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GM WHEAT CASE ABSTRACT
The release of genetically modified wheat in North Dakota would affect many lives.  Not only would it create a change in the lives of farmers, but also virtually everyone who is affected by possible changes in the economy.  This includes most citizens of the state as well as foreign trade partners.  The importance of the decision to release this genetically modified wheat was not taken lightly by the state of North Dakota.  While other neighboring states put little thought into the decision to begin researching its release, North Dakota decision makers attempted to involve representatives from state entities in the decision.  As it turns out, proceedings did not go as smoothly as planned and after several complications the case was put on hold.  
The question of releasing GM wheat has not been completely shut down, but after much discussion, the consensus seems to be that North Dakota is not yet ready to take on genetically modified wheat.  In the future, improvements in technology could possibly make the release of this wheat more plausible.

 Introduction

The genetic modification of crops has always been a controversial issue.  In North Dakota and the surrounding states, agriculture is a huge industry.  Companies that produce genetically modified crops have many arguments in favor of this modification; however, there is also very much opposition to it.  The GM Wheat Case is an important step in the technological advance of the farming industry in North Dakota.  The problem that arose in the case was determining whether North Dakota was prepared to take on this new technology.  Overall, the state of North Dakota began working in a cooperative and proactive manner to address this matter; however, in the end, the proceedings did not go as planned.  In this paper, after recounting the major events of this case, I will discuss what went well with this case, what did not go well, and finally make some recommendations.   
Summary of Events

The following summary of events is based on a narrative of the case written by Dale Sullivan as well as other sources that are cited.  According to Sullivan, Monsanto announced plans to release a Roundup-Ready version of hard red spring wheat early in 2004.  Monsanto already had Roundup Ready corn and soybeans on the market; however wheat had not yet been genetically modified possibly because of its close connection to the food supply.  Monsanto sought to develop this transgenic version of wheat locally in North Dakota, South Dakota, and Minnesota.  In order to do this, Monsanto needed to gain the cooperation of local researchers and universities.  At first, this proved to be not too difficult a task; the University of Minnesota agreed and following suit to the larger university, South Dakota State University also agreed to take part in the process.  However, agreement from NDSU did not come as easily.  Although there was pressure from the other two universities to join, Duane Hauck, the Director of the NDSU Extension Service was hesitant.  One concern that was stated in Sullivan’s interview with Hauck was that North Dakota “needed to buy in to stay competitive” (Sullivan interview with Hauck).  After discussion with concerned parties such as members of the Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture, NDSU also entered into an agreement with Monsanto.  

The question of genetically modified crops has been asked for years.  In May of 1994, Monsanto released genetically modified soybeans.  These soybeans were successful and as a follow up, several other GM crops were released including corn, potatoes and tomatoes.  By the year 2000, there were over 50 approved genetically engineered crops on the market (Lambrecht 6, 7).  Although it seems like almost every crop is already genetically modified, much controversy would arise in the modification of wheat.

Even after NDSU made the decision to participate in the creation of Roundup Ready wheat, there was still concern about the effect that this new variety of wheat would have on the economy.  These concerns centered on trade regulations with foreign countries such as Japan, Europe and Canada.  Another issue that made the case difficult included the ability to keep the non-transgenic wheat supply separate from the genetically modified supply.  This concern is brought up by the Midwest Sustainable Agriculture Working Group in their position paper stating, “Organic producers and sustainable farmers are confronted with the prospect of not being able to plant crops which might be subject to pollution from neighboring fields of GE crops.”  

To address these concerns, a group was formed consisting of 18 members.  The idea of the group was to create “coexistence” between growers and supporters of genetically modified crops and organic farmers and others who are opposed to genetically modified crops.  As outlined in the Best Management Practices, the group was initially composed of NDSU representatives and organic farmers; however after the first meetings participation was widened to include conventional farmers, GM farmers, and Monsanto.  Overall, the goal of the group was to identify possible issues with the release of the GM wheat and write some guidelines to follow and vote on them.  These guidelines are referred to as the Suggested Best Management Practices (NDSU Extension Services).  


