




To the EC commissioners

6th September 2004










Dear Commissioner,

I understand that on Wednesday 8th September, the European Commission will be discussing proposals for amending the seeds directives to introduce GM thresholds under which the pack would be considered to be non-GM variety.  Above the thresholds, the seed packs would require labelling as GM.

We are writing to ask you to reject any proposals for setting GM thresholds in seeds. The Five Year Freeze is an alliance of 125 organisations across the UK with a collective membership of four million people.

The seed is the starting point of the food chain and therefore it is essential that all non-GM certified seeds produced in the EU or imported from third countries contain no detectable GM presence.  The current proposal of 0.3% threshold for oilseed rape and maize could eventually mean that in future the majority of seed lots could contain GM traits.  The Five Year Freeze would like to point out to the Commission that the proposals have no scientific basis because they were set to meet the labelling threshold of 0.9% in final food and feed introduced in the Traceability and Labelling regulation (1830/2003).  This threshold was agreed pragmatically by the European Parliament and the Commission during the drafting of these regulations.  The potential impacts on the environment and health were not considered when setting the 0.9% threshold.   

A threshold of 0.3% would mean that three seeds in every thousand would be GM – amounting to several thousand per hectare.  This will create problems in managing volunteers for farmers who are likely to resort to increased use of weed killers to control them.  With that would come increased risk of pollution and indirect effects on the farm land food chain by further reducing weed cover and with it the primary food source and cover.  Furthermore it is highly likely to result in the stacking of GM traits in volunteer and feral plants.  Another fundamental weakness of the Commission’s proposals is that they fail to contemplate the possibility of GM seeds being contaminated with other GM traits.  This has already occurred in the UK when two GM traits were found in GM oilseed rape seeds planted the farm scale evaluations in 2002 (one intentional, one not).  The proposals also fail to consider the extent to which farmer-saved seeds could be contaminated with GM traits.  This is another route by which GM traits could be spread into the environment.    

Directive 2001/18 and Regulation 1829 recognise that there is uncertainty about the science underpinning the environmental and health risk assessments and requires that post market monitoring plans should be submitted with applications for Part C approvals or food approvals.  The widespread presence of GM traits in the environment and the food chain that will follow the agreement of the GM threshold in seeds will make the design and implementation of post market monitoring much more difficult if not impossible.  

At present there is no agreement as to how seed purity thresholds will be maintained in practice and how compensation for contamination will be dealt with.  Once again, the science needed to underpin national legislation on coexistence is uncertain. New information on the extent and methods by which GM traits are spread is regularly appearing and it is by no means certain that the rights of farmers to grow non-GM crops and seeds can be achieved alongside full scale commercial cultivation of GM crops.

The measures to ensure that seed lots imported from third countries meet European thresholds are also not in place.  You will need no reminding that seed lots from Canada imported into the EU in the past have been found to be contaminated up to 2.7%.  It is doubtful if European laboratories are capable of detecting all the GM traits currently being released experimentally in North America.

Furthermore, the presence on GM traits in non GM seeds will greatly increase the difficulties of farmers and food producers to keep below the 0.9% labelling threshold for adventitious GM presence.  This seriously undermines the right of European consumers to buy non-GM food which the Traceability and Labelling Regulations were supposed to address.  

Seed contamination will also impact future generations of farmers and consumers.

The Five Year Freeze believes that the current proposals for seed thresholds are unacceptable for all the above reasons and should be rejected and replaced by proposals which reflect the current scientific uncertainties about the safety of GM crops.   

We also understand that the Commissioner will be considering a proposal to place 17 varieties of the GM maize MON 810 on the Common Catalogue. This would allow these varieties to be marketed throughout the EU despite that fact that the coexistence measures necessary to prevent contamination and maintain consumers’ right to choose are not in place.  The Freeze believes it would be foolhardy to proceed with listing the varieties in these circumstances.

We urge you to reject the proposal on seed thresholds and MON 810 listing at your meeting this week to allow for more information on potential routes and rates of contamination to be gathered and for schemes to protect non-GM and organic farmers to be enforceable across the whole of the EU.  Given the present state of knowledge we believe that the only sensible threshold for seeds should be “no detectable GM presence”.

There is no pressure on the Commissioners to decide this week because no new Part C consents are likely in the short term. There is time for the new Commissioners, member states and the European Parliament to come up with robust proposals that protect the environment, health, and the rights of farmers and consumers.

Yours sincerely,

Pete Riley

Director

FIVE YEAR FREEZE 94 White Lion Street, London, N1 9PF

Tel: 020 7837 0642 Fax: 020 7837 1141

http://www.fiveyearfreeze.org

