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Introduction

Ever since the first genetically modified (GM) plants were bred in the United States during
the 1980s, GM food has remained a highly controversial and divisive issue.

I n 2003, the UK Government's natGMdaian?, wase b at e on
in many ways a unique event, the main purpose being to gauge public opinion on genetic

modification and the commercial growing of GM crops in the UK before a potentially big

policy change. At the time there appeared to be confusion and uncertainty among the

public about the concept of genetic modification, often fuelled by references in the press

to Frankenstein foods’

To feed into the GM Nation? debate and put forward an independent consumer
perspective on the issue, one of our legacy bodies, the Welsh Consumer Council,
commissioned a Wales-wide survey to assess consumer attitudes to GM food. The
results of this research were submitted as evidence to the public inquiry and can be found
in their report, To eat or not to eat (August 2003).

In recent months issues around genetic modification have started to move up the policy
agenda, with debates increasingly centred on the potential role that GM crops have to
play in tackling food security issues across the world — largely driven by the disease and
drought resistance nature of GM crops.

However, uncertainties remain about the impact of GM food and crops on human health
(particularly long-term), the environment and the economy. Whether GM food becomes
more commonplace or not, consumers need to be able to make informed decisions about
eating GM food, and any concerns they may have about the environmental impact of
growing such crops need to be listened to and addressed.

In light of this, in March 2009 Consumer Focus Wales commissioned a Wales-wide
survey to update the research undertaken in 2003* to provide an insight into current
consumer opinion on GM-related issues.

! See Annex 1 for details
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Attitudes to GM food

Key findings
1 34% of consumers are against the idea of buying GM food
1 24% think they should be banned from sale in the UK
1 23% are opposed to GM foods for ethical reasons
I Opposition appears to be greatest in the more rural areas of Mid/West Wales

For years there has been negative publicity surrounding the safety of GM food and the
environmental implications of the technology. As a result, during the late 1990s consumer
concern and anxiety reached such a point that all supermarkets in the UK removed GM
ingredients from their own brand foods and many food manufacturers followed suit.

In 2002, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) was established as an independent
source of scientific advice and communication on risks associated with the food chain.
Their role includes responsibility for evaluating the safety of all GM foods intended for
sale in the European Union (EU). This includes testing to see if they could trigger
allergies, or contained other substances that could pose a danger to human health. The
number of GM food products on the market remains relatively small. For example,
currently no fresh GM produce (ie, fruit, vegetables, meat) has been approved for sale or
consumption in the EU. Even in the United States (the home of GM plants) the original

60 Favr G4 eomatodhas disappeared from the shelves.

However, in spite of this it is possible that some of the products we eat every day, such

as bread, biscuits or snacks, may have been produced using‘ G¥dler i ved’' iengredi en
food which comes from a GM crop but with the DNA processed out of the final product.

Examples of this are oils from GM soy or rapeseed. Under current EU legislation all such

products need to be labelled. We discuss labelling in more detail later in the report.

In our most recent research more than six out of ten consumers in Wales (62%) knew
that foods containing GM ingredients are on sale in the UK. Younger and older people
appear less certain — only 55% of 16 to 24 year olds and 50% of those aged 65 and older
believe this to be the case. There was also a stark contrast between socio-economic
groups — 70% of ABC1s (ie, upper/middle class; middle class; lower middle class) believe
foods containing GM ingredients are on sale compared to 55% of C2DEs (ie, skilled
working class; other working class; lowest level of subsistence)?.

In contrast to the 2003 survey, views were more evenly split on whether people would be
happy to buy food containing GM ingredients. As figure 1 shows, almost equal
proportions either agreed or disagreed with the statement, with the proportion of
consumers against the idea of buying GM food dropping from 49% to 34%. The
proportion of people who felt unable to comment has increased slightly.

