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Abstract:


On the surface, the question of whether or not to release transgenic wheat varieties seemed only to affect farmers.  However, this dispute involved not only the farmers and seed companies, but the consumers, the local economies, and even people overseas.  All parties of the debate had real concerns to be addressed.  In a state such as North Dakota, where agriculture is the basis of the entire economy, the decision whether or not to introduce a product that could have a major impact on that economy goes farther than the fields.  In an agriculture state, communication is vital for everyone’s success.  The Extension Services facilitate communication, and because of this, they involved people in the decision-making process.  Although the introduction of transgenic wheat in North Dakota now seems far off in the future, the controversy over the ethical and economical ramifications remains.  Regardless of the outcome, continued communication between corporations, researchers, the producer, and the consumer is vital to the success of North Dakota’s most important economic force.

Introduction:

There has long been controversy throughout the world regarding genetically modified organisms.  When we think of this controversy, we typically think of European consumers who don’t want modified foods.  We don’t usually think of the controversy coming this close to home, but we live in a global economy where consumer preferences in Tokyo drive production in Towner.  This was demonstrated during the argument that surrounded the possible introduction of transgenic wheat in North Dakota.  Modified crops have been used in the United States, including North Dakota, for years, but these circumstances presented a unique problem not only for producers, but for consumers, research, and seed companies.  Although all parties tried to come together to bring this technology to North Dakota in a way acceptable to all, there were too many differences in agendas for this to occur.  In this report, I will present a summary of events leading up to the formation of the Coexistence Working Group and eventually to Monsanto’s decision to halt plans for GM Wheat’s introduction.  I will also present the positive and negative aspects of the Coexistence Working Group, and make revisions to the original design in hopes of success.
Background:


In 2001, Monsanto had engineered a variety of wheat resistant to their popular herbicide, Roundup.  Monsanto announced plans to adapt this variety to survive the harsh climate of the northern plains.  Monsanto decided to enlist the help of regional land grant institutes, namely NDSU, SDSU, and the University of Minnesota.  In the cases of SDSU and U of M, the Deans of the Departments of Agriculture at the two schools made executive decisions to agree to Monsanto’s proposal without consulting the general public.  NDSU, however, chose to consult the public and farmers, who after all, are one of the main intended benefactors of land grant universities.  Ultimately, however, NDSU chose to accept the proposal, fearing that their research would be left in the dust should the new technology gain acceptability and become profitable.  As NDSU was the only party to take steps to include the public in its decision making, the players involved received national and international media attention.

Monsanto had already experienced great success in the genetically modified (GM) crop field with the release of Roundup Ready varieties of soybeans and corn.  Monsanto sought to capitalize on an as-yet untapped market, GM Wheat, believing that what worked for soybeans and corn would carry over to success in wheat.  However, wheat is a horse of a different color.  Unlike soybeans and corn, which are either produced for non-human consumption (either used for oil or ethanol production or as livestock feed) or undergo quite a bit of processing to reach a final product for human consumption, wheat is predominately used as a human food source in a more direct way (Taylor et al.).  This being the case, there is more of a consumer-driven concern as to the safety of genetically engineered/altered food crops and their effect, if there is any, on human health.  


This consumer concern (especially in overseas markets) is at the heart of the economical debate.  Opponents to GM Wheat feared the loss of overseas markets for hard red spring wheat (HRS Wheat) should GM Wheat be approved for use.  Several countries, including top North Dakota wheat importer Japan, stated that they would import no wheat from countries using GM Wheat.  The fear that other wheat producing countries like Canada, Brazil, or Australia, would capitalize on this prompted farmers, both organic and conventional alike, to voice their own concerns and objections to approval.

Several groups came out opposed to the approval of transgenic wheat.  In the summer of 2001, the Canadian Wheat Board joined forces with several farm, consumer and environmental groups in Canada to ask the Canadian government to halt approval of GM Wheat (World Grain, August 2001).  The Dakota Resource Council “urged state lawmakers in 2001 and 2003 to give North Dakota authority over GM wheat introduction in the state” and also “petitioned the federal government to conduct a full Environmental Impact Study on GM wheat's health and market impacts before its approval for commercial introduction” (Dakota Resource Council).  The Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society also came out against GM Wheat by circulating a petition in February 2002 demanding “that transgenic research be prohibited on sites where foundation seed is grown, conditioned or stored,” (NPSAS).  