After 18 months of Coexistence Group meetings, during the voting stages, the organic farmer representatives pulled out of the project.  These organic producers turned their interests in the case toward educating the general public about genetically modified wheat.  This campaign was known as “Go Slow with GMOs” and would give the State Agriculture Commissioner authority to generally decide whether GM wheat should be released.  “Right now that decision is being made essentially by the biotechnology corporations,” Karl Limvere, the chair of the Go Slow with GMOs Committee stated in an opinion letter.  However, the Go Slow with GMOs campaign was never needed because soon after, Monsanto announced that the release of GM wheat was on hold.

Positive Aspects of the GM Wheat Case


Although, in the end, Monsanto was never able to release the genetically modified wheat in question, there were aspects of this case that went well.  In my opinion, one of the most interesting aspects of this case is that NDSU did not make a decision to work with genetically modified wheat without listening to the opinions of others who would be affected.  According to Duane Hauck, “NDSU put their policies out on the web in places easy to find, and they worked with Monsanto to establish certain milestones that had to be met before transgenic wheat could be released” (Sullivan interview with Hauck).  These milestones were published in the “Bringing New Technologies to Wheat” brochure.  Other universities that were involved in this case, Minnesota and South Dakota, did not demonstrate this type of sensitivity to residents.  Not only was there concern for the well being of North Dakota citizens, there was also concerns that wheat is more closely tied to the food supply than other crops that are currently available in a genetically engineered form.  Therefore, it is a more serious decision which requires a lot of precaution.  NDSU acted on this in manner that was appropriate.  These are positive aspects of the case because everyone who was concerned had a chance to provide input; I feel that at this point, the case was off to a great start.  

A second aspect of this case that was a good plan was the creation of the Coexistence Group.  Although in the end, the group was not as successful as planned, the idea of the group was good.  This corresponds with my first point about how Duane Hauck was concerned about the opinion of the state because the idea of the Coexistence Group most likely stemmed from this concern.  The group was composed of representation from groups that would be involved as well as groups that would be affected.  Organic farmers were included even though they do not represent the majority of farmers in North Dakota.  Also, Monsanto was included which in my opinion was a good thing because it allowed them to personally hear the concerns that were voiced about the possibility of genetically modified wheat.  This was a step in the right direction in the case.

Negative Aspects of the GM Wheat Case

Although there were some positive, progressive ideas and actions involved in this case, there were also some low points of the case.  These problems are centered on the way the coexistence group was designed.  An excerpt from the NPSAS Landgrant Statement highlights some concerns that I think are an issue in this case.  The Landgrant Statement generally gives explanations about how land grant universities should be conducting their research.  It states that “the nation’s land grant universities could effectively bring about positive, sustainable change in rural America.  But in order to succeed, each institution will need to establish goals focusing on local needs, local economic circumstances, and local ecosystems.”  I think this quotation is an excellent example of the main problems that are encountered by this case.  In the following paragraphs I will discuss the ways in which local needs, local economic circumstances and local ecosystems were overlooked by the co-existence group and how these problems are reflected in the set-up of the group as well as the written documents produced by the group.

