Briefing Document for Fine Gael:

GMOs and Ireland: 10 years of poor FF led policy
Issue: 

Since 1997 Fianna Fail governments have repeatedly flip flopped the issue of GMOs. This recently came to head on September, 28, 2007 when Green Party Minister Trevor Sargent dramatically changed stated policy regarding a ‘GM Free Ireland’ by stating “GM free zone is not about banning imported GM feed” (possible draft Dail questions, below on pg. 5)
Background:
1996

Monsanto applied to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in Ireland to carry out experimental field trials of the glyphosate tolerant GM sugar beet (Beta vulgaris). This application was made in accordance with the EU Directive 92/220, which has been embodied into Irish law within the 1994 GMO Regulations made by the Minister for the Environment pursuant to powers contained in the 1992 Environmental Protection Act. The EPA granted conditional permission to Monsanto to test the GM sugar beet for a period of four years (1997 to 2001) - three for growing purposes and one for subsequent test site monitoring. 

1997

During the final days of the 1997 election, the Fianna Fail issued a press statement describing GM food as a “mass experiment”, and vowed to put in place a “moratorium on the release of genetically modified organisms into the environment and on the marketing of any foods which contain any genetically modified ingredient, or which was produced using any genetically modified organism.”  (Fianna Fail, Press Release, 26 April 1997).  Fianna Fail entered office.
Genetic Concern, a pressure group set up in April 1997

September 28th, 1997, the first GM test plot in Ireland was destroyed by a group called the Gaelic Earth Liberation Front. During the field trials of GM sugar beet field trials in Ireland a total of six attacks have occurred at several different locations

1998

The Fianna Fail Government instituted a unique two-stage ‘public consultation’ process to allow input into the formulation of its policy on `GMOs and the Environment' under the specific auspices of Noel Dempsey’s Department of Environment and Local Government. The first stage called for written submissions from interested members of the public. By the submission deadline, September 30th, 1998, over 200 people and organizations had made submissions.

The second stage of the consultation process allowed for a two-day debate. A panel of stakeholder representatives participated in the debate sessions, chaired by an independent panel. The stakeholder panels consisted of two representatives from each of three groups: industry; the academic science community; and Non-Government Organizations (NGO)/pressure groups. These representatives where chosen from those who had responded to the advertised Government call for submissions.
1999

The independent panel running the public consultation issued a report of the debate, which was accepted by Minister Noel Dempsey (see RTE news report Oct, 9, 1999 pg. 13 below). On receipt of the report in October 1999, the Government referred a number of specific issues to the Inter-Departmental Group on Modern Biotechnology, which had been established in March 1999 under political pressure and direct suggestion from Fine Gael. These issues included the dissemination and coordination of information on genetic engineering, the case for a biotechnology ethics committee, and future policy and administrative coordination on genetic engineering.

2000

The Inter-Departmental Group on Modern Biotechnology issued its report on Monday, November 20th, 2000 in which they made recommendations on the coordinated inter-departmental government positions on a wide range of issues related to the development of modern biotechnology. The Group's main recommendations include the following:

• Ireland should take a positive but precautionary approach to GM issues, at both EU and in international forums, which acknowledges the potential benefits of modern biotechnology while maintaining a fundamental commitment to human safety and environmental sustainability;

• Irish trials of GM crops should continue, subject to compliance with EU legislation and with the conditions laid down by the EPA;

• the Department of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Development should, in consultation with the Environmental Protection Agency, draw up detailed protocols governing the management of GM crops in field trials; (never carried out)
• the Department of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Development should, in cooperation with other bodies, devise a program for the managed development of GM crops that would provide for a phased, monitored progression to full commercial cultivation; (never carried out)
• the Irish State Laboratory should be designated as the national reference laboratory for the detection of GM materials in foods and other products;

• in the interests of transparency and public awareness, regulatory bodies should, as a matter of standard practice, make available the fullest possible information on the applications for release and marketing approvals of GMOs;

