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August __, 2004

The Honorable Ann Veneman

Secretary
United States Department of Agriculture
1400 Independence Avenue, S.W.
Washington, D.C.  20250
Dear Secretary Veneman:

I am writing on behalf of the National Association of State Departments of Agriculture (NASDA) regarding the Agriculture Marketing Service’s National Organic Program (NOP) to clarify that unintended traces of biotech-improved crops found in certified organic crops does not result in a loss of a grower’s organic certification.
NASDA is seeking this clarification because of increasing confusion with producers, local governments and consumers.  Often we are called upon by these groups to provide guidance on federal agricultural policy and it is important for us to be armed with all the facts to adequately respond.
NASDA’s mission is to represent the U.S. state departments of agriculture in the development, implementation and communication of sound public policy and programs that support and promote U.S. agriculture while simultaneously protecting consumers and the environment.
We support and promote all methods and segments of agriculture and our goal is to ensure that our farmers -- whether they choose to plant biotech, conventional or organic crops -- are successful in meeting market demand.  Because both organic and biotech crop production are steadily increasing, we believe that continued confusion surrounding biotech crops and the NOP unnecessarily pits grower against grower.
Since the first biotech-improved crop was introduced in 1996, U.S. farmers have increasingly adopted biotechnology products, including insect-protected and herbicide-tolerant varieties in corn, soy and cotton. In fact, a March 31st USDA report projects increased biotech acreage again in 2004.

The National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) Prospective Planting Report provides a preview of expected planting acreage, including the expected planting of biotechnology varieties for the 2004 growing season.  The NASS reports that overall biotech acreage is expected to increase for the eighth consecutive year.  Estimates include
:
· Biotech corn hybrids will be planted on approximately 46% of acres in the 2004 season, up from 40% in 2003.

· Biotech cotton varieties will be planted on approximately 76% of acres in the 2004 growing season, up from 73% in 2003.
· Biotech soybean varieties will be planted on approximately 86% of acres in the 2004 growing season, up from 81% in 2003.

Further, while grower adoption continues to expand, farmers realize the benefits. In 2002, the National Center for Food and Agricultural Policy found that eight biotech crops in use by U.S. farmers were delivering
 major annual benefits: $1.2 billion dollars in reduced input costs, 4 billion pounds of increased yield and a 46 million pound reduction in pesticide use.

Organic food production and marketing has also seen significant growth.  According to the Organic Trade Association’s 2004 Manufacturer Survey, the sale of U.S. organic food grew 20 percent during 2003 to reach over $10 billion.  Organic food sales now represent approximately 2 percent of all U.S. food sales.

At our winter meeting this year, NASDA adopted a policy statement in support of organic agriculture.  As part of that statement, we called for full and consistent implementation and enforcement of NOP production and handling standards; efforts to increase the economic growth of the organic industry with marketing assistance; increasing activity in organic research and education; and collecting statistics on organic production and market growth.
While the NOP is quite detailed, and even speaks to the issue of inadvertent presence of biotech material in organic crops in both the Preamble as well as the Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) posted to the USDA website, there is still a great deal of confusion in the states around the issue of the presence of small amounts of biotech traits in organic crops.  This confusion is evidenced by organic websites and in the media; in conversations with organic producers; and as a driver of some state and local legislative efforts to restrict biotechnology.
As such we respectfully request additional clarification on the following:

1.  Official testimony by organic growers before state legislative agriculture committees regarding “genetic drift” has caused confusion with state legislators about what such “drift” means to the status of organic crops covered under the NOP.   If a producer adheres to all aspects of the NOP, including never utilizing biotech-improved seeds, but a certifying agent tests and detects the presence of biotech-derived material in his/her crop, is that crop’s status determined to be no longer “certified organic?”  What in the NOP allows you to make this conclusion?
2.  State legislative testimony, media articles and dialogue in the grower community suggest that organic farms have lost their certification due to the presence of biotech crop material in their organic crop.  Where 2002 NASS statistics show there were nearly 12,000 certified organic farms in the United States, has a certified organic operation that refrains from intentional use of biotech-improved seeds ever lost certification for the inadvertent presence of biotech material in their crop?  If so, how many and what were the circumstances?  
3.  Organic growers have made claims to legislators and agriculture policy leaders that they will lose buyers of their organic crop if there is any biotech-derived material in their crop.  Some food producers have chosen to avoid ingredients that have come from biotech improved crops.  Their food labels may state the product is “GM, GE, or GMO-free” 
.  Are these marketing claims a part of the Organic Standards?

4.  There is widespread use of the term “contamination” as it pertains to the inadvertent presence of biotech material in an organic crop.  Please define “contamination” and if it is a part of the Standards relative to the presence of approved biotech crop material found in an organic crop.
NASDA appreciates your consideration and we look forward to your timely response.  Clarification of these issues will be helpful to state and local agriculture officials, recognized organic certifying agents, locally elected officials, farmers in our respective states and consumers who often call upon us to answer questions regarding the National Organic Program.

Sincerely,



cc:
Bill Hawks, Undersecretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs


A.J. Yates, Administrator, Agricultural Marketing Service

� USDA report is available in PDF at: � HYPERLINK "http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/reports/nassr/field/pcp-bbp/pspl0304.pdf" \t "_top" �http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/reports/nassr/field/pcp-bbp/pspl0304.pdf��(The biotechnology crop planting information can be found on pages 20 - 21 of the report)





� National Center for Food & Agricultural Policy: �HYPERLINK "http://www.ncfap.org"��http://www.ncfap.org�





� Organic Trade Association � HYPERLINK "http://www.ota.com" ��www.ota.com� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.theorganicreport.com" ��www.theorganicreport.com�





� GM (genetically modified), GE (genetically engineered), and GMO (genetically modified organism)


� GM (genetically modified), GE (genetically engineered), and GMO (genetically modified organism)





