REPORT OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSION – GM CROPS, 1st October, 2003

Introduction

Due to the referral of the issue of GM Foods and Crops to the Environmental Scrutiny Committee, it was agreed that a special meeting would be called to debate this issue. The meeting was open to all councillors, advertised in the local press and open to members of the public. The debate took place as outlined below.

1. To assist Members of the City Council and Members of the Public with regards to the national debate in respect of GM Crops, 3 speakers were invited to attend the Overview and Scrutiny Committee meeting: Anil Day, a technical expert in Plant Science from Manchester University, Lance Crooks a representative from the Green Party, (Friends of the Earth were approached, but could not attend but suggested contact was made with the Green Party) and Professor V Moses from Kings College London and the Chairman of CropGen; an organisation which makes the case for crop biotechnology. 

2. Anil Day the technical expert in Plant Science, in summary believed that all current regulations need to be adhered to in order to ensure the necessary levels of caution and safety are in place. However, he felt that in order to move on with new technology and findings; continued investigation of the possibilities of GM crops and their potential benefits needs to take place.

3. The argument articulated by Lance Crooks, the speaker against progressing GM crops was around the safety aspect and the fact that there has been currently insufficient time, to determine if any long term effects on people and the environment would occur following the work undertaken in relation to GM Foods and Crops. The speaker also felt that the self-interest of those companies leading the research could blur the realities of any independent  outcome in relation to the testing around this issue.

4
Professor Moses, the speaker for progressing the issue felt that with protocols being put in place to improve labelling and the existence of the regulatory bodies, along with the wide evidence available from elsewhere in the world supporting GM crops and their safety, there was sufficient research available in relation to this issue. He felt that GM crops were as safe a technology as any other form of food and crops and therefore progress in this area should take place. 

5
Professor Moses also confirmed that a report is due on 16th October 2003, which will give results of testing of growing 270 GM and Non GM crops side by side and the environmental impact on the insects and small animals (such as insects and spiders) in close proximity to the crops.  He made it clear that effects on birds and larger animals, such as foxes, were not being followed as they are too mobile.
6
Each speaker dealt with many questions from those present and were thanked for their attendance which helped with an effective and informative debate on this issue.

7. For Members’ information there are five scenarios included in the executive summary paper “weighing up the costs and benefits of GM crops”. These scenarios are not predictions, but they are useful in illustrating public perception of how costs and benefits may differ in different futures for the UK with or without GM crops.

a. Scenario 1 – Part of the fabric: The public largely accepts GM crops and foods, and therefore significant cultivation of GM crops occurs, with the regulatory regime increasingly treating GM crops and foods much like any other novel foodstuff.

b. Scenario 2 – Separate Weave: The public increasingly accepts GM crops and foods, and GM crops are gradually introduced under a strict GM specific regulatory regime including a stringent approvals process, post monitoring and labelling.

c. Scenario 3 – Bare Minimum: Public attitudes are largely against GM crops and foods, and there is a strict regulatory system, leading to very little GM crop cultivation in the UK in the short-term.

d. Scenario 4 – Tangled Threads: There is a breakdown between the negative and public attitudes and regulations which fail to maintain a separation between GM and non-GM crops grown in the UK.
e. Scenario 5 – Not made in the UK: An explicit decision is made against the commercial cultivation of GM crops in the UK, with the public preferring ordinary or

f.  organic produce.

Recommendations

Due to the debate which took place and some of the uncertainty which still surrounds the GM issue, it was felt that the Environmental Scrutiny Committee would recommend that Scenario 3, the bare minimum approach is forwarded to Central Government as the proposed way forward in relation to the issue of GM Foods and Crops.

The submission to the Government’s consultation is required by 17th October 2003.
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