Executive Summary

Genetically Modified Organisms: Where Are We Now in Europe and in Cyprus?

This desk study explores issues relating to genetically modified organisms (GMOs), with a view to assessing whether the views and positions put forward by Terra Cypria and the Laona Foundation on these issues are still valid.  So far, the Foundations have opposed GMOs for reasons that include: the small size of agricultural plots in Cyprus and the consequential risk of contamination of neighbouring plots; the high level of endemicity in Cyprus, which could be put at risk by GMO contamination; the fact that Cyprus does not possess the infrastructure for proper monitoring and control; the need to apply the Precautionary Principle in view of the unknown aspects of GMOs. The two main issues being considered are: 

· Whether foods containing GMOs are safe, or could they affect human health; and 

· What are the risks to humans and the environment of allowing GMO crops to be cultivated in Cyprus?

There is a third issue: that of fodder provided for Cypriot livestock. We have little doubt that much of our livestock has been fed on genetically-modified feed from the time before there were controls in place. Research and assessment, as well as imposing controls in this case, is a rather more complicated issue, currently being debated in Europe. Thus, this aspect has been deferred for fuller consideration in a later report. 
The major questions addressed by this study are given below with summarised replies:
1. Why are we afraid of GMOs? Are there cases of recorded changes to humans, animals or plant species from the effect of GMOs?

This section (Chapter 1) discusses risks related to cancer (stemming from gene flow between species   that   leads to a mutation), allergies, DNA transfer, evidence from tests on rats, insects, as well as plant species.

Our conclusion is that there is no conclusive proof that GMO foods are safe or unsafe. The ‘Precautionary Principle’ should apply – controlling GMO foodstuffs and fodder until positive proof of their safety is available.
2. What is the EU legal position on GMOs?  Are grains/products being promoted by EU Directorates?  If so,  which Directorates and on what grounds?

An account is given as to why some countries consider GMOs acceptable, or even beneficial, thereby justifying their approval. It is also explained how grains/products are submitted for approval by the manufacturers and secure approval based on EU Regulations.  The EU position as expressed by the Directives and regulations issued, is that they consider the 18 products approved so far to be safe for use by human or other species (as the case may be).  The Commission has also decreed that food stuffs containing GMOs  below 0.9% are safe, but should be properly labelled.

Although it could be said that European legislation permitting GMOs reflects pressure from the US-dominated World Trade Organisation and ignores public opinion (see Chapters 2, 3, & 4).  EU legislation is comparatively strict.  Nevertheless, a number of EEC states are not in agreement with  European legislation and have taken various measures to ban GMOs at a national or regional level. The EU has so far  been unable to secure the qualified majority required to force  these countries to comply with Community regulations. (see Chapter 7).

3. What is the position of the European Parliament on GMOs?

This section (Chapter 3) lists relevant legislation passed by the European Parliament and discusses the positions put forward by MEPs, which is divided. 

4. What is the position of the European Directorate General for the Environment?
Although unable to deviate from the overall EU position, DG Environment expresses concern and has gone so far as to emphasize the need for independent scientific research prior to EU approval of GMOs.  (Chapter 4).
5. What is the position of other stakeholders on GMOs? 

      The positions of the following stakeholders are presented at Chapter 5.

· The European Landowners Association (ELO) and Europbio: in favour of biotechnology and GMO cultivation.

· The main European environmental NGOs are against GMOs, emphasizing the risks involved.

      The Canadian case of Monsanto v. Schmeiser is also discussed.        

6. What is the prevalent public opinion on GMOs?

The public’s attitude to GMOs is analyzed on an EU, member-state and Cyprus scale (mostly based on Eurobarometer findings).

European popular opinion is unanimously against GMOs – in Greece overwhelmingly so. Cypriots also strongly disapprove although some questions were raised about whether there was an even-sided public debate.  (See Chapter 6).

7. What is the situation in other European countries? Which countries have achieved GMO-free status and on what legal basis?