2 See Annex 2 for full definitions of social grades
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Figure 1:
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Previously there was also stronger opposition to buying GM food among ABC1s — around

5% oft hi s group

wWidaod inl 2003 ttompawey to 8% this year. In fact,

ABC1s now appear more willing than C2DEs to buy GM food (36% and 26%
respectively). Levels of uncertainty were also much higher among the latter group (41%
felt unable to comment one way or another compared to 29% of ABC1s). This indicates
that those who feel more informed on GM appear more willing to buy GM produce,

although evidence from other studies on knowledge and acceptability of GM suggests
i sn®t al ways

t hat

t his

t he case

There has also been a bigger shift in the proportion of people who believe foods

containing GM ingredients should be banned from sale in the UK. Six years ago nearly

two-fifths of consumers in Wales (38%) agreed with this statement; this year the
proportion has dropped to almost a quarter of respondents (24%).

Figure 2.1:
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People living in the more rural areas of Mid/West Wales (ie, Powys, Ceredigion,
Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire) held the strongest views, with 40% agreeing they
should be banned, compared to 19% of those living in the Valleys (ie, Rhondda Cynon
Taff, Merthyr Tydfil, Caerphilly, Blaenau Gwent) or West South Wales (ie, Swansea,
Neath Port Talbot, Bridgend). This is particularly interesting as the main arable areas of
Wales for crop production include Pembrokeshire and Powys.

Figure 2.2:

Proportion of consumers who agree GM Foods
should be banned by region

MidWest Wales

Cardiff &
SE Wales

24%

19%

Source: Consumer Focus Wales, March 2009 (Base = 1002)

Almost a quarter of consumers (23%) said they are opposed to GM foods for ethical

reasons (ie, a

belief that transferring genes from one

wi t h n with those livipg in rural Mid/West Wales most likely to feel this way (31%).
Once again this was a decrease from six years ago when nearly a third of respondents
held this view (31%).

These results indicate that genetic modification is an issue of continuing concern and
uncertainty for many consumers in Wales. It highlights the importance of consumers
being able to maintain the choice of whether to eat GM food or not. This means being
given clear, unambiguous, legible information about the presence of GM material in food
or used in the production of food, preferably at the point of sale.
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Labelling

Key findings

1 81% of consumers in Wales believe all foods containing GM ingredients should be
labelled even if they only contain a tiny amount

Consumers have the right to know how food they buy has been produced and the nature
of its ingredients in order that they can make informed decisions about what they eat.

Within the EU the compulsory labelling of food products containing GM ingredients has
been in place since 1997 — unlike the United States, where there is no legal requirement.

Since the survey in 2003, EU regulations on the labelling of GM food have been

strengthened, an issue the Welsh Consumer Council strongly supported at the time.

From April 2004 all GM food and animal feed for sale in the EU (including products

imported from outside the EU) has had to be labelled, regardless of the presence of any

GM material in the final product. However products such as meat, milk and eggs from

animals fed on GM animal feed d o nnked to be labelled; neither do products that have

been producedusingaGMorgani sm as a ‘processing aid’ which
has served its purpose (as is the case in some hard cheese production).

Thresholds have also been set for accident al e
distribution and processing practices.Food products don’'t have to be
contain 0.9% or less of GM material caused by unintentional or technically unavoidable

mixing.

A significant proportion of consumers in Wales continue to be concerned about eating

GM food. Maintaining consumer choice on whether they eat foods containing GM

ingredients or not is therefore critical. The huge public support for the labelling of GM

food products remains evident in our latest survey. The majority (81%) believe all foods

containing GM ingredients should be labelled even if they only contain a tiny amount.

This finding indicates the importance of providing clear and complete information to
consumers on the breadth of the current labelling regulations, including permitted
thresholds.

It also brings into question consumer knowledge and understanding of the regulations
surrounding labelling. If consumers consider the amount of contamination permissible
under current r e gejdigaificanbencsigh foothelm & wantto be y ’
informed, then this presents a challenge to regulators, manufacturers and retailers as to
how they reconcile this demand for information with the logistical realities of food
production.

How this information is provided is also important. The internet is frequently used as a
primary information source by Government and industry. However, it is important to

remember that even in this digital aghar many con
recent research on internet use in Wales (soon to be published)* found nearly of third of
people (31%) don’'t personally use the iIinternet.

