
Summary of considerations regarding the

co-existence of GMO, non-GMO and organic farming

The European Community is presently preparing and adopting legislation with the aim of

introducing genetically modified organisms (GMO) in agriculture. The Commission’s goal is

to end a moratorium on the commercial approval of GMOs in Europe. At the same time the

Commission has committed to “ensure the viability of conventional and organic farming and

their sustainable co-existence with genetically modified crops” (Brussels, 23.1.2002,

COM(2002) 27 final, Action 17 and Action 20).

Co-existence is the pre-requisite for the freedom of both consumers and farmers, as well as

other actors along the food chain, to chose whether or not to consume, produce or use

genetically modified agricultural products. The key question is: How can GMOs be utilised

and released into the agricultural and natural environment without infringing the right of those

who decide to produce and consume without GMOs?

A purely economic approach, as favoured by the Commission’s DG Agriculture, is not

adequate for this freedom to be guaranteed in the long term. It needs to be stressed that GMOs

are living organisms, which are able to reproduce and follow natural laws, which cannot be

subject to negotiations. Initial levels of contamination do not necessarily determine the

subsequent environmental contamination with organisms, which are able to multiply. The

practice of setting and negotiating acceptable tolerance levels for certain contaminants, which

has been established in toxicology and management of chemical substances, cannot be applied

to reproducible materials, such as seeds. In addition the products of reproduction may differ

from the initial inputs as they are subject to biological recombination within and beyond their

initial variety.

Co-existence must take into account environmental, agronomic, ethical as well as economic

aspects and be regulated at the EU level in different pieces of legislation. Establishment of co-

existence measures must ensure all the necessary means to guarantee the freedom to produce

and consume non GE products and must provide for a fair and practical allocation of rights

and duties, including all economic and legal, cultural and ethical aspects. The burden of these

measures should be allocated at the most appropriate steps of the chain in order to ensure their

cost effectiveness for the whole society (seed companies, farmers, food processors, trade,

retailers, administration and consumers).

The feasibility and efficacy of a coexistence regime remains to be proven, given the lack of

scientific and practical knowledge on this issue. However, experiences in countries where

GMOs are grown on a commercial scale indicate some essential pre-requisites without which

it will certainly be impossible to maintain effective freedom to get non GE products. Among

these pre-requisites are:

• Guarantee that only approved GMOs are placed on the market and full traceability

• Continuous monitoring of the dispersal of GMOs and products thereof

• Effective measures to recall certain GMOs should this become necessary



• The ability and Good agricultural practice to prevent GMOs from entering into areas

of non-GMO planting and especially seed-production as well as natural protection

areas

• Purity of non-GMO seeds at the detection level

• Segregation of GMO and non-GMO products from the farm to the fork

• Clear and dedicated liability rules, which put the burden of proof as well as any

additional costs arising from the use of GMOs on the producers of GMOs.

In handling the co-existence issue the following principles should prevail:

• The freedom individuals and groups enjoy is limited by their obligation not to restrict

other individuals or groups rights and liberties.

• The polluter pays principle, which requires that those creating a problem should cover

all costs arising from it.

• In cases, where planting of GMOs would effectively disable non-GMO agriculture the

right to avoid GMOs must prevail over the right to use such GMOs.

• The application of the precautionary principle requires that environmental and health

monitoring of GMO effects and the option of recalling them must be guaranteed by

the way GMOs are introduced into agriculture, that their approval can be withdrawn as

foreseen in Directive 2001/18/EC.

Minimum pre-requisites for an effective coexistence regime are:

• All seeds of non-GE plant varieties should be required to be effectively free of

GMOs (legally and technically established as below the detection limit in the

relevant seed legislation)

• A full and coherent liability scheme, which puts the burden of proof on the

producers of GMOs and follows the polluter pays principle, must be established.

In case contamination occurs, the GMO industry must be strictly liable. Fault-

based liability should be established between producers and users of GMOs to

guarantee that instructions and measures to prevent contamination are applied

• Co-existence provisions are to be established along the entire food chain

• Precautionary environmental and health protection measures, monitoring as well

as risk management and nature protection measures, must be included in the

scope of co-existence

• No additional costs and measures should arise from co-existence requirements to

farmers, producers and consumers, who do not want to use GMOs. The viability

and sustainability of conventional and organic farming must be ensured over and

above the right to grow GMOs

• The acknowledgement that co-existence is not an issue of commercial interests

and compensations but of long term guarantees of the freedom to consume and to

produce non GE products
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