The mention of local needs, local economic systems and local ecosystems brought to mind several points of this case which were possible problems.  The focus on local needs was somewhat met by creating the co-existence group.  However, these local needs were then ignored when organic farmers were not given enough input.  The group was set up in such a way that the input of the organic farmers could easily be overruled.  The overall concern of organic farmers was that coexistence would not be possible.  They also felt that this major concern was being pushed aside by the coexistence group.  In their letter of withdrawal from the coexistence group, the organic farmers wrote “The group has not even come to a consensus as to how such coexistence is possible” (Withdrawal Letter).  To me this is a big problem.  The organic farmers were not in any way trying to stop the spread of new technology, they simply wanted to ensure that organic crops would not be phased out by the new technology.  I feel that in a rush to release this new GM wheat, the concerns of the organic farmers were overruled and pushed aside rather than discussed and considered.  There is also the indication of this same problem that is evident in the Best Management Practices that were produced.  First of all, the BMPs have a majority/minority layout with the minority opinion basically consisting of the opinion of the organic farmers.  The idea of the coexistence group is to create cohesion between the opposing opinions, not to simply state the opinions in this manner.  Secondly, there was a disclaimer added to each BMPs that stated that the BMPs were in no way intended to develop into legislative or regulatory policies (NDSU Extension Services).  This more or less made the BMPs meaningless.
The second apparent focus was local economic needs.  I found that this too was a point that was frequently pushed aside during the case.  In the push to get GM wheat released, this factor seems to have been downplayed a little bit considering the extreme consequences.  The issue with the economy centers on foreign trade.  Because foreign trade accounts for a significant amount of North Dakota’s wheat sales, this should have been a very major issue.  Some trade partners even stated that if North Dakota genetically modified its wheat supply they would turn to other countries to buy wheat.  This would create a huge impact on the local economy.  I feel that had genetically modified wheat been released prematurely, this factor could have forced many North Dakota farmers to shut down.  On the first page of the Best Management Practices, the objectives are listed.  The second objective states, “Ensure integrity and marketability within the food system.”  However, the BMPs do not specifically address the issue of marketability with foreign countries.  Also, the coexistence group did not have any representation from foreign buyers or impartial economic experts.  Although foreign trade may not have been focused on enough, it was not completely ignored.  In Harvest at Risk, one Monsanto executive vice president was quoted saying “As a result of our [R+D] portfolio review and dialogue with wheat industry leaders, we recognize the business opportunities with Roundup Ready spring wheat are less attractive relative to Monsanto’s other commercial priorities” (Benbrook).  So technically, the reason the wheat was never released was because of economic fears.
A third problem with the case for which a solution was never reached involved issues with local ecosystems.  This problem relates to the issues that the organic farmers were having about separation of GM and organic crops.  According to the Midwest Sustainable Agriculture Working Group, “When engineered genes are transferred via pollen to related “wild” or unrelated species, the engineered traits are conferred on an undesirable plant or weed.”  This could, in effect, lead to the creation of “super weeds” or a plant or weed that has the capacity to overwhelm a given ecosystem (Midwest Sustainable Agriculture Working Group).  Another related issue that could come up is the issue of whether a farmer could save and grow seed of a genetically contaminated field and further whether the farmer would be required to have a patent to do so.  This issue was brought up by the Rural Life Committee of the North Dakota Conference Churches.  These questions were not covered in the Best Management Practices, nor was there any authority on the issue. 
Recommendations
Despite several problems that the coexistence group encountered during their time spent working with the possibility of GM wheat, I still think that overall it was a good idea.  The plan seemed to stray from the original intentions of the group which ultimately led to its breakdown.  I have come up with three recommendations that could possibly have been helpful in this case.  

Recommendation 1:  Revise membership in the Coexistence Group by adding a greater diversity of members.  I believe that this recommendation would help the members Coexistence Group to better understand all aspects of this case and therefore make more informed voting decisions.  At previous points in this report, I have mentioned that there were no experts present on certain issues, such as the foreign trade economy and the ecological system.  Also missing was representation from the general public.  Since farming is such a huge industry in North Dakota, it affects even those who are not directly involved with it.  I think citizens from the general public would have been able to provide an unbiased opinion on many of the issues in this case.  In Appendix I, I have created an outline for the formation of an improved coexistence group.
Recommendation 2:  Create official governing documents that would consist of procedures and agreements used to moderate the group.  This would create more of a structure for the group to follow and would eliminate some of the confusion and inequity that was encountered.  In Appendix II, I created a document to regulate the procedures of the Coexistence Group.  I think having a formal set of regulations or rules would help the group to be more cohesive and organized.  Along with it there is a Membership Agreement form that the members of the group would sign agreeing to the stated regulations.
Recommendation 3:  Create a format for the document that will be produced by the group.  This format will contain the issues that will be discussed and voted on by the group.  Clear procedures for voting will also be included in this document.  This will help the group to stay on focus as well as eliminate confusion during the voting process.  I created both of these documents in Appendix III.  I think following specific guidelines while voting will guide the group to create a less controversial and more agreed upon final document.
Conclusion
After having researched the formation as well as the downfall of the Coexistence Group and the events that led up to this, I think that I was able to develop a clear understanding of what the case was about as well as what went wrong.  The GM Wheat case was unfortunate because it was disorganized and rushed.  I think that if the issue of genetically modified wheat were to arise again, a modification somewhat like the one I came up with would be beneficial.
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Appendix I
Formation of the Coexistence Group
The formation of the coexistence group will be contingent upon the following factors:

1. The willingness of all concerned parties in the creation of genetically modified wheat to act in a cooperative manner in a way that indicates utmost concern for the effect of genetically modified wheat on the public good.
2. The concentration of the efforts of the group on major concerns in the case including:

a. Local Concerns:  Effects on local producers and consumers as well as the possible effects on involved universities and companies. 

b. Economic Concerns:  The effect on the local economy including the opinions of foreign trade partners.
c. Ecological Concerns:  Issues involving the contamination of the ecosystem as a whole by genetically modified seed.
3. A general knowledge and interest in the case shown by involved parties.
Membership in the Coexistence Group
Membership in the coexistence group will consist of representatives from the following groups:

1. North Dakota Department of Agriculture

2. North Dakota State Seed Department

3. North Dakota State University:  These representatives will consist of NDSU Foundation Seedstocks Project, NDSU Department of Plant Sciences, NDSU Agricultural Experiment Station and the NDSU Extension Service

4. Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society

5. North Dakota State Government

6. Biotech firms:  Monsanto as well as other Biotech firms.

7. Organic Farmers

8. GM Farmers

9. Conventional Farmers

10. Identity Preserved Farmers

11. North Dakota State University

12. The General Public

13. Economic Experts

14. Ecological Experts

These members listed above are the most informed parties in the issues of this case as well as the most affected by the outcome.  Representation from these groups will provide accurate information on the issues that are of concern.  Expert information combined with local needs and concerns will provide an informative and in-depth look at the positive and negative aspects of manufacturing genetically modified wheat.
Appendix II
Coexistence Group Procedures and Regulations

Members of the Coexistence group will be required to conduct themselves and any business of the coexistence group according to the following procedures and regulations.  These regulations have been previously agreed upon by the group and each member will be required to sign a Membership Agreement form indicating that they are aware of procedures and promising their utmost cooperation.  

1. The purpose of the coexistence group is to find a way in which there can be coexistence between genetically modified wheat and non-transgenic wheat.  Each group member is required to keep this purpose their main interest.  
2. Each member must stay well informed on the issue in discussion.  The overall reason for membership in the group is concern for well being of the state and its citizens.
3. Meetings will be at a set time.  Members are required to attend all the meetings; they agree to this by signing the Membership Agreement form.

4. Meetings will be moderated by a person who will be able to act impartially and lead meetings in a fair and timely manner.  This person must keep the best interests of the state of North Dakota in mind at all times.
5. There will be four meetings.  Each of the first three meetings will consist of one of these three broad areas:  local concerns, economic concerns, and ecological concerns.  Any matter that is crucial to the release of genetically modified wheat will be included under one of these broad areas.  


a. Local Concerns:  

i. Costs associated with the research

ii. Educating the public as well as local producers on the issues associated with genetically modified wheat

iii. Possible provisions included in insurance plans

b. Economic Concerns:

i. Consumer preferences

ii. Foreign trade 

iii. Market reaction

iv. Grower reaction

c. Ecological Concerns

i. Seed Certification Standards including the responsibility for detecting GM traits in conventional varieties
ii. Separation Systems

iii. Possible effects of contamination on the environment including the emergence of resistance
Any further concerns of any group member can be addressed at the appropriate meeting following the planned discussion.  The fourth meeting will be the meeting in which all members will vote on the issues discussed. 

6. During the first three meetings, concerns which will be discussed in a reasonable manner; each party will be allowed to state their opinion in an orderly manner and during the fourth meeting every member will have the opportunity to vote on the issue in discussion.  Voting procedures will be outlined in a separate document.

7. Using the results of the votes, the group will produce a document that will consist of the three areas of concern that were discussed and the results of the vote.  This document will consist of a Research and Production Plan for the Creation of Genetically Modified Wheat.  It will state the consensus of the group on the issues and then list the qualifications that must be met in order for the research and production of genetically modified wheat to continue.  

8. The proceedings of these meetings will not be open to the public.  The reason for this is that there is fair representation from involved parties as well as from the general public.