• a national biotechnology ethics committee should be established under the auspices of the Royal Irish Academy to consider the ethical issues raised by biotechnology in an informed and dispassionate way; (never carried out)
• independent genetic research should be conducted in Ireland into all aspects of GMOs, giving consideration to distinctive Irish climatic and geological conditions; (never carried out)
• new ways of informing the public about biotechnology, its existing and potential benefits, and the possible risks to health and the environment should be devised and deployed: A central Government Web site should be established that provides a broad range of relevant, up-to-date information in a manner readily accessible to the public; (never carried out)
• new means of promoting public consultation and involvement in debates about biotechnology should be developed and piloted; (never carried out) and

• the Inter-Departmental Group should be permanently supported to ensure that the Government has an integrated view of the full range of relevant issues, and the Group should be expanded to include representatives of the Environmental Protection Agency; the Food Safety Promotion Board; Teagasc; and the Department of Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht, and the Islands. (never carried out)
The report also stated that "in Britain in particular, there have been no shortage of instances in which newspapers—some of which have a sizable readership in [Ireland]—have misled rather than informed the public about genetic modification. Distorted presentations of the facts, lurid accounts of `Frankenstein foods', have been commonplace in the treatment of the issue in the mass-circulation newspapers" (pg. 97 of report).
The second interesting acknowledgment is that the Irish government has officially underlined the role the organic movement has played in the campaign against GM crops and foods. The report also points out that the organic movement has much to gain in this opposition, which is reflected in the report's comments that "Representatives of the organic farming and food sector have also been prominent in the campaign against GM crops and foods…. We appreciate also that the debate about genetic modification has given organic producers an opportunity to draw attention to the merits of their own produce" (pg. 103 of report)1. The Irish Government concludes that, even if they accept the concerns of organic farmers regarding possible gene transfer, they "see no reason why [approved GM crops] cannot form part, with organic farming, of a broad mix of crop types and farming practices" (pg. 103-104 of report).

2001
Genetic Concern disbanded and GM sugar beet trials emended. EU Directive 2001/18 was enacted.
2003
Small Dáil protest on 10 December 2003 against Ireland's pro-GM vote in Brussels.

2004: 
The establishment of anti-GMO pressure group GM Free Ireland Network
Mr. David Byrne EU Health Commissioner stated on GM crops that: "The science is right, the law is right, the procedures are right, the information to the public is right and public health is protected and not under threat in any way” (Irish Times, May 20th, 2004)

November 24, 2004, the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Environment and Local Government agenda included a forthcoming EU vote to legalise the placing on the market of Monsanto's GM rapeseed GT73 for use as animal feed, and Ireland's GM policy in general.

2006

In January 2006 BASF applied to the Environment Protection Agency for approval of field trials of several strains of GM potato that were resistant to blight. In May 2006 the Environmental Protection Agency granted consent to BASF Plant Science GmbH, Germany, subject to specified conditions, to conduct field trials of genetically modified (GM) potatoes with improved resistance to late potato blight. These trials have never since proceeded.

2007
Fianna Fail policy entering the election was ‘positive but precautionary’. As a result of Program for Government discussions with the Green Party the resulting vague policy agreed upon “Seek to negotiate the establishment of an All-Ireland GM-Free Zone”. (Agreed Program for Government, pg. 27)
Agriculture Minister Coughlan speaking at the Agricultural Science Association (ASA) conference in Trim on Friday 14th September 2007 clarified that the ‘Programme for Government’ stated that "Ireland would look towards the establishment of a GM-free Island''. This did not mean a definite policy had been decided, she indicated. (Irish Farmers Journal, 22 September 2007). 
On September 28, 2007 Green Party Minister Trevor Sargent dramatically changed policy regarding a ‘GM Free Ireland’ by stating “GM free zone is not about banning imported GM feed” ( Dept of Ag. Press Release pg. 12 below)
Additional information below:

1. Possible draft Dail Questions (below)
2. Green Party Pre-Election GM policy (pg. 6 below)
3. A list of statements on GM made by Trevor Sargent and the Green Party. (pg.7)
4. Junior Minister Trevor Sargent’s Department of Agriculture Press Statement of Sept. 28, 2007 (pg. 12 below)
5. Noel Dempsey accepts as Government policy the public consultation- RTE news report Oct. 9, 1999 (pg. 13 below)
6. Link to report by Inter-Departmental Working Group on Modern Biotechnology.
Possible draft Dail Questions:

1. Can Minister of State, Trevor Sargent explain why on September 28, 2007, he declared that a “GM free zone is not about banning imported GM feed” exactly a year to the day to when his own Green Party issued a press statement on September 28, 2006 stating

“GM animal feed is already causing Irish farmers to lose access to prime export markets and destroying our world famous clean green reputation as 'the food island.'”?
2. "Does Minister Sargent agree that this nation's food supply is not an issue for party political sound bites but rather political decisions made on the basis of scientifically sound independent advice?"

