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Good Afternoon. My name is Genna Reed and I am a Researcher for Food & Water Watch, a non-profit consumer advocacy group that supports safe, accessible and affordable food for consumers and fair access to markets for farmers.

At the last AC21 meeting in December, I urged committee members to consider several points about the impacts of contamination on non-GE farmers. I would like to reiterate those points and bring up some others as well.
Size and Scope of Risk

At the last meeting, one of the guiding principles of the group that was considered was “fairness.” In meeting this principle, we hope that you continue to look at the entire financial burden associated with contamination, including market access, long-term investments associated with the crop or one type of production, preventative measures put into place to avoid contamination, and loss of consumer confidence. 

Additionally, all strategies employed by a farmer in an effort to prevent contamination through best management practices should be considered in the cost analysis. Some of these measures include buffer zones that result in production acreage loss, record-keeping, testing and surveillance of a crop, and segregation, maintenance and cleaning in all steps of the supply chain.

Another guiding principle accepted by the committee was “preserving choice.” For consumers and farmers alike, GE contamination of crops without financial compensation can certainly limit choice. Consumers interested in buying non-GE foods know that they can rely on organic and non-GMO labeled food products, but the threat of contamination reduces the confidence that consumers have in those products. The undermining of consumer confidence is yet another cost of contamination, or even just the threat of contamination. And contaminated certified organic farmers can lose their market and be forced to sell their product at conventional prices which can be a big cost especially for organic farmers who usually have more input costs and higher premiums. Years of investment go into organic certification, making the loss of the organic market that much more financially devastating for these farmers.

Compensation Mechanism

As I stated at the previous meeting, instead of pitting farmer against farmer to share the cost of contamination, the answer to the “who pays?” question should be the seed patent holder. In looking at “who benefits?” the most from the use of the seed, the multi-billion dollar revenues of the patent-holding companies clearly answer that question. Ultimately, all farmers have more to lose than the companies that are legally responsible for the spreading seed. 
The biotechnology companies that patent a variety of GE seeds, should take responsibility for any financial harm that the presence of their patented technology inflicts upon non-GE growers. It would be entirely unfair for non-GE farmers to pay into an insurance program, when they are already spending money on preventive measures to maintain seed purity. The mechanism should ensure rapid payments to farmers so that they can afford input costs for the next growing season. A slow, faulty compensation mechanism could effectively push contaminated farmers out of business.

Additional Recommendations

The committee should also consider advising USDA to place a moratorium on the approval of any more genetically engineered crops before a compensation mechanism is decided upon.
Of particular concern is 2,4-D-resistant corn, a crop whose petition for nonregulated status is currently open for public comment. Besides being an endocrine disrupter and potential carcinogen, 2,4-D is a volatile herbicide, which can easily drift onto nearby crops, vegetables and flowers.
 In fact, a comparative risk assessment found that 2,4-D was 400 times more likely to cause non-target plant injury than glyphosate.
 In an Association of American Pesticide Control Officials (AAPCO) survey on pesticide drift, 2,4-D was the herbicide most commonly involved in drift occurrences.
 In 2004 alone, there were 1,704 reports of pesticide drift investigated by AAPCO.
 

Another guiding principle mentioned in the last meeting was “encouraging neighbor relations.” Pesticide drift will only be exacerbated by the approval of 2,4-D-resistant corn, resulting in more farmer-to-farmer lawsuits. And while farmers duke it out in the courts, Dow expects to reap in $1.5 billion in extra profit in 2013 from 2,4-resistant corn sales alone.
 In determining a mechanism for GE contamination, perhaps pesticide drift should be considered as well. 
Thank you for leaving time for public comment this afternoon and I hope that this committee thinks critically about its guiding principles to ensure that they are meeting them with the best interest of individual farmers and consumers in mind. 
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