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[LONDON] A dispute over the distance pollen
can travel while remaining able to cross-
pollinate effectively with other plants has
become the latest twist in the British debate
about genetically modified crops.

The issue is central to a court challenge
being mounted by a farmer who is trying to
stop an experimental crop of genetically
modified maize being planted next to his
farm in Devon. The farmer, Guy Watson, is
being supported by the environmentalist
group Friends of the Earth and by the Soil
Association, Britain’s largest certifier of
organic produce.

The three have joined forces out of con-
cern that the maize, which has been modified
to be resistant to a herbicide, may pollinate a
field of organic sweetcorn planted two kilo-
metres away on Watson’s farm. The Soil
Association says it will withdraw Watson’s
‘organic’ certificate if the trial goes ahead.

But Sharpes International Seeds Limited,
the company responsible for the trials,
argues that the farmer and his supporters are
unduly concerned. Along with the National
Institute of Agricultural Botany in Cam-
bridge — which is conducting the trial on
Sharpes’ behalf — the company contends
that the likelihood of pollen from the modi-
fied field contaminating the organic sweet-
corn is too small to be measured. 

This, they say, is because the distance
between the two fields is 10 times the mini-
mum legal requirement to achieve the 99.9
per cent seed purity that a crop needs for
organic certification.

The court case is the latest hurdle to
attempts to commercialize genetically modi-
fied crops in Britain, in the wake of mounting
public concern about their safety.

Some local authorities are refusing to
serve genetically modified food in school
meals, and some supermarket chains will not
stock unlabelled genetically modified prod-
ucts imported from the United States.

Conservation groups are advocating a
complete moratorium on commercializa-
tion until important questions can be
answered. Last month Prince Charles
expressed deeply held beliefs against the
genetic manipulation of food.

The resistance to genetic modification of
crops is not just passive. Experimental crop
sites are frequently vandalized, leading to
producers calling on the government not to
make their location public on the grounds
that they are being prevented from carrying
out research that will help to establish
whether genetically modified crops are safe
or not (see Nature 393, 726; 1998).

The government has found itself torn
between those who want to push ahead with
commercial-scale crops and those who want
to tread a more cautious line. The Depart-

news

ment of Trade and Industry is keen to sup-
port the biotechnology industry and wants
the regulatory bureaucracy to be kept to a
minimum. But the science minister, John
Battle, appears to be toeing a cautious line
and has plans to hold a ‘consensus confer-
ence’ on the issue later this year.

The Ministry of Agriculture is split
between those who consider that genetic
modification is integral to the future of agri-
culture, and those who want to resolve con-
cerns for food safety before the technology
becomes widespread.

The latter group includes members of the
UK Register for Organic Food Standards
(UKROFS), an agency appointed by agricul-
ture ministers that decides whether a
method or product can be called ‘organic’.

The agency is based within the agriculture
ministry and has so far maintained total
opposition to genetically modified crops
being labelled organic. It has not said whether
it supports Watson’s legal case, but it says that
genetically modified organisms “have no
place in organic production systems”.

The Department of the Environment has
to decide, on the basis of trial results,
whether a crop should be commercialized.
Commercialization also needs the consent of
each European Union member state.

The decision on how to respond to Wat-
son’s challenge will be taken by Michael
Meacher, the minister of state at the Depart-
ment of the Environment. Meacher is sympa-
thetic to environmental arguments, but his
decision will be made more complicated by
members of his scientific advisory committee
on releases to the environment (ACRE).

Many committee members doubt if the
plot of modified maize could pollinate Wat-
son’s organic sweetcorn crop, although they
do not completely discount the idea. The
committee’s advice will not be made public
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until the minister issues his formal response.

The views of ACRE members are well
known to those following the debate, which
is why Friends of the Earth, the Soil Associa-
tion and Watson chose to go to court before
Meacher’s formal response. They also want
the trial to be halted before the flowering sea-
son begins this month, which is when polli-
nation will take place.

Pete Riley, a biotechnology campaigner
for Friends of the Earth, says the evidence for
cross-pollination is overwhelming. He says
that pollen can maintain its fertilizing ability
for up to 80 hours after flowering.

In addition, Riley says that recent labora-
tory research points to a higher mortality
rate among lacewings that feed on genetical-
ly modified maize, apparently contradicting
an earlier field study. He also questions the
overall desirability of a crop that has been
genetically modified to be resistant to herbi-
cide when research has shown that such a
crop can transfer herbicide resistance to
weeds growing nearby.

Scientists generally agree that some
pollen can be long-lived, and that it can also
travel distances of up to a kilometre. 

But one of the main scientific difficulties
in this issue is that the probability of cross-
pollination, and its effects on the environ-
ment and food safety, is too small to be stud-
ied effectively. This, says Mick Crawley of
Imperial College, London, is one of the
biggest obstacles to further research.

What is known, says one ACRE member,
is that the “vast majority” of pollen grains
lose their fertilizing ability within half an
hour, and do not travel distances much
beyond 200 metres. Experience, he says,
shows that a distance of 200 metres between
two crops results in 99.9 per cent seed purity.
“This limit is an internationally agreed stan-
dard based on practical experience. It has not
been set by people sitting in an office.”

For cross-pollination to occur, he adds,
the two crops must flower at the same time,
which he believes is unlikely. The sweetcorn
must also be located downwind of the maize.

The Devon site contains six plots of mod-
ified maize, with some 1,200 plots of
unmodified crops. The ACRE member says
that the likelihood of cross-pollination from
these unmodified sources is more likely than
from one of the genetically modified sites.

On the issue of herbicide tolerance
spreading to other plants, the ACRE member
says that such a trait tends to appear “within a
few generations” of a single crop which is
constantly sprayed with herbicide.

“The trouble with the opposition to
genetic modification is that it is rooted in too
much Plato, and not enough Aristotle”, he
says. “There is not enough of the detail, and
too much of the general.” Ehsan Masood
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Hope or threat? Farmers fear for their organic
certification from genetically-modified pollen.
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