* Beaufort Research Ltd Quarterly Welsh Omnibus Survey (June 2009)
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9 We strongly support current European labelling regulations on GM food and
animal feed but believe the Food Standards Agency Wales should do more to
ensure people understand the breadth of the current regulations, including

situations where| a b e |
contamination.

i ng
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t

required
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I The Food Standards Agency Wales should ensure there is a consistent and
effective approach to enforcing GM labelling regulations across all local authority
Trading Standards Departments in Wales, particularly on imported food products.

1 As the majority of people in Wales do their main food shopping at supermarkets,

the Food Standards Agency Wales should work with retailers and food

manufacturers to improve the information they provide about particular GM food

products currently on sale.
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Growing GM crops

Key findings:

1 41% of consumers in Wales expressed concern about the impact GM crops could
have on the environment

9 Concern was higher in the more rural areas of Wales

The ability to develop crops that are resistant to pests, drought and disease is often cited

as the main advantage of genetic modification, particularly for developing countries. In

contrast, the risk of cross-pollination between GM and non-GM crops, the potential threat

tothebio-di versity of our countryside,eamond devel op me
concerns of those opposed or cautious about the large scale commercialisation of GM

crops in the UK.

Throughout the world the number of countries growing GM crops is increasing. The
leading producers are the United States, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, China and India, with
soybean, maize and rapeseed being the most widespread food-related crops.

The European Commission has stated that no form of agriculture, whether conventional,
organic or GM, should be excluded from the EU. However, they continue to take a
cautious approach to the introduction of GM food. As already mentioned, legislation
requires rigorous safety tests before any genetically modified organism (GMO), or
product containing GMOs, is approved for sale or release into the environment.

To date only one type of GMO, Bt Maize, is grown in the EU and this is subject to tight
controls. Until recently the proportion of land dedicated to its cultivation was increasing
year-on-year. However, figures have dipped slightly after France banned the cultivation of
GM Bt Maize in 2008°. Spain remains the largest producer, followed by the Czech
Republic, Romania and Portugal.

Unlike other parts of the world, GM maize accounts for only a small proportion of the total
maize produced in Europe and all maize production in the EU is mostly used as animal
feed, as opposed to direct food production.

There are currently no GM crops being grown commercially in the UK (although small-

scale field trials have taken place since 1993). In March 2004, following a comprehensive

evaluation process (which included the GM Nation? debate), the UK Government

announced they would continue tandasgegsithg t he ‘ pre
cultivation of each GM crop on a case-by-case basis.

The Welsh Assembly Government has delegated legal responsibility for regulating the
deliberate release of GMOs and the cultivation of GM crops in Wales. For a number of
years it has taken the most restrictive stance possible (within current legislation) on the
growing of GM crops and is a member of the GM Free Network of Regions. However, as
already stated, legally it is unable to prevent any farmer in Wales from growing GM crops
if they so wish.

® WWW.gmo-compass.org

®The ‘precautionary pri nciforpaicydetisionsconeerniod envirdnreentsl prgtect®on amane nt s
management. It is applied in the circumstances where there are reasonable grounds for concern that an activity is, or

could, cause harm but where there is uncertainty about the probability of the risk and the degree of harm.
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Our latest research shows there has been a drop in the proportion of consumers in Wales
who are worried about the environmental impact of growing GM crops in the UK (see
figure 4.1). Around two-fifths (41%) expressed concern about the impact such crops
could have on the environment compared to just over half in 2003 (51%).

Figure 4.1.: il am worried about the environment al i mj
UKO
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| 0
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0%
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Source: Consumer Focus Wales, March 2009 (Base = 1002)

As with the previous survey, concern was high in the more rural parts of Wales (45% of
those living in Mid/West Wales compared to 35% of those in Cardiff/South East Wales).
Those in the middle age ranges (35 to 64) were also more likely to be worried about the
environmental impact than younger or older consumers.
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Figure 4.2:  Proportion of consumers who are worried about the environmental impact
of growing GM crops by region

North Wales
41%

Mid/West Wales

West
South Wales

Source: Consumer Focus Wales, March 2009 (Base = 1002)

To ensure consumers and farmers retain the choice between eating and growing
conventional, organic or GM food, each Member State or delegated regional authority is
developing national co-existence measures. The Welsh Assembly Government is
consulting on their proposed co-existence arrangements for GM crops in Wales, which
are more restrictive than those previously proposed in England and Northern Ireland.