3. Considering Minister of State, Trevor Sargent as recently as June 15 during a speech at the European Parliament Offices here in Dublin stated the use of GM animal feed is "damaging our world famous clean green reputation as Ireland the food island.” Can he please explain his reason for not including GM Feed in idea for Ireland to be a GM Free zone?
4. Considering Minister Noel Dempsey, in 1999, spent time and Irish tax payers' money to hold a public consultation on GMOs, headed by no less than the Right Hon. Dr Turlough O'Donnell, Q.C, Member of the Law Reform Commission, and former Lord Justice of Appeal in Northern Ireland and former Chairman of the Bar Council of Northern Ireland after which he stated to RTE news on October 9, 1999, ( http://www.rte.ie/news/1999/1009/gmo.html) stated: “if Ireland operates a policy of transparency and scientific assessment with regard to genetically modified organisms, there should be no risk to health or the environment.”
The RTE report further added that:“Noel Dempsey has accepted as government policy a report published today, which rules out a ban on crop trials in this country, but stresses the need for full labelling of GM foods………..Its conclusion is that it is not open to an individual EU member state to ban either field trials or the importation of genetically modified products approved at EU level."
Did Noel Dempsey, in his program for Government discussions with the Greens, forget the conclusions of his own tax payer-supported public consultations?
2. Green Party Pre-Election GM policy:
Pre-Election policy: The Green Party/Comhaontas Glas in Government would-
1.1 immediately declare Ireland to be a GM-Free zone and prohibit the use of GM ingredients in animal feed and any testing or growing of GM crops and ban transgenic farm animals; 

1.2 immediately begin negotiations with the UK government in an attempt to achieve an all island GM-Free Zone; 

1.3 establish a GM-Free regulatory authority to ensure that rigorous testing is put in place to verify that animal feed is free of GM inputs; 

1.4 veto any EU proposed legislation that would allow a certain threshold for GM contamination in conventional seeds before the seeds had to be labelled as containing GM traces; 

1.5 oppose the patenting of seeds; 

1.6 ensure that the Irish Seed Savers Association receives adequate funding. (This voluntary organisation is dedicated to the location and preservation of traditional varieties of fruit and vegetables. The ISSA maintains a seed bank and plays a vital role in saving our genetic diversity for the future.) We will also ensure that naturally occurring or conventionally bred rare and native varieties of seed can be freely sold. 

1.7 introduce strict liability laws, holding GM companies and users of GM crops responsible for any GM contamination in Ireland in violation of Ireland's GM-free status; 

1.8 At a local level, Green Party members of Local Authorities will campaign to make their Local Authorities GM-Free and assist local farmers to organise into GM-Free regions; 

1.9 At EU level, Green Party MEPs will campaign to make the EU GM-Free and, at a minimum, to insist there is no lifting of the EU moratorium on GM crops and food until the new EU regulations on labelling and traceability are in place; there is an enforceable system of liability agreed; and the problems of coexistence of GM and non-GM crops have been resolved.

3. A list of statements on GM made by Trevor Sargent and the Green Party.

Sargent calls for GMO-free zone
June 15, 2007, Irish Times: Breaking News Website
Luke Cassidy
Acting leader of the Green Party Trevor Sargent has called for Ireland to become the EU's 100 per cent GMO-free zone. 

Mr Sargent told a briefing on Food Safety and GMOs at the European Parliament Office in Dublin today that the use of GM animal feed is "damaging our world famous clean green reputation as Ireland the food island. 

