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1 Background

The Australian National Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Produce was poised to be revised on the topic of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) at a meeting of the Organic Industry Export Consultative Committee (OIECC) in May 2006. 

A number of issues are involved under genetic engineering in agriculture, such as food safety and health, bio-diversity and other environmental effects, risk and uncertainty, and irreversibility. The organic industry has been opposed to this technology, and has expressed this in its standards (see below).
This paper sets out OFA’s position on genetic engineering within the context of organic standards within Australia. It therefore does not treat the topic of why the organic industry is against genetic engineering, only in which way it will express its rejection of GMOs in organic standards, and in particular in the Australian National Standard for Organic and Bio-Dynamic Produce. 
In general, the issue of GMOs comes up in two ways in standards, and is related to either inputs or outputs. On the one hand, it is considered in relation to whether products with GMO components are allowed as inputs. Alternatively, agricultural outputs, such as grain or meat, are judged on whether GMOs can be detected in the product. These two issues are first considered in some detail, after which the present position of the International Federation for Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) and that of Australia on GMOs are examined. The paper concludes with the OFA’s position on GMOs. 
2 The issues

2.1 Prohibition of GMOs as inputs 
Those who argue for an emphasis on GMOs as inputs include reasons regarding the relative ease to focus on inputs, and the difficulties related to the emphasis on outputs.

· Inputs:

· prohibition of certain inputs can be put in place, and can be monitored without a great deal of costs additional to those made through the organic certification process as we know it at present.
· Outputs:

· the word ‘tolerance’ implies allowance of some level of GMO content – whilst those against GMOs do not want to convey such a message;

· once levels of tolerance are set, even if to zero or ‘non-detectable’, one needs to prove that this level is not reached. The implication is that, if a claim is made, the product must be tested, which attracts costs. The issue is how the claim can be verified without making it so difficult and costly to farmers that they cannot afford to be certified;

· once levels of tolerance are set, they are open for revision and change to accept more contamination (that is, it is seen as the thin edge of the wedge).

2.2 Presence of GMOs in output

The focus on the detection of GMOs in outputs is another way to monitor the use of GMOs in agricultural management. 

Up until now (early 2006), there has been no known case of certified organic product contaminated with GMOs in Australia. The risk of direct contamination in Australia to date has come from canola where, in 2005, commercial contamination of the variety Grace was discovered. Organic growers may grow less canola than conventional growers, there is no reason to believe that organic farmers can’t grow crops for which GMOs are used, so it is important that the issue of standards and certification is resolved.
The most likely contamination of products in the future is in processed goods, for which highly refined ingredients are used made with genetic engineering (GE) technology, or which are produced from raw materials grown with GMOs themselves. In these cases the organic industry relies upon processors ensuring that the used ingredients originate from non-GMO sources, for which appropriate evidentiary document trails are in place. That is, processors will need to prove that non-GMO inputs are used. The onus of proof is on the processor, similar to the non-use of pesticides by farmers under organic standards. 

The issue of who pays for testing is important when contamination of output is taken as the criteria of not allowing GMOs in organic management – and is one of the reasons for favouring prohibition of GMO-inputs in organic standards. It is a hotly debated point in Australia and overseas. However, in Germany and Denmark those who sell GMO-inputs, such as companies who sell GMO seed for farmers to plant, are responsible for contamination of outputs of those who do not want to use it. This requirement of GMO-producers could be an OFA policy. 
3 Present situation
3.1 IFOAM

In May 2002, the World Board of the International Federation for Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) adopted a position paper on GE. In it, IFOAM took the position that inputs used by producers and processors should not include GMOs. 

This position is very much in line with its position on pesticides and synthetic fertilisers, where IFOAM guidelines do not guarantee that certified organic produce is free from those inputs, but rather that the certified products are grown without these inputs. That is, non-contamination of organic products, for example from cross pollination of crops, is not guaranteed. 

IFOAM specifically does not participate in the issue of tolerance levels of presence of GMOs in organic. IFOAM’s position does not imply that countries or organizations cannot aim for zero GMO-levels in their produce. There have been recent requests from Australia for IFOAM to amend their GMO policy so that it more pro-actively supports those regions and countries that can achieve GMO-free label claims along with organic certification. That review should take place during 2006 and 2007.

In addition, the European Union is considering legislation in 2006 to allow up to 0.9% of GMOs in certified organic produce, as long as it has arrived accidentally. However, even if the EU, or any other country, allows some contamination of certified organic produce, the issue of costs and the policy being open for revision (important issues for the banning of GMOs for some), are not being addressed.
3.2 Australia

The Australian National Standards for Organic and Bio-dynamic Produce defines GMOs as follows: 

genetically modified organisms (GMOs): means materials produced through the modern engineering methods of biotechnology; specifically gene technology, “recombinant DNA (rDNA)” and all other techniques using molecular and/or cell-biology for altering the genetic make-up of living organisms in ways or with results which do not occur in nature or through traditional breeding.

The Australian standards have 6 references to GMOs, which are as follows:

3.1.5
The use of products comprised of or derived from genetic engineering is prohibited.

3.1.9.b
product subject to exposure from genetically modified organisms or their by-products, must be excluded from sale as in-conversion, organic or bio-dynamic.

3.2.6 GMO products are not compatible with organic and bio-dynamic management practices and are not permitted under a parallel production system.

3.6.3 The use of genetically modified/engineered seed and transgenic plants or the application of GMO derived substances for treating plants is prohibited in organic and bio-dynamic farming.

3.13.7 Prohibited feed products include, but are not limited to the following:

d. GMO products or their derivatives.

3.14.8 Caution must be applied when using allopathic veterinary drugs as some medications (especially vaccines) may contain GMO or GMO derived substances.  Where such medications are derived from GMO production, the animal(s) and/or their produce will never regain in-conversion, organic or bio-dynamic certification status.

In other words, the present Australian National Standards prohibit the use of GMOs as inputs. They also prohibit producers to sell organic produce which they know has been subjected to exposure to GMOs. This, again, is similar to the treatment of other inputs like pesticides where producers, if aware of overspray, need to contact the certification office for further investigation. At present, the output does not need to be tested as a matter of course.
4 OFA and the future

The current clauses in the Australian National Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Produce are sufficient for ensuring that organic certified produce does not contain GMOs. They do this by prohibiting the use of inputs modified by genetic engineering, and also by prohibiting the sale of products that are suspected to have been contaminated with GMOs.

Whether organic agriculture needs regulations to guide/regulate the use of GMOs in its management practices depends partly on whether the conventional sector as a whole is involved with GMOs. If it is not, regulation for organic agriculture becomes less urgent in practical terms. On the other hand, it would not harm the organic industry to be ready in case GMOs are allowed in general agriculture in Australia in the future, or for ‘unlucky escapes’ in case of trials. At present, there are early sings of moves to push for acceptance of GMOs in Australia. For example, the Commonwealth has recently appointed a pro-GMO person as its Chief Scientist, and there is a move to independently test GMOs for allergenic properties by at least one of the state governments (WA).
In summary, the situation at present in Australia is as follows:

· GMOs and organic/biodynamic standards:

· GMOs are prohibited to use in inputs;

· organic certification office have to be notified in case of suspected contamination of output with GMOs;

· no requirement for testing on a regular basis for presence of GMO-material in outputs.

· little chance of contamination of organic produce at present, but situation may change in the future;

· no mechanism at present in Australia by which organic farmers, or any other farmers, can be compensated for claims of contamination with GMOs
Summary of OFA policy position on GMOs in the Australian National Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Produce:

OFA recommends that the Australian National Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Produce remains as it is worded at present. 
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