They also state that no commercial cultivation of a GM crop variety that is suitable for
Welsh climatic conditions is expected in Wales for a number of years. We welcome the
approach that the Welsh Assembly Government is taking to manage the co-existence of
GM, conventional and organic crops in Wales in order to try to maintain consumer choice,
although we remain concerned about how this may work in practice.
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Recommendations

I The Welsh Assembly and UK Governments should continually monitor emerging
scientific evidence on the long-term impact of GM crops on the environment
before any decision is made about their commercialisation in the UK. The
experiences of other European countries that have already started to grow GM
crops on a commercial scale should be taken into account.

1 If GM crops are ever grown on a commercial scale in Wales and/or neighbouring
parts of England we believe it is paramount that the Welsh Assembly Government
ensure that:

o the effectiveness of any co-existence measures put in place are strictly
monitored

o if they are found to be failing, appropriate measures are taken to address
the problem, even if that means rethinking a policy position on the
cultivation of GM crops

o consumers understand the possible limitations of any such controls

Food security

Key findings

1 37% of consumers in Wales agreed that GM crops are needed to avoid world food
shortages in the future

1 33% of consumers agreed we should grow GM crops if it will help keep food
prices down

In recent months we’'ve heard how the world food
pressure. Rising population levels combined with the continuing affects of climate

change, a growing demand for land to produce bio-fuels, and an increased demand for

animal feed (largely due to a higher demand for meat products in countries such as China

and India), are all contributing to the problem.

All of us have experienced the direct consequences of this during the last year as we
have seen the cost of a number of basic food products go up. There are many who
believe GM technology has a key role to play in mitigating the impact of a pending world
food crisis. In light of these developments, our research this year included some
additional questions on food security issues.

More than a third of consumers in Wales (37%) agreed that GM crops are needed to
avoid world food shortages in the future, while just under a quarter (23%) disagreed.
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People living in rural Mid/West Wales were more likely to be against this concept — a third
(33%) disagreed with the statement compared to less than a fifth (18%) of those living in
the Valleys.

Figure 5: Proportion of consumers who disagree GM crops are needed to avoid
world food shortages by region

North Wales

Mid/West Wales

Source: Consumer Focus Wales, March 2009 (Base = 1002)

Views also varied across different demographic profiles, although uncertainty on this
issue (be that in relation to GM crops or world food shortages) appears more likely to be
a factor than marked differences of opinion; around half of women, young people and
C2DEs felt unable to comment.

Interestingly, when the link was made with food prices opinion was more evenly split. A
third of consumers (33%) agreed we should grow GM crops if it will help keep food prices
down, while less than a third disagreed (31%) and more than a third (36%) felt unable to
comment. Once again those living in Mid/West Wales were mostly likely to disagree with
the statement (38%).
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Information drought

Key findings

1 48% of consumers in Wales do not feel confident in their knowledge about GM

foods to give an informed opinion

1 Up to 71% of consumers potentially feel unsure of the facts surrounding GM

(when the above results are combined with those who felt unable to comment)

In order to make informed decisions about important issues, consumers need to have

access to clear, objective and comprehensible information.

Research has shown that public awareness of GM tends to reflect media attention’.

However, even in 2003 at the height of the national public debate on GM, when news
coverage was relatively high, one of the key findings of the previous survey was that a
high proportion of consumers in Wales felt unable to comment on issues relating to GM

food and their production.

Figure 6 shows the proportion of people who feel uninformed about GM foods has

increased during the last six years. Almost half of people (48%) do not feel confident in

their knowledge about GM foods to form an opinion, compared to less than two-fifths

(38%) in 2003.