Fear of biological effects, not only economical, also impacted farmers’ positions.  Organic producers worried that GM Wheat would cross-pollinate with traditional organic wheat varieties, thus making them ineligible for labeling as ‘organic’, even if fields were some distance apart.  A lack of research in this area as well as a lack of data on any effect GM Wheat may have in human consumption only helped opponents of the technology through fear of the unknown.


The CWG was founded to address concerns and to formulate Best Management Practices in the implementation of GM Wheat.  The group included NDSU representatives, biotech leaders, and local farmers (both organic and conventional).  The goal of achieving a guideline that everyone could agree to now seems doomed from the start as conflicting views were too strong.  


Organic farmers seemed unwilling to accept GM Wheat in any capacity from the start, saying their seed stock and product couldn’t be protected against contamination.  Biotech leaders and NDSU researchers were unwilling to create liability for contamination or a strict set of rules for responsibility that GM Wheat users had to abide by.  Conventional farmers were split between opposing the new varieties based on potential loss of markets, and supporting the technology to take advantage of potential increased yields.  

In retrospect, it all seems to be a moot point as studies presented overwhelming evidence that consumer-driven markets overseas would not tolerate the approval and use of GM Wheat.  One study conducted by NDSU found that use of GM Wheat by U.S. producers would result in losses around $0.29/bu for spring wheat and $0.30/bu for winter wheat (Taylor et al.).  (However, one should note that the results of this study assumed that there would not be an affordable system to segregate GM from non-GM wheat, which is still an issue.)  This, combined with the revelation that Canada would not approve GM Wheat, and would thus be in a position to take over the organic wheat market (garnering Canadian producers a $0.45/bu bump in prices, according to Taylor), effectively killed any hope of the approval of Roundup Ready wheat in North Dakota.  Monsanto realized this and, in May 2004, decided to pull out plans to introduce the varieties until such time as markets would tolerate it.  In June 2004, Monsanto withdrew all submissions in all countries except for the U.S. FDA, where they requested completion of studies to confirm the food and feed safety of Roundup Ready Wheat .
Positive Aspects of the Coexistence Working Group:


The decision by North Dakota representatives to actually involve people in the decision-making process was, by and large, the most important positive to come from this issue.  Rather than follow suit with other states, North Dakota chose to listen to the public and concerned parties instead of making arbitrary decisions at the top.  This decision reflects well on the leadership at North Dakota institutions and their character.


The Coexistence Working Group came from this spirit of cooperation to try to find a common ground between all parties.  Although far from perfect, the CWG at least tried to involve interested groups before making rash decisions.  

Furthermore, the drafting of Best Management Practices by the group were a good way to announce the group’s decisions to the public and to producers.  The NDSU Extension Service distributed pamphlets to local agencies and made the information available on the internet to anyone.  The long-standing communication between Extension Services and the public, especially those involved in agriculture, was important for any chance of success.
Negative Aspects of the Coexistence Working Group:


Noticeably lacking on the CWG were representatives from the consuming public, not just locally, but also from the export markets (if possible) as well.  Perhaps if steps had been taken to include consumers in the discussion group, it may have gone a long way towards eventually changing the consumer perception of this new technology.  This isn’t to say that approval would have come, but it may have opened the door further to future acceptability of GM crops by the consumer and also may have brought consumer pressure for more research in GMO safety.


The Best Management Practices set forth by the coexistence group were a good idea, but they simply didn’t do enough to actually matter.  The title itself, ‘Suggested Best Management Practices for the Coexistence of Organic, Biotech, and Conventional Crop Production Systems,’ implies that producers are in no way required to abide by these conditions.  In the first BMP, involved with liability, there was no mention in the majority ruling of liability of any parties in the case of contamination (NDSU Extension).  This was a main point of argument for organic producers as this was their main concern with the use of GM Wheat.  

A lack of cooperation, communication, and compromise were the main faults of the CWG.  Organic farmers felt their positions being ignored or dismissed by biotech and NDSU research voters.  In frustration, several members resigned from the group citing that they would not be satisfied keeping their concerns to a minority opinion in the BMPs.  Despite the fact that they may not agree with the majority ruling, it is important to express the concerns of the minority if for no other reason than to get it on record.  Instead, they chose to engage in guerilla-like attacks on the CWG through outside opposition groups and initiatives.  The fact that their interests eventually prevailed (as they almost certainly would have had they stayed on the group) does not excuse them shirking their responsibilities as members of the group and representatives of their field.  These members acted in a childish way, as when they thought they weren’t getting their way, they quit.  

