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Campaign of the Assembly of European Regions and Friends of the Earth

for GMO-free zones and regions

On the 14th September, the Assembly of European Regions (AER) and Friends of the Earth Europe (FOEE) launched in the European Parliament in Strasbourg their joint campaign in favour of the preservation and the promotion of traditional agriculture and products of designed origin in Europe. At its first stage, this long term campaign aims to protect the traditional crops and products from the consequences of the introduction of new genetic technologies
, by lobbying for a European legal framework for coexistence between traditional and transgenic crops, as well as the legal recognition of GMO-free zones and regions in Europe.

The AER and FOE call together for a binding EU coexistence regulation, following the example of the  law that was recently adopted by the Bundestag, the German Parliament,  with a clear definition of:

· biosafety measures such as separation distances  and a public register;

· a liability scheme in the event that conventional and organic crops as well as their seeds are contaminated, on the basis of the precautionary and polluter-pays principles;

· the right of Member States and regional authorities  to prohibit or restrict the use or sale of GMOs within the Common market if there is an evidence for an advanced risk of extensive dissemination or a negative impact on the environment;

· legal provisions enabling the regions to define all or a part of their territory as a GMO-free zone or region, without these decisions being seen as an infringement to the Community principle of free movement of goods.

They claim that no new authorisation of GMO’s within the Common market should be issued until these binding rules would come into force in the EU.

Furthermore, the AER and FoEE are calling on the European Parliament, the Member States and the European Commission to drastically improve the provisions in the EU law (Directive 2001/18/EC) on public participation regarding the authorisation of GMOs. Currently there is no proper consultation process in the case of new authorisations of GMOs. Regional and local authorities, NGOs and the general public can  send in objections, but nor the European Commission nor the Member States are under any obligation to take these objections into account or even send an answer. 
Furthermore, the whole EU authorisation process for GMOs is extremely untransparant. Usually the only material available to the public is a summary of the application dossier, that does not contain essential information, such as feeding studies, on the basis of which biotech companies are claiming that their products are safe. Also the objections that member states very often raise against the proposed approval of GMOs, are usually not available to the public.

The AER and FOEE are urging the European Parliament and the European Commission to ensure more democratic control over the EU’s authorisation process for GMOs and to make this decision making process more transparent, in order to guarantuee adequate information for regional and local authorities, civil society and citizens. 



Since 1999, nearly two thousand regional and local authorities across Europe have declared themselves GMO-free areas, challenging the European law on the Common market. The move, which was particularly wide at its start in the EU agricultural countries (United Kingdom, France, Italy, Greece, Austria), is now extending to a majority of the Member States and has started organising itself at a European level
. By their decisions, supported by consumers, traditional producers and environmental associations, regional and local authorities want to confront the risks of contamination by GMOs and to protect, on their territory, the traditional agriculture as well as organic and products of designated origin.

According to several scientific studies led by governmental and independent agencies, the threat of dissemination of GMOs (by wind or insects) to neighbouring conventional and organic crops are indeed very high. For some GMOs authorised within the Common market, the figure can rise up to 40% of conventional crops contaminated in surrounding areas. Measures to avoid such contamination could cost  farmers up to 41 %  of  total production costs, according to a study by the EU’s Joint Research Centre. 
The burden of economic consequences of such a contamination presently rests with farmers whose conventional or organic crops were damaged because of a lack of regulations and liability schemes. In fact, even though the EU is the final decision-maker in introducing new GMOs within the Common market, there is no EU legislation regulating coexistence between traditional and transgenic crops. On the national level, only Denmark (May 2004) has adopted a coexistence law which set up compensatory measures for farmers whose traditional crops have suffered contamination. In Germany a similar law is in an advanced stage. In most EU Member States, local and regional authorities do not have the legal competence to state their own rules in this field.

Therefore the Assembly of European Regions has decided, following the conclusions of the conference of the Presidents and Regional Ministers for Agriculture and Rural development in Bari (May 2004), to launch a joint campaign with Friends of the Earth Europe in support of the preservation of the future of traditional agriculture and products of designed origin in Europe.