When these results are combined with those who felt unable to comment, potentially
almost three-quarters of consumers in Wales (71%) feel too unsure of the facts
surrounding GM food to develop an informed viewpoint on this important issue.

Figure 6:
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The scope of this study doesn’t alltisodificult or

to know whether these results reflect a lack of available, understandable information
about GM or whether they indicate a lack of interest or apathy.

However, such findings reflect other studies which have been conducted at the UK and
European level. Typical reactions to questions about GM food tend to centre on feelings
of “uncert ai pandyusuallg\dewsiom &M areebased on general attitudes and
emotional responses, rather than information about GM itself 8

There is little doubt that issues surrounding genetic modification are complex. Previous
research undertaken by the Food Standards Agency as part of the GM Nation? debate®
found that once provided with information regarding GM most consumers felt able to give
an opinion.

Recommendations

1 The Welsh Assembly Government and the Food Standards Agency Wales should
work together to ensure consumers are able to access clear, impartial and readily
available information about genetic modification in a range of accessible formats
(not just online) so that they can make informed decisions about GM issues.

9 In order to inform this work, the Welsh Assembly Government and Food
Standards Agency Wales should give consideration to commissioning
independent, deliberative research to gain a better understanding of consumer
views and perceptions of genetic modification and the issues surrounding it, in
particular the understanding of labelling regulations.

8 |
Ibid
°Citizens Jury, *‘Should GM foods be available to buy in
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Conclusion

At first glance it would appear from the results that opposition to GM foods has
diminished since the Welsh Consumer Council survey in 2003. More people are happy to
buy GM foods and fewer people believe GM foods should be banned from sale in the UK.
The proportion concerned about the environmental impact of growing GM crops in the UK
has also decreased during the last six years. In addition around a third of consumers in
Wales agree GM foods and crops have a role to play in combating world food shortages,
and a similar proportion agree GM crops should be grown if they help to keep food prices
down. This may indicate that public resistance to genetic modification is weakening.

This could be becauset h e i s s uiegrainesl imthé pullioconsciousness. The

availability of GM food on our supermarket shelves remains limited; no GM crops are

being grown on a commercial scale in the UK and there has been less media coverage

during recent years. Further investigation using more deliberative research techniques

wi || be needed to ascertain the reasons behind

Recent research by the Food Standards Agency has found that the majority of UK
consumers perceive GM to be of medium risk, but the lack of perceived benefits means
for most people the risks still outweigh the benefits. So long as this is the case it is
unlikely that consumers in Wales will see GM food becoming more readily available in the
immediate future.

However, as GM crops become more widespread across Europe it is likely that we will
also start to see the commercial cultivation of GM crops in the UK during the coming
years. For now the UK Government is maintaining its precautionary stance to growing
GM crops, and the Welsh Assembly Government continues to take the most restrictive
position possible within UK and European law.

One of the predominant findings of our research was that people want to be able to
choose whether they eat GM foods or not — more than eight out of ten want such foods to
be labelled, even if they only contain a tiny amount of GM material, a higher proportion
than in 2003. While there is no evidence that eating GM food is harmful to human health
the fact that many people still do not want to eat GM food means that maintaining
consumer choice is critical.

There remain unknowns surrounding GM food, both in terms of the long-term impact on
human health and the wider environment. The Welsh Assembly Government, and
governments across Europe, are in the process of establishing controls and regulations
to try to protect conventional and organic crops from cross-pollination. There is
uncertainty on how effective co-existence measures can realistically be in keeping GM
and non-GM crops separate.

Before GM crops are grown on a commercial scale in the UK, and if consumer choice is
to be maintained, it is vital that the situation is monitored and reviewed, and if necessary
revised in the face of emerging scientific evidence or experiences from other European
countries that have already started to cultivate GM crops on a commercial scale.
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This report has also revealed continuing low levels of knowledge among the public about

GM foods and a general lack of confidence in decision-making. The majority of people

still don’t feel they know enough aboths GM i ssu
information is presented is critical, given the confusing and conflicting views. Not only

should it come from a trusted source, it should also be delivered in a range of formats

(not purely internet-based) and include reference to the limitations of the controls in

place, forexample,s i t uati ons where | abelling isn’t requi

With issues relating to genetic modification starting to move up the policy agenda,
ensuring people feel properly informed about this subject will be paramount if they are to
make informed decisions about the food they eat.