"There is plenty of certified non-GMO feed available, and the slight extra costs can be offset by price premia now being offered by retailers," Mr Sargent said. 

http://www.ireland.com/newspaper/breaking/2007/0615/breaking63.htm
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

"If we had voted to roll-over on Herculex we'd find it impossible to get GM free status. It would make it more difficult to have choice in this important matter." – Trevor Sargent

The Irish Farmers Journal, 30 June 2007. By Mairead Lavery.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Trevor Sargent said: “Up to now they have been saying 'just make sure it is not grown in Ireland', but now they're saying 'please don't feed your animals GM feed'. Some of the major supermarkets chains in Italy, France and Britain now actually require labelling that says this produce is fed on GM-free feed. So we have to be able to come up with that and guarantee it.” 

GM-free Ireland press release, 28 June 2007. see

http://www.gmfreeireland.org/news/2007/jun.php
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Green Party Leader Trevor Sargent, TD said “Under this Minister's watch, the vast majority of feed imports are genetically modified. This shows just how little she cares for the economic future of conventional and organic growers, for the Irish food industry's image on the world market, for consumers and for Ireland's ecosystems”. 
Press Release: April 30, 2007 see  www.gmfreeireland.org/press/GMFI35.pdf, also see Green Party Press Release 

 ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
We should be taking advantage, and insuring the greatest possible self-reliance in feed from our cereal sector, and making sure the supply of GM-free feed is assured. 
Trevor Sargent - Interview with Oliver Moore, report for the Irish Examiner July 10 , 2007 available at http://olivermoore.blogspot.com/2007_07_01_archive.html
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

“The supermarkets in France like Carrefour and Monoprix, for example, are indicating clearly that their top lines, in the area of meat for example, are fed on non GM [genetically modified] feed. This is an issue of strategic importance if Ireland is to maintain its strength as a food exporting country in competition with the cheaper products coming from South America for example.”
Interview with Trevor Sargent, Irish Farmers Monthly, 1 October (published 25 September) 2007
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
“We have to be clear in our policy and not try to straddle the fence to the extent that we are neither fish nor fowl in the marketplace.  The Minister should consider declaring Ireland GMO free and let us move ahead by using our natural advantages.”
Trevor Sargent - Select Committee on Agriculture and Food - Wednesday, 21 May 2003
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

SARGENT TO ACT QUICKLY ON ISSUE OF GM-FREE FOOD - The Irish Times, 27 June 2007. By Seán MacConnell.
The first moves to have Ireland move to where it can claim its food is produced without the aid of GM feed will be made soon by Minister for Food Trevor Sargent. On his first official engagement as Minister of State for Agriculture with responsibility for food and horticulture, Mr. Sargent said yesterday there was an urgency to move on the GM issue. "I have been getting reports from our markets in Italy and France that they are increasingly moving in the direction of requiring that produce be fed on GM-free feed," he said. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
Green Party calls for biofuel plant at Carlow and GM-free island status, at ploughing championships

Issued: 28 September 2006
The Green Party today called for a bio-fuel plant in Carlow and for the country to be declared completely GM free, at the National Ploughing Championships in Tullow. Speaking at an information workshop Green Party Deputy Leader and General Election candidate for Carlow/Kilkenny Cllr Mary White said biofuels are the way forward to support diversification in a post-CAP era. 

Cllr White said: "Now is the time to turn Carlow into a leader in bio-ethanol production. When the Carlow sugar plant closed, a unique opportunity arose to turn the factory into a biofuel plant. This turnaround would provide an alternative source of income for sugar beet growers and create sustainable employment. 

"Carlow formerly processed half of the national quota for sugar beet. A bio-ethanol plant on the site, using the same source of beet, could provide fuel for 60,000 cars. By processing other crops at different times of the year, this figure would rise even higher. 

"With the EU about to take legal proceedings against Ireland over its failure to implement a renewable energy policy, biofuels could make an enormous contribution to Ireland's energy needs. A modest quantity of farmland, planted with biofuel crops could drive our entire public transport system." 

Speaking at a workshop on GM Foods General Election candidate for Wicklow Cllr Deirdre de Burca said: "Keeping Ireland GMO free makes economic sense. The vast majority of European food brands, retailers and consumers refuse GM food. One hundred regional governments and 3,500 local authorities in 22 EU countries prohibit GMO crops. 

