accurate yield measurement is still not included in the data collected, which will make it difficult to assess whether any practice which appears environmentally beneficial would be viable in economic terms.

Trial Sites in 2001

In 2001, the number of sites involved in the trials will increase to:

· 32 for maize;

· 32 for spring oilseed rape;

· 26 for beet.

The number of autumn oilseed rape sites will be announced later in the year. Information about the sites in England can be found at www.environment.detr.gov.uk/fse. Information about the sites in Scotland can be found at www.scotland.gov.uk/gm.

The number of sites in 2001 is higher than in 2000 because of the difficulties encountered in finding sites last year. The total number of sites over the three year period will remain at 60-75 for each crop type.

Separation Distances

Following a review of the scientific information available and the discovery that non-GM oilseed rape seed imported into Europe from Canada had been contaminated with GM seed, the separation distances between GM and non-GM crops have been increased in two situations:

· In the case of maize, the separation distance will be increased from 50 to 80 metres.

· Where nearby growers are using varietal associations and partially restored hybrids of oilseed rape. (This is a high-yielding non-GM method where male sterile plants are interspersed with a few - usually about 20% - male fertile plants to pollinate them). Under these conditions, because there is less pollen than normal in the field, pollen from outside has a greater chance of pollinating the crop. In these cases, because of the increased risk of contamination by pollen from GM crops, the separation distance will be increased from 50 to 100 metres.

The Government hopes these increased distances will keep contamination of neighbouring crops at 1% or less.

Other Studies

In parallel to the farm-scale trials, four other projects have been, or are being, conducted:

· Gene flow to non-GM crops - Central Science Laboratory (CSL) and Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH).

· Significance and Mechanisms of Landscape-Scale Gene Flow - Scottish Crop Research Institute (SCRI).

· A survey of gene flow to wild relatives - CEH.

· A study of the use of the GM crop fields by birds and large mammals - British Trust for Ornithology.

The CSL gene flow experiments involve measuring gene flow at distances up to 150 


metres from the GM part of the field into the neighbouring non-GM crop and will continue for the full three years of the farm-scale trials. In 2000, the CSL encountered logistical problems in the collection of pollen to monitor gene flow (seed collection was unaffected) and therefore CEH are participating in this part of the study in 2001 to assist with pollen collection.

The SCRI project, which begins in 2001 and will last for two years, will look at gene flow from oilseed rape extending over many kilometres and includes examining feral populations and the movement of pollinator species.

The survey of gene flow to wild relatives was conducted as a pilot study in 2000 and involved sampling seed from related species along the field boundaries and adjacent areas up to 10 metres away from the trial site. The results should be published during 2001.

The British Trust for Ornithology project is also a pilot study and is examining the distribution and abundance of wintering and breeding birds and larger mammals. An important part of this study is the development of methodologies which could be reliably used to investigate impacts on such species.

Public Reactions
There has been much public concern about the farm-scale trials, especially over the lack of public consultation and the potential for gene flow to neighbouring non-GM and organic crops. Some beekeepers have even been forced to move their hives to avoid contamination.

Partly as a result of public concerns and gaps in the regulatory framework, the Government has set up the Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology Commission (AEBC). One of its first resolutions was to consider the farm-scale trials and their role in the decision making about GM crop commercialisation. It is expected to report later in 2001.
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