As mentioned above, a number of EEC states have chosen not to follow European legislation and have banned GMOs. The EU has so far refrained or been unable to insist that these countries comply with Community regulations. The general understanding seems to be that whereas a national ban prohibiting all GMOs would contravene EU legislation, decisions by regional authorities, or a national ban on a specific GMO strain, based on available legal grounds, can be applied.
This section (Chapter 7)  features a table that illustrates the current situation in Europe on a country by country basis as of July 2007. The table indicates the GMO status of each state, specifies the number of regions within a state where GMOs have been banned and summarises the legal basis for achieving the ban (where appropriate).  It should be clarified however, that in most cases such bans are not legally binding in the strict sense but depend on the goodwill of farmers and landowners to reject GMO crops.

        There are three GMO-free countries in the EU at present (Greece, Austria and Poland). Comments are made on how they achieved such status.     There is also reference to Hungary’s national-scale ban on GM maize MON 810, as well as the position in Malta.

Conclusions

The issue of GMOs still involves a considerable degree of uncertainty.  In Chapter 8 the report summarises these prevailing uncertainties in terms of science, ethics and the impact of GMOs, as well as current practices. It is unrealistic to hope we can keep out foreign foods containing GMOs, but we should insist on them being labelled and displayed separately. Crops composed of GMOs are another matter. In an island as small as Cyprus, it would be virtually impossible to contain GMO crops within specific boundaries (see Chapter 9).
Allowing GMO crops could open a Pandora’s box and not just in terms of potential impacts on the environment or to the agricultural sector. It is difficult to monitor and control the use of GM seed - we have already seen how various kinds of contamination are possible and the costs of monitoring and rigorously testing farmers’ harvests could be prohibitive. Testing for GMOs requires technical know-how and expensive analysis which may not always be available in Cyprus, while the bureaucratic backlog of documentation created by applications will require many man-hours. 
 Recommendations
The issue of GM seeds needs to be closely watched. In light of the precautionary principle and the fact that Cyprus is a party to the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, this report recommends that until there is real and concrete evidence to show that GMOs are safe and, indeed, better and more beneficial than conventional varieties, the government should find a way to place a moratorium on them, suspending imports of GM seeds, and temporarily banning their use. 

Although there is no definitive evidence of the impact on humans from GMOs fed to animals, in view of the still open questions, touched upon in Chapter 1, and the debate currently underway in Europe,  this issue should be very closely watched.
It is, therefore, the recommendation of this report :

1. On the question of crops/seeds, not to allow the importation of GM seed or unprocessed GM crops, the cultivation of GM crops, the use of GMOs by food processors or the use and/or testing of transgenic organisms by local laboratories until such a time as deemed appropriate, and that Terra Cypria and the Laona Foundation should continue to advocate in favour of a GMO-free Cyprus;

2. On the question of food containing GMOs, to provide full and open choice to the consumer by demanding easy-to-read labelling and the display of GM foods on separate shelves;

3. On the question of animal fodder, to follow closely the current debate in Europe and not to facilitate the lowering of existing controls through artificially-inflated demand.
Additionally the Government and NGOs can cooperate by forming alliances and lobbying on a European and international level to ensure that European nations wishing to keep GMOs out of their territory can do so, and that consumers will always be able to have a choice on whether they want to use or consume transgenic products.  It is important to ensure that EU nations can continue to have a choice and that EU consumers can always know what they are eating and drinking.   More importantly, our Government should seek alliances with states or regions that have similarly small farming plots (Malta, Mediterranean islands) so that greater prominence and support may be given to the danger of field contamination and to the fact that in these small areas no buffer zone can realistically be effective.  Non-governmental organisations would do well to study the matter so that they can express their positions using science rather than rhetoric, and so that they can help to educate the public on the pros and cons of GMOs. The environmental NGOs and the Consumers Association should align their positions as far as possible.

This report is followed by a fifteen page Appendix explaining what genetic engineering is about and its historical background (Part 1) with an extended analysis of the pros and cons of GMOs (Part 2).
NOTE: (see p.30 for fuller details)

Three developments which arose after completion of this Report are:

1. The decision of the Cyprus Government to undertake a scientific study in support of banning GMOs (but see 2 below).

2. The European Commission’s rejection of attempts by Poland to introduce stricter measures on deliberate release of GMOs into the environment on the ground that such measures can only be sought on the strength of new scientific evidence proved on a case by case basis.

3. The development of GM eggs for use in the fight against cancer.  These eggs while unsuitable for general consumption contain proteins that are beneficial to cancer patients.