"Our island status can make Irish produce the most credible GM-free food in the EU. However, GM animal feed is already causing Irish farmers to lose access to prime export markets and destroying our world famous clean green reputation as 'the food island.' Scientific evidence from around the world proves that GMO crops contaminate surrounding regions, can never be recalled and cannot 'co-exist' with conventional and organic farms. The Green Party in Government will work towards making Ireland a GMO-free island." 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

22 July 2004
EU cosying up to bio-tech companies rather than protecting consumers from GM feedstuffs 

Commenting today on the decision by the European Union to allow genetically modified maize to be used in animal feedstuffs, Councillor Mary White, Green Party Agriculture and Food spokesperson, said that, ?this decision smacks of multinational interests overriding the common good of protecting the consumer and Irish agriculture from this insufficiently tested technology.? 
?Consumers have shown increasing concern about the production and consumption of GM food. I?m sure they will be equally concerned that animals will now be fed GM maize.?
?Consumers need to be alerted to the new rules being introduced and strict labelling of food, indicating whether GM ingredients are included in feeding, must be introduced in clear, decipherable wording to aid consumer choice.? 
?This decision to introduce GM maize in animal feedstuffs has also taken place without detailed discussion with Irish agricultural interests in this country. Ireland has the capacity to be the world leader in quality food production eschewing GM technology in favour of protecting agricultural interests.?
?Ireland must defend its clean green agricultural image and protect both animals and consumers from the GM juggernaut that is intent on coming our way,? concluded Cllr. Mary White. 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Sargent slams Coughlan's irresponsible approach to GMOs 

Issued: 01 December 2006
Green Party Press Release http://www.greenparty.ie/en/news/latest_news/sargent_slams_coughlan_s_irresponsible_approach_to_gmos
Statement by Trevor Sargent
Spokesperson on Agriculture, Fisheries and Food; Gaeltacht 
Green Party Leader and spokesperson on Food and Agriculture Trevor Sargent TD has slammed Agriculture Minister Mary Coughlan for her laissez-faire approach to the growth and import of genetically modified organisms (GMOs). 

Deputy Sargent said: ?This week I received a series of replies to Parliamentary Questions that reveal just how far Government policy has slipped since the pledge in 1997 that Fianna Fáil would oppose the introduction of GMOs to Ireland. 

?They show just how little the Minister for Agriculture cares for the economic future of conventional and organic growers, for the Irish food industry's image on the world market, for consumers and for Ireland's ecosystems. 

"When asked about changes in policy on GMOs since 1997, the Minister fails to mention the abandonment of Fianna Fáil's commitment to keep Ireland GM-free. Does she not remember making this decision? Is she so ashamed of that decision that she would prefer not to publicise it? 

"Minister Coughlan clearly has no desire to see any county or region in Ireland GM-free. The fact that GM-free regions ' are not provided for' under EU law has not stopped other European countries, including Austria, Greece, Poland, Italy and Switzerland banning and restricting GMOs. 

?The Minister should state whether she supports, or even respects, the decisions of County Councils in Ireland to declare their counties GM-free. In my view, local, regional and national restrictions on GMOs are legitimate and are entirely consistent with the precautionary principle which underpins EU environmental law. 

"One of the few areas for which the Minister for Agriculture does accept direct responsibility is the formulation of proposals on the coexistence of GM and conventional crops. The very fact that she is planning to force conventional and organic growers to grow crops alongside GM crops shows how much slippage there has been in Government policy in recent years. 

"Minister Coughlan promises a compensation scheme for 'verifiable economic losses' to growers affected by the introduction of GM to Ireland. What, according to the Minister, is a 'verifiable economic loss?? Does the Minister believe that the loss of Ireland's clean, green image a 'verifiable economic loss'? I believe that it is. 

"Under this Minister's watch, the vast majority of feed imports are genetically modified. In 2005, GM maize feed imports amounted to 464,000 tonnes (95% of total imports) and GM soya feed imports amounted to 204,000 tonnes GM (95% of total imports). 

