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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.

As this AC21 biotechnology advisory committee considers the coexistence of all farmers in the United States, we have several concerns that we urge you to consider.
Size and Scope of Risk

First, when evaluating the size and scope of the risks of contamination, we hope that you do not discount anecdotal evidence of gene flow and crop contamination given the current void of data collected by any regulatory bodies. Perhaps the absence of full analysis of contamination events and the associated costs should be a new research priority of the USDA. Along with characterization of the frequency and types of contamination, there should be research on different strategies to avoid contamination and their effectiveness.
Next, as the committee evaluates the financial burden associated with contamination, we hope that you look not just at the obvious value of a tainted crop but at other, harder to quantify variables. Some of these costs include loss of 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. 
Contaminated certified organic farmers can lose their market, which can be a big cost especially for organic farmers who usually have more input costs and thus have higher premiums. For example, organic dairy farmers already face difficulty securing organic feed, and this challenge could worsen if GE alfalfa contaminated organic alfalfa.
 Organic dairy farmers receive a price premium of $6.69 (44 percent) for their milk, but they also have production costs of $5 to $7 more per hundred pounds of milk — 38 percent higher than conventional dairies.
 Years of investment go into organic certification, making the loss of the organic market that much more financially devastating.
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.
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.
Compensation Mechanism

It is absolutely crucial that the answer to the “who pays?” question is the seed patent holder. At the last AC21 meeting, the idea of liability was related to car insurance coverage for automobile accidents.  However, this model is not a good one for liability for gene flow because organic and non-GE farmers have more to lose from contamination than do GE farmers. And 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 seed companies should be required to pay into a fund for each of their deregulated transgenic crops. The amount of the fund could be determined by a projection of the value of the crop and the contamination risks associated with it. The fund would still be a public-private partnership, with the USDA administering the biotechnology companies’ participation. 
We also hope that when looking into the actual implementation of a mechanism, the committee ensures that compensation would occur rapidly so that farmers would survive a contamination event. The financial blow associated with contamination could be prohibitive, so much so that farmers may not be able to afford input costs for the next growing season. A slow, faulty compensation mechanism could effectively push contaminated farmers out of business.
Additional Recommendations
Additionally, the committee should consider advising USDA to place a moratorium on the approval of any more genetically engineered crops before a compensation mechanism is decided upon. Otherwise, the problem will continue to get worse and future mitigation will be a more arduous task. APHIS is now looking to accelerate its petition process for genetically engineered crops by 50 percent. It seems counterproductive to have to go back and play catch-up once there is a compensation mechanism, which is why there should be no more approvals until this committee has fulfilled its charge.
Finally, we were disappointed in the way this issue was handled by the department last week at the National Organic Standards Board meeting. The NOSB, a federal advisory committee just like this one, was considering a “sense of the board” statement calling on the Department to consider the risk posed to the organic agriculture sector from GE contamination. But National Organic Program staff stopped the board from making such a statement. This was inappropriate and artificially squelches the kind of dialogue that will be necessary to address the issue of contamination and coexistence. We hope that the AC21 continues this important discussion, recognizing that there is a real problem and that the “if any” point is moot.
Thank you.
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