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PROGRESS OF THE 2001 TRIALS AND PLANS FOR 2002
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 2002.

Progress of the Trials

So far, 178 sites have been involved in the farm-scale trials (FSTs):

· 43 maize;

· 34 spring oilseed rape;

· 51 autumn oilseed rape;

· 50 beet.

During 2001, the farm-scale trials continued to be a focus of conflict over the future of GM crops. More than 30 of the trial sites were opposed by local communities, organic farmers and national organisations, and around 21 were damaged by activists. In November 2001, a jury acquitted two activists who had destroyed a trial site in 2000, accepting their defence that they acted to prevent greater harm arising in the future.

One of the trial sites, at Wolston in Warwickshire, was withdrawn just before it was to be planted with GM maize. The proposed site was just under two miles from Ryton Organic Gardens, a research centre run by the Henry Doubleday Research Association (HDRA), the country’s leading organic research organisation. They had not been consulted about the site and a vigorous local campaign led to the Government supporting the withdrawal of the site, especially because the RSPB had threatened to resign from the Scientific Steering Committee if it went ahead.

There were strong protests in Wales and Scotland. In Wales, a farmer at Mathry in Pembrokeshire decided not to go ahead with a GM maize trial because of local concerns about the impact on other farmers. Since then, the Welsh Assembly have called for a moratorium on GM crop trials in Wales and called for the European Commission to implement increased separation distances between GM and non-GM crops.

In Scotland, a farm-scale trial with autumn sown oilseed rape at Munlochy in Ross-shire has also met with considerable local opposition. A vigil has been established on council land close to the farm and the Highland Council has given the campaigners planning permission for two caravans, a yurt and toilet until the end of the GM crop trial.

The 178 study sites used in the FSTs to mid-September 2001 were supplied by only 75 farmers. Such a small number of farmers providing the sites has been identified as a potential source of bias in the results. Standard sampling protocols are now in place but data entry, especially for arthropods, has been a problem.

Trial Sites in 2002

In 2002, the number of sites announced are:

· 36 for maize;

· 24 in England and 3 in Scotland for spring oilseed rape;

· 17 for beet.

There are no sites in Wales in 2002. In England farmers have already withdrawn 3 maize sites because of local concerns. 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.

Although the potential for bias of relying on a small sample of farmers to undertake trials has been noted by the researchers involved, it appears that 65-80% of the 2002 trials are being carried out by farmers who have previously conducted trials.

The AEBC Report “Crops on Trial”
In September 2001, the Government’s Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology Commission (AEBC) published a report on the farm-scale trials. Called “Crops on Trial”, the report was critical of the way in which the trials have been conducted. One comment was that: “..the particularly unfortunate location of some of the chosen sites have made it appear that the trials have been conceived and designed in a secretive way, with key players not fully engaged”.
The Government was also criticised for not making it clear that the FSTs will only supply limited information about the impact on biodiversity of growing the GM crops involved. The report emphasised that factors other than the outcome of the FSTs must be considered in the decision about whether to allow the commercial growing of the GM crops in Britain. At the moment, a voluntary agreement with the biotechnology industry leaves commercialisation resting only on the rather limited trials.

An important recommendation from the AEBC was that the trials should only go ahead in 2002 subject to certain conditions being met. These were that:

· the Government commits to taking other factors into account in the commercialisation decision – including socio-economic issues such as co-existence between non-GM, organic and GM farmers;

· adequate separation distances be agreed to protect the interests of organic farmers;

· the limitations to the trials should be clearly stated;

· there must be effective local consultation on site selection which takes account of the interests of local stakeholders.

An important question now is whether these conditions have been met and that the 2002 trials should proceed. The Government’s response to the AEBC’s report appears to accept the need for wider issues to be considered in the decision on commercialisation and whether or how GM, organic and conventional non-GM farming can coexist in the UK. 

It is much less clear that the biotechnology industry has cooperated fully with the organic movement in ensuring that separation distances are agreed.

The Government has written to all parish, district and county councils in whose areas the sites are to be located to explain the nature and the purpose of the FSTs. GeneWatch will monitor whether the limitations of the trials have been clearly communicated. Government press releases about the trial sites for 2002 have not done this.

Announcements of trial site locations are being made earlier than they have been in the past but there is no effective local consultation taking place as the AEBC recommended.

Therefore, in the conduct of the 2002 FSTs the Government and industry have chosen to ignore key parts of the AEBC’s advice. Local communities have been marginalised yet again.
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