9. Media representatives will not be allowed at the meetings.  Members of the group are allowed to conduct interviews with the media outside of the meetings.  However, media presence at meetings could become distracting.

10. Since the vote represents a general consensus of what is in the best interests of the state, the results of the voting at the fourth meeting will be used to create guidelines for the creation of genetically modified spring wheat.  

11. No member may withdraw from the group.  By signing the Membership Agreement, each member is agreeing to work with the members of the group to reach a general consensus on whether the production of genetically modified wheat is in the best interest of the state.

Membership Agreement Form
By signing this form, I, _______________________________ agree to become part of the Coexistence Group working for the coexistence of genetically modified wheat.  I agree to adhere to the Procedures and Regulations set forth by the group.  

____________________________________________
__________________




(Signature)




(Date)
Appendix III
Voting Procedures for the Coexistence Group
1. Voting will take place during the fourth and final meeting of the Coexistence Group.  

2. Topics to be voted on will be discussed, in depth, by the group during the first three meetings in the following manner:

a. A concern will be brought up

b. This will be followed by open discussion

c. After discussion has ceased, any member of the group may propose a solution to the concern.

d. All proposed alternatives will be recorded.

e. Group members will be given copies of the possible alternatives for their own records.

f. Members will be expected to review the alternatives in detail and have an educated and open-minded opinion of which alternative would be in the best interest of the state of North Dakota.

g. During the fourth meeting, all concerns and proposed solutions or alternatives will be briefly recounted by the group moderator.

h. After each individual concern is reviewed, there will be a vote to decide what the proper alternative is.

3. Votes will be taken by secret ballot by the moderator of the group.

4. In order to pass the vote, a proposed solution must win by a 75% vote.  
5. The purpose of the group is to come to some kind of consensus through discussion.  However, if none of the proposed solutions passes the vote by the 75% margin, the solution will be tabled and re-discussed at a later time.  

6. The overall purpose of the group is to come to a consensus about genetically modified wheat in North Dakota.  There will be no majority/minority opinion.

7. The result of the votes will be recorded in the Research and Production Plan for the Creation of Genetically Modified Wheat in North Dakota.  This document that is created from the votes of the Coexistence Group will become the official guidelines on the issue.

Format for the Research and Production Plan for the Creation of Genetically Modified Wheat in North Dakota
The following document outlines requirements that are to be met and following during the process of researching and producing genetically modified crops.  This document is created by the Coexistence Group for the coexistence of genetically modified wheat in North Dakota.
Topic I:  Local Concerns 

This topic will cover concerns that are internal to the state of North Dakota.

Concern 1:  Costs associated with the research

Solution:  (here the solution or alternative that was proposed and voted on by the group will be stated, for example, the group might decide that the best possible solution to deal with the local costs associated with the research is for Monsanto to pick up more of the costs)

Reason:  (this part will state the reasoning behind the proposed solution, for example this part might state that during the meetings, when the concern was discussed, Monsanto realized the problem and proposed the idea of picking up some of the local costs.)
Concern 2:  Educating the public as well as local producers on the issues associated with genetically modified wheat


Solution:


Reason:

Concern 3:  Possible provisions included in insurance plans


Solution:


Reason:

(Other concerns brought up during the meeting may be listed here in the same format as Concern 4, etc.  This will be the same for any of the three topics.)
Topic II:  Economic Concerns

This topic will cover concerns that center on the economic issues that may come up with individuals in the state of North Dakota as well as with major trade partners.

Concern 1:  Consumer preferences


Solution:


Reason:

Concern 2:  Foreign trade

Solution:


Reason: 

Concern 3:  Market reaction


Solution:


Reason:

Concern 4:  Grower reaction


Solution:


Reason:

Topic III:  Ecological Concerns

This topic will focus on the problems that may arise in the ecosystem.

Concern 1:  Seed Certification Standards including the responsibility for detecting GM traits in conventional varieties


Solution:


Reason

Concern 2:  Separation Systems


Solution:


Reason:

Concern 3:  Possible effects of contamination on the environment including the emergence of resistance



Solution:



Reason:

This Research and Production Plan is meant to be strictly followed by all those involved with the genetic modification of wheat in North Dakota.
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