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Thank you for the opportunity to speak in favor of strict liability on the bill S.18. My name is Annie Claghorn and I am a dairy farmer from Leicester, where I farm with my husband and son. We’ve been farmer there for 20 years and became certified organic 10 years ago. I haven’t come here today to testify because I enjoy testifying or public speaking. I’m not looking to further divide the farmer community as this issue has unfortunately done. I feel strongly that we need all of our farmers to have a bright future, for a strong, local economy and all that agriculture adds to Vermont as it is today. The landscape here is unique, some areas being suitable for large farmers and others more suited by topography to small farms. To me, this is not an issue of conventional vs. organic, or small vs. large, as some would want you to believe. Strict liability is about a fair and even playing field between farmers and the corporations that have introduced GMO crops. This bill does nothing to stop the planting of GMO crops.

Through the centuries farmers have been the ones carrying out plant breeding and selecting. Through their keen observations and manipulations of nature within its possibilities and limitations, they have made incredible progress in developing seed varieties appropriate to their farms and regions. Seed saving and plant breeding defines who we are as humans. It is a technology that belongs to everyone. This legislation with strict liability recognizes this fact. 

With genetically modified seed, the manufacturer of this seed always retains ownership, the farmer never does. Since they own and will always own this technology, it only makes sense that the owner is held responsible. If these companies are confident enough to promote their technology as safe and effective, there should be no problem holding them accountable for damage from genetic drift. What everyone wants is co-existence, and this bill with strict liability is the single best way to co-exist.

Opponents of this bill say only a tiny minority of Vermonters are concerned about this issue and also that it doesn’t matter if there is contamination from GMOs onto organic farms. I strongly disagree with these statements; a large number of Vermonters are concerned about this and it certainly matters to me and other that there could be contamination. I want to know that if I choose not to grow GMO crops, and if they spread onto my farm by the wind or insect pollination or any other way, that I won’t have to take my neighbor to court in order to be compensated for the loss. You in the legislature are the only ones that can offer this important solution to how neighboring farms can both keep farming in a way that’s right for their farm and market. You can choose to support and preserve all types of farming that are thriving in Vermont right now.

I have studied this subject for many years and keep up to date on what different farmers across the country and around the world face in regard to it. Farmers by nature are independent thinkers and make decisions constantly on what is best for their farm and their customers. After all, it is food we’re producing. But recently there’s been more of a shift to giving up decisions to industry “experts.” By not going with strict liability, it is another form of giving up those decisions to others, that we as independent farmers want to be able to make. Here in Vermont we pride ourselves on our independence. GMO contamination denies farmers the right to choose and grow the traditional or organic crops they feel are best suited to their location and climate. GMO contamination also denies consumers the right to purchase and consume organic products if they choose, which they are choosing at the growing rate of 20% a year. Consumers buying organic foods are demanding that those foods are free of GMOs and it is our job as organic farmers to be as sure as possible that we are providing that. 

GMO alfalfa was just approved for introduction in 2005. IT is the first time they are releasing a perennial GMO crop. Clover is another perennial which may be introduced as a GMO in the future. Any time the FDA has looked at these technologies, they’ve identified perennial crops as potentially more problematic. Once we’re interfering with genetic diversity, shouldn’t someone other than farmers take responsibility for any unknown future problems, if there are any? And if there are none, there is no issue. No farmer would choose to get into a legal battle with these companies for entertainment.

Here are two possible ways that our USDA organic certification could be affected by GMOs. One is if our stand of mixed alfalfa/grass hay and pasture were cross-pollinated with GMO alfalfa, we could not feed that to our cows. We would have to plow it under and replant. A second way would be if we bought seed represented as non-GMO (which we’re required to do under certification rules) but that seed actually contained GMOs, we’d be the loser. UMAINE researchers have just reported that while doing a canola study with supposedly non-GMO seed, it was found to actually contain GMOs. If this can happen to researchers it certainly could happen to us, and then who do we look to for compensation? It’s not really the seed dealer’s fault, is it? If you don’t pass this bill with strict liability, it is the farmers and seed dealers who are at risk with this technology, about which I heard a Monsanto spokeswoman say: Once it’s out into nature, it’s out of our control.

As things stand now, all farmers are at risk and have no protection. If a GMO crop blows onto a conventional farmer’s field, and that farmer has no technology agreement for that crop, then the owner of that technology has the right to ask for money. Is that right? We also can’t ignore the fact that organic production is the fastest growing segment of agriculture. At present there are over 100 organic dairy farms in VT, with more in transition. There is a steady market that can’t get enough milk. Because of the huge demand, we’re trying to increase organic grain production in Vermont to support the farms that need it. Organic grain production is taking off. This only increases the potential of problems. What with the increasing organic acreage and the increasing introduction of more varieties of GMO crops. Therefore, more chances that neighbors could be forced to sue neighbors, and in a state known for still having a strong sense of community, no one wants that. This bill does not restrict the planting of GMOs. Vermont lawmakers should stand with farmers and make companies that own GMO seeds responsible for their product. Strict liability is the best possible solution to the very real scenario of GMO contamination and we need it now. Vermont as a state has never shied away from making some decisions that may be counter to what outside forces are trying to impose.

Thank you.