Revisions to the Coexistence Working Group:


In terms of revisions, the first step would be to include the public and leaders from the consumer market (overseas markets if possible) in the discussion group.  I would again invite organic, conventional, and biotech producers to join in the discussion as well as researchers from NDSU.  Furthermore, I would again invite representatives of Monsanto to at least observe, probably short of giving them an active vote due to possible conflict of interest.  Finally, independent researchers in biotech and genetic engineering in crops, as well as farmers from other regions that already use GM Crops would round out my panel.  These voters would form smaller groups that focused on different areas such as economics (market acceptability, lost/gained profits), research (the role and liability of public research), and consumer concerns.  Other groups could be formed if these were insufficient.  Meetings of the whole group would take place, with the first meeting outlining the function of the group, forming the smaller groups, and scheduling meetings for both the smaller groups and the large group.  The second meeting would be called to discuss the specific concerns of each small group, and any individual concerns.  Further small group meetings and meetings between the groups would be aimed at reaching compromises.  The last large group meeting would be to hash out and vote on the Best Management Practices, as I feel this was a good way to go.  However, the BMPs would be more strongly worded and set out actual responsibilities for producers, researchers, and biotech companies (not only Monsanto but any company producing GMOs).  


In the selection of people to work on this committee, I would try to find people that are respected members of their fields, not simply those in leadership positions.  Ability to communicate and work together would be extremely important to avoid the same thing happening again.  


Apart from the CWG, I would hope to establish a separate entity whose purpose is to lobby for funds to study GMOs for their effect on human health if consumed, and potential for unintended transfer of genes to undesirable plants.  This entity would also attempt to educate the public about the science behind GMOs; how they are created, where the spliced genes come from, and how new varieties are adapted to regions.  The NDSU Extension Service, along with other services and the media would play a major role in this regard.  Extension centers should not limit transgenic research, as the NPSAS suggests, but should be at the forefront of the research.
Conclusion:


I do not believe that any kind of coexistence group could have been successful in bringing GM Wheat to North Dakota simply because the market is not ready for it yet.  The August 9, 2002 edition of Wheat Letter by the U.S. Wheat Association presented the views of overseas markets clearly:  


“From the largest miller in Italy, who uses 11 million metric tons of wheat annually: “The European milling industry will simply not buy one more kilo of any U.S. wheat at all” if Roundup Ready wheat is commercialized. “In a situation with ample and cheap alternative supplies and a general, strongly convinced public opinion against genetically modified organisms, we will have no alternative,” said Antonio Costato, CEO of Grandi Molini (U.S. Wheat Associates, August 2002). 


One of the major tasks for biotech supporters in the present is to support research into effects of GMOs on human health and the possibility of crossing with native plants to create possible ‘superweeds’.  Consumers need to hear about the good parts of GM crops not just the bad, to increase their acceptability in overseas markets.  Land grant universities will play a crucial role in this endeavor and should be allowed to function in this regard undisturbed.
Works Cited:

“Potential Impacts of GM Wheat on United States and Northern Plains Wheat 
Trade”

Agribusiness & Applied Economics Report No. 515, May 2003

Richard D. Taylor, Eric A. DeVuyst, Won W. Koo
“USW Considers GM Wheat Market Issues." U.S. Wheat Associates 9 Aug. 2002. 18 Apr. 2006 http://www.uswheat.org/__85256F33004EF5C9.nsf/0/70D42C31B690713D85256F810058953B?Open


"CWB Oppses GM wheat." World Grain (2001). 10 Apr. 2006     
http://www.world-grain.com/articlearchives/archive_article.asp?ArticleID=46345

What has DRC done on the GM wheat issue. n.d. 10 Apr. 2006 



<http://www.drcinfo.com/current.htm>. 



Save Our Seed Petition. NPSAS, n.d. 14 Apr. 2006 
<http://www.npsas.org/GMOPetition.html>. 


NDSU Extension Service.  Suggested Best Management Practices for the Coexistence of Organic, Biotech and Conventional Crop Production Systems.  November 2004.


Sullivan, Dale.  “A Narrative Description of the ND GM Wheat Case and Players.”  June 2005.  Available from http://www.ndsu.nodak.edu/ndsu/dasulliv/320web/NDwheat_narrative.htm.


Sullivan, Dale.  Interview with Duane Hauck.  December 1994.  Morrill Hall, North Dakota State University.