-------------------------

Created in 1985, the Assembly of European Regions (AER) is a political organisation of regions in Europe and the speaker for their interests at European and international level. It currently has 250 member regions from 30 European countries and 12 interregional organisations. For further information: www.a-e-r.org 

AER contacts: 
Agnès Ciccarone, AER Regional Development Committee Executive Secretary, 

Phone: +33 3 88 22 74 37; Email a.ciccarone@a-e-r.org
Barbara Skoczylas-Thauront, Press and Communication Manager, 

Phone: +33 3 88 22 74 46; Email b.thauront@a-e-r.org
Friends of the Earth is a Non Governmental Organisation and the widest European network in the field of environment protection and sustainable development They are the European branch of Friends of the Earth International, which gathers 68 national member organisations and some 5000 local associations in the world. For further information: www.foeeurope.org 
FOE Europe contact:

Geert Ritsema, GMO Campaign Coordinator, 

Phone: +32-2-542 0182, Mobile: +31-6-290 05 908; Email geert.ritsema@foeeurope.org
Campaign of the Assembly of European Regions and Friends of the Earth Europe

for GMO-free zones and regions

Key points on GMO issue

I- Risks of contamination

· According to a study of the EU’s Environment Agency (EEA), published in 2002, contamination (gene flow) by genetically modified (GM) plants occurs up to distances of 4 kilometer. The EEA describes oilseed rape as a “high risk crop” for pollen mediated gene flow and maize as a “medium to high risk crop.” Research led by the UK Department for environment, food and rural affairs (October 2003) has shown that bees are able to spread pollen from GM plants to conventional plants even further: GM pollen was found over a distance of 26 km 

· According to a survey published in the magazine “Nature” (February 2004), 40% of organic products investigated in areas where transgenic crops are also grown were contaminated by GMOs

· Furthermore, a research of the Center for Insect Science (University of Arizona, USA) on BT maize crops has demonstrated that wind and insects are the cause of the high propagation of BT toxin in neighbouring conventional crops. The studies carried out on the effects of these contaminations have shown on the one hand that BT toxin could be produced by the following generation of conventional plants, and on the other hand, that the probabilities to get toxin resisting insects increased.

· Environmentalists also fear the effects of GM-crops on the wildlife and on biodiversity in general. In October 2003 the results of the Farm Scale Evaluations, a large scale research project commissioned by the UK government, have shown that growing GM oilseed rape and beet damages biodiversity. In GM beet fields there were 60% fewer weed seeds, less butterflies and less bees 
in GM oilseed rape there were 80% fewer weed seeds and also less butterflies.

II- Economic effects

· For food health reasons, “a majority of Europeans do not support GM-food, which are considered as useless and dangerous for health” (Eurobarometer, March 2003). In fact there are many contradictory studies and no scientific consensus has been yet reached on the health issue. Therefore consumers are not convinced of the benefits of GM food and still remain sceptical and cautious on the issue. 

· According to the attitude of consumers, farmers themselves do not see the economic interest in investing in these new genetic technologies, given the consumers’ behaviour, followed by the processing industry and retailers. In France, for instance, la Confédération paysanne, the second farmers’ union, has declared itself against any unconfined release of GMOs crops and the FNSEA, the main union, advocated for a maximum of precautions to be taken.

· . A study by the EU’s Joint Research Centre (JRC), published in 2002, makes clear that the introduction of GM crops into the EU would lead to a substantial cost increase for both organic and conventional farmers. According to the JRC “co-existence of GM and non-GM crops in a region might technically be possible, but economically difficult.”  They have calculated that the costs of co existence  could go up to 41 % of current production costs. Monitoring and testing activities account for most of these costs. 

· In case of contamination of conventional or organic agricultural products by GMOs, the farmers can suffer important economic losses, especially for products eligible to labelling criteria like organic products. In the EU, only Denmark adopted in 2004 a regulation on coexistence between conventional and transgenic crops, applying the Community precautionary and polluter-pays principles, and set up compensatory measures for farmers in case of contamination. In Germany a co-existence law, that makes GM operators liable for economic damage as a result of GM contamination, was adopted by the Bundestag (Parliament) in June. However, before this law can enter into force it needs approval from the Bundesrat, a second chamber that consists of representatives from the 16 German Länder (states). It is expected that the Bundesrat will vote on the law in the autumn of 2004. In May 2004, France set up a group of experts, in charge of producing an opinion on the issue of economic losses linked to contamination by GMOs, with a view to introduce compensatory measures for farmers whose fields would have been damaged. France has however expressed the wish that measures should be taken at the Community level.