"Finally, the Minister claims that her aim is to ?create an environment which facilitates the choice of enterprise, be it organic, conventional or GM?. While I can see that she is determined to allow choice in relation to GM, she does not seem to be supporting the organic or conventional sectors in the same way. Her assertion that she is satisfied that GM trials can go ahead under present circumstances epitomises her lax attitude. These replies raise questions about what is really driving this Government?s irresponsible policy on GM,? concluded Deputy Sargent. 

4.  Junior Minister Trevor Sargent’s Department of Agriculture Press Statement of Sept. 28, 2007
IMPORT OF GM MAIZE BY-PRODUCTS AND SOYA MEAL INTO IRELAND NOT AFFECTED BY NON-DECISION IN COUNCIL OF MINISTERS ON UNAUTHORISED HERCULEX GM MAIZE VARIETY
28 September 2007

http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/index.jsp?file=pressrel/2007/188-2007.xml

The Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, Trevor Sargent TD, today stated his objective was to help farmers by promoting Irish produce as being of the highest quality, while keeping costs as low as possible without compromising that high quality.

Accepting the reality that two thirds of raw materials used in Irish compound feed is imported from outside the EU and that 95% of these products come from EU authorised GM crops, Minister Sargent said: “In my view the Government objective to seek to negotiate an island wide GM free zone is not about banning imported GM feed, it is about not growing GM crops and not proliferating GM pollen, GM seed dispersal and super-weeds in the Irish countryside.” 

Minister Sargent continued: “The decision by Ireland to abstain on the recent EU Council vote on GM animal feeds is in line with France and Italy which also abstained. France and Italy are major buyers of Irish produce. Had Ireland voted 'yes' it would not have affected the outcome of the vote. It is expected the EU Commission will now move quickly to approve the unauthorised GM feed imports. 

“Ireland's abstention is not inconsistent with the commitment in the programme for Government to seek to negotiate a GM free island of Ireland. The abstention was the most appropriate position for Ireland to take given that a process has now begun, involving the relevant Departments, (Agriculture, Fisheries & Food; Enterprise, Trade & Employment; Health & Children and Environment, Heritage & Local Government) to elaborate this commitment and tease out its implications for policy. The French, Italians and others are involved in similar processes,” concluded Minister Sargent.



5. Noel Dempsey accepts as Government policy the public consultation- RTE news report Oct. 9, 1999
Minister accepts report on GM foods
http://www.rte.ie/news/1999/1009/gmo.html

RTE, Saturday, 9 October 1999 17:38

The Minister for the Environment has said that, if Ireland operates a policy of transparency and scientific assessment with regard to genetically modified organisms, there should be no risk to health or the environment. Noel Dempsey has accepted as government policy a report published today, which rules out a ban on crop trials in this country, but stresses the need for full labelling of GM foods.

A report said that it would not be legally possible to ban trials of such crops here. The report also warns that, if Ireland rejects or ignores biotechnology, it will not remain attractive to investors in high-tech industries or competitive in food production.

This report has been compiled by the chairing panel for the government's first ever national debate on GMOs held earlier this year. The debate dealt with the deliberate release of GMOs into the environment, mainly through crops. Its conclusion is that it is not open to an individual EU member state to ban either field trials or the importation of genetically modified products approved at EU level.

Advertisement

Even if Ireland could impose a moratorium, the panel is not convinced of the need or wisdom of banning small-scale field trials of the type carried out here. The report stresses the value of biotechnology and says that Ireland cannot afford to ignore it. The group was not asked to deal with effects on food or human health as these are already taken into account by the EU directives. The chairing panel has found no evidence that genetic modification is in conflict with the ethics of the vast majority of the Irish public.

The report provides little comfort for those groups campaigning against GMOs, except that the panel agrees that the public should be given more information about developments in the area possibly by setting up an information agency.

6. Link to report by Inter-Departmental Working Group on Modern Biotechnology.

Inter-Departmental Group Report on Modern Biotechnology. 2000. Irish Government Report, Government Publications Office, Nov. 20th, 2000. (232pgs)

http://www.entemp.ie/publications/science/2000/biotechnology.pdf
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