APPENDIX I:  Formation & Membership of the Coexistence Group

Formation of the Coexistence Working Group

Objectives:  
1) To provide an open forum for discussion between interested parties of problems associated with the release of genetically modified wheat in North Dakota.

2) To set forth guidelines and protocols for:

· Production of GM Seed

· Land Grant Institute Research Role

· GM Seed use by producers

· Preservation of existing varieties

3)   To investigate acceptance by consumers, producers, and the public.

4)   To provide information and recommendations to all interested parties.

5)   To work together in the best interests of the State of North Dakota, its people, its future, and the land.

Membership:


Membership in the Coexistence Working Group will be comprised of:
· Organic Farmers
· Conventional Farmers
· Biotech Farmers
· Identity Preserved Farmers
· Biotech Companies
· Consumer Market Representatives
· NDSU Research & Extension Representatives
· Representatives of the Public
· Representatives of the Media
· North Dakota Department of Agriculture Representatives
· Economic Consultants
· State Lawmakers

Further individuals may be contacted for expert consultation.

APPENDIX II:  Governing Documents – Procedures and Agreements

Members will abide by the following guidelines in the hopes of maintaining a 
professional, respectful environment for discussion:

1) Members will maintain a professional, respectful atmosphere.
2) Members will make every attempt to attend all meetings.
3) Interruptions, outburst, or derogatory remarks will not be tolerated.
4) Meetings will be conducted in accordance with Robert’s Rules of Order.
5) Proposals must be submitted to the chairman in writing prior to discussion.
6) Voting will be confidential.
Violation of these guidelines may result in eviction from the Group after a majority vote.


Procedures for the Coexistence Working Group:

· Five large group meetings will be scheduled.  The first meeting will open the floor for general areas of concern and discussion to be covered by the group.  Smaller focus groups will be formed to concentrate on certain areas.  Members may be involved in more than one focus group but should avoid more than two to remain effective.

· A group Chairman will be elected to oversee meetings.  The Chairman will vote only in the case of a tie.  A secretary will also be elected to record minutes and make them available to the public.

· Focus group meetings will be scheduled by their respective members.

· The second and third meetings will address points brought out of the focus group and discussion between all parties will commence.

· The fourth large meeting will condense the focus groups’ issues into documents for voting.  Further discussion and refinement of positions will take place at this time.
· The last large meeting will vote on each issue and the recommended position of the group.  Majority and minority opinions will be drafted.  

· The Secretary will work with the group leaders to publish a brochure with the group positions to be distributed through the Extension Service.  Minutes and results will also be made available online.

Meeting Procedures:

· The Chairman will call the meeting to order.  Minutes from the previous meeting will be read and any additions or corrections will be made.  

· The floor will then open for discussion.  The chairman will recognize individuals to address the group.  The individual will present their opinion/concern, after which discussion will commence.  Discussion will be kept professional and orderly.

· After all discussion has been heard, the chairman will call for adjournment (except in the case of the last meeting, where after each issue, the chairman will call for the vote).

· Media representatives will be welcome at all large group meetings to further public awareness and inclusion.  Media presence at focus group meetings will be at the discretion of those members.

· Meetings will not be open to the public, as media coverage should be sufficient as well as to prevent disruption.

Agreement to abide by the Guidelines of the Coexistence Working Group:
I, _________________, will abide by the rules and regulations set forth for my membership in the Coexistence Working Group.  I pledge to represent my field and the State of North Dakota to my best ability and to work in the best interests of the people and state of North Dakota.

_________________________________________

________________



    (Signature)





(Date)
APPENDIX III:  Produced Documents


Voting Procedures:
· Voting will take place at the final large group meeting.
· Each topic will be discussed and voted upon separately.
· A Majority vote will carry the issue (in the event of a tie, the Chairman casts the deciding ballot).

· Majority and Minority positions will be drafted for each issue to be included in the final document.

· All votes are confidential and final.

· Following voting, opinion drafting, and final wording, all information will be presented to the Secretary who will, in conjunction with the Extension Service, publish the Final Recommendations of the Coexistence Working Group on Genetically Modified Wheat.


Outline of the Final Recommendations of the Coexistence Working Group on Genetically Modified Wheat:



Introduction




Statement of group objectives.



Issue #1:




Discussion of relevance




Majority position




Minority position




Vote Results




Final Recommendation



Issue #2:




Discussion of relevance




Majority position




Minority position




Vote Results




Final Recommendation



(continues will all voted issues)



Final Group Recommendation:




(decision on overall implementation of GM Wheat and rationale)
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