III- Legal gaps

· Even though the EU is the final decision-maker for introducing new GMOs within the Common market, there is no EU legislation regulating coexistence between traditional and transgenic crops. By now each Member State has competence to decide on its own in this field but only the German Parliament has adopted a genuine binding coexistence law. This compels GMOs’ producers or farmers cultivating them to take preventing measures in order to avoid economic damages to conventional crops. It also provided for compensatory measures for farmers whose crops have suffered contaminations. In addition, the German State retains the right to prohibit on its territory the use of GMOs for which it would be demonstrated that coexistence is impossible or also that there is an advanced risk of extensive propagation or a negative impact on the natural habitats designed as “Natura 2000” areas. As for Denmark, a regulation of compromise was adopted (May 2004) based on the setting up of minimum perimeters, the creation of a compensatory fund and the possibility, like in Germany, to refuse GM crops when the risks of contamination cannot be prevented. 

· In most countries, the regions and local authorities do not have the legal competence to define their own rules in this matter. They can just put pressure on their own government for it to propose regulations and set up appropriate compensation systems. Since 1999, nearly two thousand regional and local authorities across Europe have declared themselves GMO-free areas. They have been acting for a clarification of the responsibilities, even if it means, for some of them, going through a legal procedure at national or European level (Community law on free movement of goods within the Common market). The move, which was particularly wide at its start in the EU agricultural countries (United Kingdom, France, Italy, Greece, Austria), is now extending to a majority of the Member States and has started organising itself at a European level
. By their decisions, supported by consumers, traditional producers and environmental associations, regional and local authorities want to confront the risks of contamination by GMOs and to protect, on their territory, the traditional agriculture as well as organic and products of designated origin.

· The only possibility to have the freedom of choice respected, yet reserved to the regions in Federal States, is to appeal to the European Court of Justice, which the Land of Upper-Austria has done. The Land based its argumentation on article 95.5 of the EC Treaty, which provides that “if a Member State deems it necessary to introduce national provisions based on new scientific evidence relating to the protection of the environment or the working environment”, it can do it as long as it notifies its decision and justifies the reason for adopting such measures. The obligation for regional authorities to go to the ECJ to have a say on such a sensitive subject does not promote the image of a European Union close to its citizens and preoccupied with the well being of all. Establishing a constructive dialogue between the European Commission and the regions would undoubtedly be better received.

· Articles 19.3(c) and 23 of the Directive 2001/18/EC, which has set up an authorisation procedure for the introduction of new GMO on the European market, provide to other regional and local authorities some very restricted possibilities to oppose the introduction of GMOs on a given territory. Article 19.3(c) states that some specific areas can be exempted from these measures in accordance with their “particular ecosystems/environments”. Article 23 provides that if a Member State can advance new scientific evidence that was not available at the time of consent, this Member State can temporarily restrict or ban OGM use or marketing.

· Moreover, the Directive 2001/18/EC under which new GMOs are authorised for sale within the Common market does not provide for the consultation of neither the European Parliament nor the Committee of the Regions and European Social Committee as well. The Member States are the main decision-makers, but if they fail to agree, the final decision is to be taken by the European Commission

· The European Commission had shown in July 2003 its firm refusal of GMO-free areas, considering it was contrary to the rules of the internal market. Indeed, the freedom of movements of goods, services, people and capitals is a basis of the EC Treaty, whose Article 95 allows the European Union to take measures contributing to the achievement of the Common Market.

· In January 2004, the European Commission has however expressed a more flexible position, asserting that “GMO-free areas were possible, if the farmers took this decision on a voluntary basis” and that “such decisions would be difficult to oppose, given the strong preoccupations of consumers as well as economic considerations, such as, for example, the protection of local traditional agriculture.” Yet, the Commission has taken no initiative to stop the growing movement of opposition, which has sometimes been going as far as civil disobedience. On the contrary, it has decided on May 19th to raise the moratorium observed since 1999 on the authorisation for the introduction of new GMOs and two new GMOs were authorised for sale since then.

