
Freedom of choice, coexistence and zero-tolerance 
 

 The application of the core principles of EU GMO legislation to bee 
products and services 

Walter Haefeker, Member of the Board of Directors, 

Deutscher Berufs und Erwerbsimkerbund (DBIB) 

President, European Professional Beekeepers Association (EPBA) 



My Employees 



Bee Products & 
Pollination Service 



GMOs impact on the beekeeping sector. 
The problem nobody wanted to see much 

less hear or speak about! 





Promises of the Commission to 
the European Consumer 

• Freedom of choice 
– Through labeling the consumer is enabled to 

choose GM or non-GM food. 

• Coexistence 
– Production of non-GM food will be protected 

through appropriate coexistence measures. 

• Zero-tolerance 
– Only events, which have been tested and 

approved for human consumption may be placed 
on the market.  





2005: Beekeeping – An 
overlooked sector of agriculture?  





Even the “Bundesrat” agreed with the 
beekeepers ... 



The customer is always right! 

• The views of beekeepers on GMOs around 
the world may vary greatly. 

• But it does not matter, what beekeepers 
think. It matters, what our customers think. 

• What matters is also, what our customers 
have been promised by the commission about 
GMOs in their food: 
– Freedom of choice 
– Coexistence 
– Zero-tolerance 



Freedom of Choice 

• Our customers have the same rights when 
purchasing honey as they have when 
shopping for any other food. 

• Only proper labeling of honey containing 
GMOs allows consumers to exercise this 
right. 

• Customers demand to know what is in their 
regional honey, when there is GMO 
cultivation in the region. 

• Beekeepers marketing directly to the 
consumer cannot hide behind labeling rules. 



Freedom of Choice 

• It's not just about the pollen. 
– Depending on the plant species, the pollen is 

an indication of the source of the nectar. 
– If there is GM-canola pollen in the honey, 

part of the nectar will be of GM origin. 

• All bee products need to be available in 
non-GM quality for our customers to 
choose. 



Freedom of Choice 

• The beekeeping community is supporting 
efforts to define standards for honey analysis 
that better reflect the unique properties of 
honey. 

• It is essential that such standards are not only 
practical but most importantly credible for 
consumers. 

• Trying to define the problem away by 
watering down standards only leads to the 
market place defining it's own standards, 
resulting in confusion and fragmentation.  



Zero-Tolerance 

• European consumers have been promised zero-
tolerance for events, that have not been found by 
EU authorities to be safe for human consumption. 

• Beekeeping has the highest likelihood of 
contamination from non-food and research events. 

• In order to protect the integrity of our products, the 
zero-tolerance principle has to be fully 
implemented. 

• All GMOs need full food approval unless there is 
no possibility of contamination of bee products. 

• Food approval can only be given based on credible 
tests.  
– No food approval „lite“ for honey. 
– No zero-tolerance “lite” for honey. 



Zero-Tolerance 

• MON-810 is not an exception, but is representative 
for products without comprehensive authorization 
for food. 

• At least 20 companies worldwide are developing 
plants for the production of pharmaceutical or 
industrial proteins using alfalfa, barley, corn, white 
clover, flax, mustard, peas, potatoes, rape seed, rice, 
safflower, soy, sugar cane, tobacco, tomatoes, 
wheat and other plants. 

• The regulations have to work for the products 
coming down the pipeline. 



Are we beekeepers and our customers expected to tolerate all of this in our products? 



Zero-Tolerance is being applied to other food. 



Coexistence 

• No freedom of choice for consumers, if beekeepers 
cannot produce GMO-free honey. 

• Forcing beekeepers to flee from GMO-cultivation is 
obviously not acceptable to beekeepers. 
– If a farmer grows a crop that needs pollination, 

his rights are infringed upon, if a farmer in the 
neighborhood decides to grow GMOs and the 
beekeepers have to leave or are no longer 
willing to move their bees into the area. 

– Coexistence rules in the member states need to 
protect these farmers. 



Drawing the wrong 
conclusions: 

• The Court clearly agreed with the beekeepers, that 
honey cannot remain outside of the GMO regulatory 
framework. 

• The Court could have ruled, that (EC) No 1829/2003 
has to be changed. 

• The Court found a way to cure this problem within 
current rules. 

• The ruling of the European Court of Justice means that 
pollen has to be treated like an ingredient pursuant to 
Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003, not that it is an 
ingredient in any other regulatory context. 

• Therefore, it is wrong to assume that the court decision 
has any effect on the regulation of honey not 
containing GMOs. 

• Nothing in the ruling requires any regulatory body to 
change how GMO-free honey is labeled.  



Drawing the right conclusions: 



Drawing the right 
conclusions: 

• GMO cultivation only with tight controls and measures to minimize the impact 
on the beekeeping sector. 

• A carefully monitored public register of all GMO cultivation including 
research plots is an essential element of any proper regulatory regime. 

• Failure to provide accurate information about where the risk of contamination 
exists results in prohibitively high analysis cost for GMO-free production. 

• Each EU member state will now have to come up with coexistence measures 
for Beekeepers. 

• Coexistence measures between farmers growing the same crop are typically 
calculated using the formula: empirically observed distance * safety factor for 
conventional crop + safety factor for organic. The observed maximum foraging 
distance for honey bees extends to more than 10 kilometers. Honey bees are a 
favorite subject to be studied by biologists. The basis of data available is very 
good. Therefore the safety factor used when determining the proper safety 
distance may be lower than the factor of 2 typically used for coexistence of 
crops. 

• Most experts, who have looked at this issue have concluded that 10 km could 
be sufficient to avoid contamination. 



Our best protection so far: 
Farmers, environmentalists and 

consumers created GMO-free regions. 



Outlook ... 

Famous quote: 
 
“America will always do the right thing, but only 

after having exhausted all other options.” 
 
 
 
 

We are optimistic, that in the EU we now have the 
chance to do the right thing for beekeepers 
around the world and for the European customers 
we all serve. 



Thank you for your kind attention! 

Walter Haefeker, Vorstandsmitglied, 

Deutscher Berufs und Erwerbsimkerbund (DBIB) 

Präsident, European Professional Beekeepers Association (EPBA) 



Is this a bicycle? 
 Or is this like a bicycle for the 
purposes of traffic regulations? 









How does beekeeping fit into this picture? 





Flugkreis eines Bienenvolkes: 
mindestens 3km 







Bavarian court: If you want to protect 
your product, move your bees,  ... 



So we moved the bees ... 


