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GMO- free regions are on the rise as 22 EU member states and 6 non-EU countries are now home to publically declared GMO-free areas. The organizers of the 5th European Conference of GMO-free Regions, starting today in Lucern, Switzerland, announced an increase to 196 GMO-free European regions
 compared to 167 in 2007. Sub-regional and local government increases in the GMO-free areas were also reported on the Network’s website with GMO-free provinces, prefectures and departments rising from 53 to 93 and GMO-free local governments adding 289 to their numbers swelling from 4.278 to 4.567. Membership in the Network of GMO free regional governments also increased from 42 to 49 in 8 countries. GMO free regions at all these different levels are defined as elected political entities which have adopted a decision to keep their territory free of cultivation of genetically modified plants, irrespective of the legal authority they have over this issue.  In addition, 30.370 individual farmers and landowners are now committed to keeping their fields GMO-free compared to 27.100 in 2007.
In areas where no maize is grown commercially, the number of GMO-free regions remains small: for example, just one in Sweden and Norway and few in Finland. According to the GMO industry, GM maize (MON810, the only GM crop presently available for cultivation within the EU) was grown on approximately 107,700 hectares in Spain, Czech Republic, Portugal, Germany, Romania, Poland and Slovakia (2007: 110.000). This represents less than 0,1 percent of the total area of maize grown in Europe and is expected to further decline in 2009. 75 percent of GMOs were grown in Spain. Resistance is, however, growing. Between April 2007 and April 2009, the number GMO-free zones established in Spain was raised from 5 to 94. 
At present, there is no legal European framework for establishing GMO-free regions. However, the European Union’s concept to centrally approve cultivation of GMOs throughout its territory has been a failure. Austria, Hungary, France, Greece and most recently Luxembourg and Germany enacted national bans under the safeguard clause (Article 23) of the European GMO Directive 2001/18. The clause allows provisional restriction or prohibition of the use of a specific GMO if new information indicates that the GMO constitutes a risk to human health or the environment. Attempts of the EU Commission to force the waiving of national bans were boldly rejected by two-thirds majority votes of all Member States. 
In addition, Article 26a of Directive 2001/18 provides that Member States may take appropriate measures to avoid the unintended presence of GMOs in other products, including restrictions on cultivation as well as stringent liability rules. Such so called co-existence legislation, sometimes also under the authority of regional governments proved to be effective to prevent GMO cultivation in some Member States. In the Walloon region of Belgium, for instance, the government passed a decree in 2008 which allows for the definition of GMO-free zones by farmers, establishes the most restrictive coexistence rules in Europe and also enforces a “polluter pays” principle which holds GMO farmers financially responsible for any damages caused by contamination of non-GM crops.  A similar deterrent to planting GMOs has been proposed in the Welsh Assembly where farmers and seed suppliers would be held accountable in any instances of contamination.

Many GMO-free regions in Europe are also founded on the basis of voluntary agreements between farmers and other landowners.  They contractually agree not to use GM seed, ensure that precautions are taken against contamination and hold each other accountable. In Germany 188 farm based GMO-free zones now cover more than 1 Mio hectares. In addition, the majority of Catholic diocese and Protestant churches (one of the biggest landholders in the country) have forbidden tenants from growing genetically-modified crops.
Over the next two days, representatives of European GMO-free regions will meet in Lucerne, Switzerland during the 5th annual Conference of GMO-Free Regions. Under the motto “Food and Democracy”, the conference will explore and emphasize the people’s right to self-determination in the foods they eat as well as the agricultural products growing in their region. Daniel Amman of the Swiss Working Group on GMOs, primary organizer of this year’s conference, noted that “the battle for authorizations within the EU for the autonomy of member states and the creation of GMO-free zones is in full swing. In acknowledgment of these coming challenges, Food and Democracy will look at how member states and regions can more fully engage in the participatory process and initiate legislation.” Switzerland enjoyed a much publicized success in 2005 when voters approved a five year moratorium on the commercial planting of genetically modified crops, which the Swiss government recently proposed to extend.
A high resolution map and full list of GMO Free Regions in Europe is available at 
www.gmo-free-regions.org
� According to the Assembly of European Regions (AER), regions are defined as: “European local authorities immediately below the level of central government, with a political power of representation, as embodied by an elected regional Assembly”.