For further information: Please report to GMO issue on the AER and FOE websites’ www.a-e-r.org and www.foeeurope.org/GMOs/Index.htm. Read also the AER thematic dossier “How to become a GMO free region?” – Summer 2004 and the Conference report “GMOs co-existence or contamination?” organised by Friends of the Earth Europe, Euro Coop, the Greens/European Free Alliance and the Heinrich Böll Foundation in Brussels, 28th May 2003
Regional and local authorities taking part in GMO-free zones and regions movement

· European network of GMO-free regions

In a joint declaration of November 2003, 10 European regions (Toscana, Oberösterreich, Aquitaine, País Vasco, Limousin, Marche, Thrace, Salzburg, Schleswig-Holstein, Wales) have asked the European Union to accept that European regions define their own territory or part of it as GM-free areas. Two other regions – Highlands and Burgenland - have since joined the network. The Principado de Asturias region is to join too.

· Regions involved in each country

· Austria
Burgenland, Oberösterreich, Salzburg

Under discussion: Niederösterreich, Steiermark et Tirol (request to the federal government), Kärtnen (in the frame of the Bio Region ALPEN ADRIA)

· Belgium

Vlaanderen (39 municipalities), Wallonie (81 municipalities)

· France,
Aquitaine, Basse-Normandie, Bourgogne, Centre, Franche-Comté, Limousin, Midi-Pyrénées, Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Pays de la Loire, Picardie, Poitou-Charentes, Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur, Rhône-Alpes, as well as 5 departments (Alpes de Haute Provence, Gers Côte D'Or, Dordogne, Creuse) and about 1250 municipalities. 
Under discussion: Bretagne; Alsace and La Réunion have started to work on the issue.
· Denmark 

The new legislation has partially solved the problems.

· Croatia

Istria

· Germany
Schleswig-Holstein but the new regulation (June 2004) has answered to the German Länder’s demands. 
· Greece
53 prefectures out of 54

· Hungary : 

31 municipalities, 

Trans-boundary GM-free region: Pannonien, including 23 Austrian, 12 Hungarian and 10 Slovakian municipalities (under discussion)

· Ireland
Westmeath

· Italy

Abruzzo, Basilicata, Campania, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Lazio, Marche, Molise, Puglia, Toscana, Trentino Alto-Adige, Umbria and more than 500 towns 

· Lithuania:

Regions have started to work on the issue

· Slovenia :

(in the frame of the Bio Region ALPEN ADRIA)

· Portugal: 
Algarve region

· Spain 
Pais Vasco, Principado de Asturias, Andalucia 
Under discussion: Cataluña, Castilla la Mancha and Balears.

· Switzerland: 
Canton Ticino. (Canton de Vaud and Jura in discussion)
· United Kingdom

Wales, Scotland (Highlands), England (44 regional and local authorities such as Cornwal, Cumbria, Gloucestershire, Hampshire, Hertfordshire county councils).

NB. In the Bio-region ALPEN ADRIA, which covers Slovenia, the Austrian provinces of Kärtnen and Steiermark, and the Italian regions of Friuli-Venezia Giulia and Veneto, the chairmen of organic producers associations lead a campaign to declare the Region GMO-free.
� For more information: “Key points on GMO issue” and the AER Thematic Dossier “How to become a GMO-free region” available on the AER web site � HYPERLINK "http://www.a-e-r.org" ��www.a-e-r.org�


� The public can usually only access a summary of the application of a company, which would request, for instance, to sell genetically modified seeds. The essential record information (such as the outcomes of the tests determining the effects on health) is often kept secret by the companies and authorities. 


� See the list of local and regional authorities involved in the GMO-free zones and regions movement available on the AER web site � HYPERLINK "http://www.a-e-r.org" ��www.a-e-r.org� or the FOE Europe data base � HYPERLINK "http://www.foeeurope.org/GMOs/gmofree/" ��http://www.foeeurope.org/GMOs/gmofree/�





� See the list of local and regional authorities involved in the GMO-free zones and regions movement available on the AER web site � HYPERLINK "http://www.a-e-r.org" ��www.a-e-r.org�
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