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A series of background briefings to help you get informed and involved as the Government gears up to make its decision about the future of GM in the UK


GM Crops: Environmental Saviour or New Form of Pollution?
G

enetically modified (GM) crops have their genetic make-up modified by adding genes from other species - usually bacteria, viruses and other plants. They may have genes added so the crops are no longer killed by chemical weedkillers (herbicides) so farmers can spray the chemicals and kill the weeds but not the crop. Or genes may be added which produce a toxin so that insects feeding on the crop are killed.

GM crops are living, able to grow and multiply. Does it matter if the genes from GM crops end up in wild plants or in non-GM crops? When we grow these kinds of crops on our farms, will they damage the environment or will they let farmers manage their land more sympathetically and use less chemicals?

Scientists have highlighted the kinds of effects growing GM crops may have on the environment:

· Other crops and wild plants may become contaminated with the foreign genes added to the GM crop.

· New ‘super-weeds’ may evolve which will be difficult or even impossible to eradicate.

· Pollution arising from the use of harmful chemicals may increase or decrease.

· Wildlife may be harmed by new toxins in the environment or changes in agricultural practices.

If we grow GM crops in Britain, can we avoid the dangers and reap the benefits?

Genetic Contamination

Crops were developed by farmers over thousands of years from plants that were once wild. Many crops have wild relatives growing close by that they can cross-pollinate. In Britain, it is sugar beet and oilseed rape - two of the GM crops that may be grown here first - that have wild relatives which could be contaminated. In tropical countries, where most crops evolved, there is a greater potential for genetic contamination. Already, GM maize imported into Mexico has contaminated native varieties.

Crops grown by organic and non-GM farmers may also be affected. Pollen can travel long distances on the wind or via insects. Separating GM from non-GM fields may help reduce contamination, but farmers and consumers could be forced to accept contamination if GM crops are grown here.

Super-weeds

One potential outcome of growing GM crops is that they may become problems themselves as happens when some exotic species are introduced into a new country. In the UK, the introduction of grey squirrels and rhododendrons have caused considerable environmental damage, some of which may never be put right. In Canada, where GM oilseed rape has been grown for six years, super-weeds that are resistant to three herbicides are already a problem for farmers. GM oilseed rape has pollinated other rape and the seed left in the field after harvest grows as a weed in the next crop. Farmers are turning to more toxic chemicals such as 2,4 D and paraquat to control them. 

Pollution

The biotechnology industry has claimed that GM crops will allow farmers to use less chemical weedkillers and insecticides. The majority of GM crops being grown worldwide are tolerant to Monsanto’s weedkiller, Roundup, or Bayer’s weedkiller, Liberty. The companies making the chemicals also sell the GM seed. However, in North America - where GM soybean, cotton and maize are grown on thousands of acres - the use of weedkillers has not been reduced. Sales of Roundup and Liberty have increased and new factories are being built to make more.

The companies argue that Roundup (glyphosate) and Liberty (glufosinate) are less damaging to the environment than other chemicals even though they kill almost all green plants they contact. However, 


sometimes GM Liberty tolerant maize has not performed well and the old chemicals, such as atrazine, have been reintroduced to control weeds.

The only case where chemical use has been reduced is GM cotton with an inbuilt insecticide called Bt. Conventional cotton production often involves many – often 8 or 9 - applications of insecticide and Bt cotton has reduced this. However, the reduction may be short lived as many farmers are not following plans to prevent insects developing resistance to Bt.

Wildlife

The gradual disappearance of birds from our farmland has shown us how agricultural practices can harm wildlife. GM crops with herbicide tolerance are being tested to see whether wildlife will be harmed and the outcome of these experiments will be important in deciding whether we grow GM crops here. However, because they are so short-term (levels of flora and fauna are only compared in a field growing GM and non-GM crops for one year), the experiments are unlikely to reveal the full picture.

Debating Matters

· Who takes the responsibility for harm? Currently, the biotechnology industry will profit but society will have to pay for any damage. Should the industry be liable for environmental harm before GM crops are grown in Britain?

· Does genetic contamination matter? – If wild plants are contaminated by genes from bacteria and viruses, our grandchildren will inherit a world where wildlife has been changed at its most basic level. Should we stop GM crops that could contaminate native plants being grown in Britain or doesn’t it matter if there is no visible difference between the contaminated and non-contaminated plants?

· Giving the environment or the GM industry the benefit of the doubt? – Science will not have all the answers. Organic and low input systems are known to be better for the environment than conventional farming. Should we concentrate on those rather than take the GM risk?

· Protecting developing countries – Will international trade in GM crops lead to the contamination of wild plants in the developing world? International laws do not require companies to obtain permission to import GM crops for food and feed use even though these could contaminate wild plants or crops. Should stricter laws be put in place to prevent the exploitation of developing countries?

Have your


say on whether GM crops should be grown in Britain








- 2 -