Policy Recommendations

Consumer Focus Wales maintains the following position on genetic modification:

To the Food Standards Agency Wales

Choice

1 We support European labelling regulations on GM food and animal feed but
believe the Food Standards Agency Wales should do more to ensure people
understand the breadth of the current regulations, including situations where
l abel Il i ng i s tnépermitee thresholds fidr aeccideshtal contamination.

1 The Food Standards Agency Wales should ensure there is a consistent and
effective approach to enforcing GM labelling regulations across all local authority
Trading Standards Departments in Wales, particularly on imported food products.

1 As the majority of people in Wales do their main food shopping at supermarkets,
the Food Standards Agency Wales should work with retailers and food
manufacturers to improve the information they provide about particular GM food
products currently on sale.

To the Welsh Assembly Government

The Environment

1 The Welsh Assembly and UK Governments should continually monitor emerging
scientific evidence on the long-term impact of GM crops on the environment
before any decision is made about their commercialisation in the UK, particularly
the experiences of other European countries which have already started to grow
GM crops on a commercial scale.

1 If GM crops are ever grown on a commercial scale in Wales and/or neighbouring
parts of England we believe it is paramount that the Welsh Assembly Government
ensure that:
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o the effectiveness of any co-existence measures put in place are strictly
monitored

o if they are found to be failing, appropriate measures are taken to address
the problem, even if that means rethinking a policy position on the
cultivation of GM crops

o0 consumers understand the possible limitations of any such controls

To the Welsh Assembly Government and the Food Standards Agency Wales

Information

1 The Welsh Assembly Government and the Food Standards Agency Wales should
work together to ensure consumers are able to access clear, impartial and readily
available information about genetic modification in a range of accessible formats
(not just online) so they can make informed decisions about GM issues.

9 In order to inform this work, the Welsh Assembly Government and Food
Standards Agency Wales should give consideration to commissioning
independent, deliberative research to gain a better understanding of consumer
views and perceptions of genetic modification and the issues surrounding it, in
particular the understanding of labelling regulations.
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Annexes

Annex 1

2009 Survey

Consumer Focus Wales commissioned Beaufort Research Ltd to undertake a Wales-
wide survey on consumer attitudes to GM food as part of the Quarterly Welsh Omnibus
Survey. A total of 1,002 interviews were conducted between 6 and 18 March 2009. The
Omnibus sample is designed to be representative of the adult population resident in
Wales aged 16 and older.

2003 Survey

In 2003 the Welsh Consumer Council commissioned Beaufort Research Ltd to
undertake a similar survey on consumer attitudes to GM food. For this survey a total of
1,014 interviews were conducted between 11 and 14 June 2003.

Annex 2
Local authority groupings

North Wales = Wrexham, Flintshire, Denbighshire, Conwy, Anglesey, Gwynedd
Mid/West Wales = Powys, Ceredigion, Carmarthenshire, Pembrokeshire

West South Wales = Swansea, Neath Port Talbot, Bridgend

Valleys = RCT, Merthyr Tydfil, Caerphilly, Blaenau Gwent

Cardiff and SE Wales = Cardiff, Vale of Glamorgan, Torfaen, Monmouthshire, Newport

Definition of social grades

ﬂe grades detailed below are the social class definitions used by the Institute of \

Practitioners in Advertising, and are standard on all surveys carried out by Beaufort
Research Ltd. They are based on the employment status of the head of the household, not
on income earned.

A Upper Middle Class Higher managerial, administrative or professional

B Middle class Intermediate managerial, administrative or
professional

C1 Lower middle class Supervisor or clerical and junior managerial,
administrative or professional

Skilled working class Skilled manual workers
Working class Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers
Those at the lowest levels of | State pensioners, etc, with no other earnings

Cc2
D
E
\ subsistence /

Consumer Focus Wales: Seeds of confusion



