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National Organic Standards Board                        May 3, 2012             
Ms. Ann Michelle Arsenault, Special Assistant                                                                             
USDA–AMS–NOP, 1400 Independence Ave. SW                                                                      
Room 2648–S, Mail Stop 0268                                                                                                 
Washington, DC 20250–0268  

Docket No: AMS–NOP–12–0017; NOP–12–06  
 
National Organic Standards Board: 
 
Organic Seed Alliance (OSA) is a national nonprofit organization that advances the ethical 
development and stewardship of the genetic resources of agricultural seed. We engage farmers and 
other seed professionals in developing regional and decentralized seed systems that provide 
biologically diverse seed options appropriate for organic farming systems. Our research, education, 
and advocacy programs serve organic and non-organic farmers, university researchers, seed and 
food businesses, certifiers, seed advocates, and other organic stakeholders. We appreciate the 
opportunity to provide these comments on committee proposals.  
 
OSA fully supports the letter drafted by the GMO Ad Hoc Committee to Secretary Vilsack. The 
letter addresses the organic community’s long-standing concerns on issues of contamination, sets a 
course for NOSB to clarify issues around excluded methods, and asks the Secretary to acknowledge 
that the responsibility to prevent transgenic contamination of organic products, including at the seed 
level, should not be the burden of organic alone. Those developing, promoting, using, and regulating 
genetically engineered (GE) products must share the responsibility in protecting the genetic integrity 
of organic seed, feed, and food. 
 
As public input from past NOSB meetings demonstrates, the organic community strongly agrees 
that genetic engineering has no place in our collective vision of what constitutes an organic 
production system. Organic farmers neither choose to use nor benefit from GE products. 

Protecting the integrity of non-GE seed to meet market needs and maintain appropriate germplasm 
for innovation in the organic sector is paramount to the success of the organic industry. Not only 
does the NOP require non-GE seed, consumers of organic food also reasonably assume that 
certified organic farmers do not use this excluded method – that the seed they plant is free of 
transgenic material. Yet the unwanted presence of GE material adds confusion and costs to organic 
operations, especially when contamination is found at the seed level.  

OSA has been speaking with seed companies that provide for the organic farming community to 
better understand the burdens and costs associated with the avoidance of – and repercussions 
resulting from – GE material in our seed lines. Our preliminary findings show that companies 
shoulder expensive testing costs each year, at times in the tens of thousands of dollars, to meet 
customer expectations. These costs add up even in absence of an industry-wide threshold for 
transgenic content. Testing for an excluded method appears to be a burden to companies and a 
barrier to further investments in the organic seed sector.  



Companies are also losing revenue. When contamination occurs, companies routinely sell organically 
produced seed to the non-organic market at lower prices because transgenic levels are unacceptable 
to their customers. These companies are committed to protecting the integrity of organic. And 
farmers demand it. In response to a nationwide survey we conducted with certified organic crop 
farmers, more than 70 percent agreed companies should test for transgenic material. There are risks, 
though, to routine testing and making the results public.  

The complexity of these issues demands a comprehensive approach that addresses contamination 
prevention as well as compensation. That is why we also encourage NOSB members to send the 
GMO Ad Hoc Committee’s letter to USDA’s Advisory Committee on Biotechnology and 21st 
Century Agriculture (AC21). This committee is charged with exploring an appropriate compensation 
mechanism for those harmed by transgenic contamination as well as other measures to minimizing 
contamination. The NOSB has an important opportunity to clarify for AC21 members the measures 
already taken (invested in) by organic farmers and other stakeholders to protect their products from 
excluded methods, the risks GE poses to the integrity of the organic seal, and the need for shared 
responsibility to protect organic integrity and support further investments in organic seed systems. 

Instead of going into more detail here, we’ve enclosed a section of our 2011 State of Organic Seed 
report that outlines why transgenic contamination remains a major threat to the organic seed sector.  

Thank you for your consideration of these comments.  
 
Sincerely,  

 
Kristina Hubbard 
Director of Advocacy  
Organic Seed Alliance 
!

Encl: Section 3: Risks of Transgenic Contamination   
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30 GeneWatch UK and Greenpeace International. 2005. GM contamination report, A review of cases of 
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www.greenpeace.org/international/en/.

31 Marvier, M. &  Van Acker, R.C. 2005. Can crop transgenes be kept on a leash? Frontiers in Ecology and the 
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