Pressure mounts on EC over stance on GM crops 

Pressure increased on the European Commission yesterday to change its zero-tolerance approach to GM contamination in animal feed imported into the EU.

European Parliament agriculture committee chairman Paolo de Castro warned in a letter the current stance exposed farmers, traders and feed firms to possible supply shortages and considerably higher livestock production costs that consumers would ultimately have to pay for.

The EC has come under persistent attack from agricultural lobby groups over the zero-tolerance policy to GM crops that are not authorised in the EU, but which are now grown widely elsewhere in the world and from where Europe sources proteins, such as maize and soya, for animal feed.

Feed imports containing fractional amounts of unauthorised GM material are automatically sent back to their port of origin – despite Europe allowing, without question, imports of meat fed on the same biotech crops it bans from entry.

Mr de Castro, Italy’s former agriculture minister, said in the letter to the EC health and consumer policy commissioner, John Dalli, there had been little action to resolve the GM contamination issue since it was first raised in 2008.

He added: “The asynchronous pace of GM approvals between third countries and the EU significantly affects the supply of raw material in Europe due to the possible presence of minute traces of GM not yet authorised in the EU. Such a presence is unintentional and given the EU dependence on world trade is technically unavoidable.”

Mr de Castro said Europe was not self sufficient in protein crops and had to import 80% of its requirements from countries such as the US, Brazil and Argentina, where GM crops have now largely replaced the conventional varieties favoured by Europe and which have now become increasingly expensive and more difficult to source.

He said with even more GM varieties being grown Europe had to change its attitude, especially as the rules had last year left the EU on the brink of a feed supply crisis after 180,000 tonnes of crops were 

temporarily blocked from entry.

Mr de Castro said the agricultural sector still lacked a permanent solution to the issue and urged the commissioner to act.

Scottish MEP George Lyon said the EC’s approach was unreasonable, adding it was high time Mr Dalli delivered changes. He said: “The continued failure of the commission to bring forward proposals to amend the tolerance levels is causing real problems for the feed industry and for farmers who are faced with high feed costs.”

NFU Scotland said Mr de Castro’s plea was welcome as reforms suggested previously by the commission had yet to happen and progress appeared to have stalled.

The union said the zero-tolerance approach meant shipments containing approved GM material would continue to be rejected, forcing up the cost of animal feed and leaving EU livestock producers at a significant competitive disadvantage.

A spokesman added: “The uncertainty caused by dithering over the issue is damaging to both our farming and feed industries and MEPs are right to point out that this deserves prompt action from Commissioner Dalli.”
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