
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 13 August 2009] 

 p5900b-5904a 
Hon Brian Ellis; Hon Max Trenorden; Hon Giz Watson 

 [1] 

GENETICALLY MODIFIED CROPS FREE AREAS EXEMPTION ORDER (NO. 2) 2009 � 
DISALLOWANCE 

Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting.  

HON BRIAN ELLIS (Agricultural) [4.34 pm]: I said earlier that I had not intended to speak on this motion 
because we have debated this issue a number of times. When the issue of GM canola is raised in this place, I 
cannot help myself; I get excited about the benefits this state will receive. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: Yes, I am easily excited. I learn something every day about the more positive benefits that 
will, I hope, be available to the Western Australian farmer through GM crops.  

I will go over a couple of things Hon Giz Watson mentioned. She said that the government is not undertaking a 
proper trial. That is not the case. The government is undertaking a complete trial, and Hon Philip Gardiner 
mentioned that. If anything, I thought Hon Giz Watson would be encouraging this type of trial, which covers the 
whole process from breeding to transport and storage. The trial the previous government planned involved a two-
hectare plot that was to be destroyed. The current trial is a far more productive one and it should be to 
everybody�s benefit. Every stage up to the storage and export stage will be tested.  

Hon Giz Watson mentioned the possibility of GM crops being a liability to farmers. I do not know of any 
country in the world in which a farmer has been prosecuted. 

Hon Giz Watson: There has been a case in Canada. 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: It was not successful. Members must remember that before anybody takes action they 
must prove that contamination has occurred, resulting in a loss. The possibility of liability to farmers is minimal. 
I noted the Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm mentioned this same issue in the context of it being a cost to farmers. The 
reality is that there will be a decrease in costs and an increase in profit, rather than a cost of liability.  

Hon Philip Gardiner mentioned the benefits of examining all aspects of the trial from breeding to storage. Like 
the member, my only concern is the possibility of the development of a resistance to glyphosate. Even though we 
do not have GM canola, we have that concern already. The situation will not change too much. Currently all 
farmers are trying to manage any resistance to chemicals and I do not think that GM canola will make that 
concern greater. We will work on rotations and learn to manage it as opposed to using four litres of atrazine and 
other chemicals that are of far greater concern to the environment than glyphosate.  

Hon Robyn McSweeney referred to the great increase in hectares of GM crops grown around the world. I have 
some research, which admittedly was done in 2006. I can assure members that these figures are greater now than 
they were in 2006. At that time more than 100 million hectares of GM crops were grown by more than 
10 million farmers across 22 countries. The take-up rate is far greater now. In 2006 this represented a 60-fold 
increase in GM crop area.  

We can expect increased plantings as technology and research widens the scope of GM benefits. According to 
my research, which included research and field trials, the total number of countries involved in GM crops was 
63.  

As at June 2005, nearly five years ago, 25 GM foods had been approved for use in Australia and New Zealand. 
Most of those foods came from plants that had been GM modified to improve their growing characteristics, 
including pest resistance. I am sure those figures are greater now.  

Let us consider some of the concerns raised by people who are opposed to GM crops. There is nothing wrong 
with having concerns about new products that are brought onto the market. Some of these concerns, and the 
subsequent fears, have already been allayed around the world. We are about the last country in the world to 
undergo the process of trials and deal with the protests against GM canola.  

Opponents worry that the introduction of GM canola in Australia will lead to loss of international markets and a 
reduction in premium prices. However, according to the federal Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry�s brochure titled, �Market acceptance of GM canola�, virtually all Canada�s export canola can be 
considered GM, but this did not stop its exports reaching record levels in 2006. At that time, Canada had a 
market share of 71 per cent over the preceding three years, excluding intra-EU trade. According to the brochure, 
countries that produce genetically modified products dominate world trade in grains and oil seeds.  
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Before new GM products are approved�I need to go through some of this for members because it is not as if we 
will be just chucking new GM products onto the market�they have to go through a vigorous scientific 
assessment. Hon Jim Chown has mentioned that not many people consider that the gene technology regulator 
puts in place quite stringent regulations for GM trials. I will go through those regulations so that members will 
understand it is not simply a case of throwing a dangerous product onto the market. These assessments include 
an examination of the potential spread and persistence of the crop in the environment and the potential for the 
crop to become a weed. According to the Agrifood Awareness Australia website, the regulator requires � 

GM canola trials in Australia to have a 15 metre buffer zone or pollen trap of non-GM canola, 
surrounded by a 400 metre isolation zone which is free of canola or its relatives. If a buffer zone is not 
used, a one kilometre isolation zone is required by the Regulator. A monitoring zone of 50 metres 
immediately surrounding the buffer zone is also required within the 400 metre isolation zone. This zone 
must be kept free of any plants related to canola during the field trial period, and free of volunteer 
plants (not weeds or other plants) for three years after the trial. A volunteer plant is the offspring of the 
GM plants or the plants in the pollen trap.  

The Regulator requires buffer plants to be destroyed after field trials to help contain pollen at the trial 
site.  

Because canola pollen is quite heavy and sticky, it remains airborne for only a few metres. The pollen also dries 
out quickly, so even if it managed to travel a long distance it may not be viable.  

Canola is 70 per cent self-pollinating. Bees would have to land on flowers that were not already fertilised and, in 
field trials, bees would need to fly beyond the 400-metre isolation zone. 

In July 2002, the prestigious Science journal published research results on pollen movement from fields of 
conventional herbicide-resistant canola to nearby canola crops across southern Australia. The researchers 
concluded that pollen carried to other fields was in amounts well below internationally recognised levels, 0.1 per 
cent, for unwanted genetic transfer. They also found that non-GM canola is not in any danger of being excluded 
from markets on the basis of containing GM content because, even without segregation, the cross-pollination 
levels were so low, less than 0.07 per cent, that any practical tests would not be able to detect pollination from 
GM canola in non-GM crops.  

I do not wish to continue much longer because, as I have said before, we have debated this issue before. One 
thing has come out of this that I had not thought about before attending the field day in Cunderdin. It was 
pointed out to me that a GM process in which the required plant gene is inserted into the plant is a far safer way 
of breeding plants than is the traditional method because other genes�not necessarily only the one that is 
wanted�are picked up in the traditional method of cross-pollination. By using GM, we insert the particular 
characteristic wanted into the plant, rather than accept the imperfect result produced by traditional methods.  

I welcome the trials and look forward to a successful outcome, hopefully, by the end of this year, so that I can 
have the choice that many other farmers around the world currently enjoy.  

HON MAX TRENORDEN (Agricultural) [4.45 pm]: I will carefully contribute to this debate because I can 
see the high emotion and tension in the chamber over this issue. I seek your protection, Mr President, as people 
try to savage me over this particular issue. 

Hon Giz Watson: Yes; we are pretty savage in here. 

The PRESIDENT: That is what I am here for, Hon Max Trenorden. 

Hon MAX TRENORDEN: I apologise to those members who raised their objections to GM trials while I was 
out of the chamber entertaining some interstate visitors. I did not hear their contributions, for which I apologise, 
and in true parliamentary spirit I will be opposing them! 

Hon Giz Watson: Even though you did not hear them!  

Hon MAX TRENORDEN: Exactly. I did not want to disappoint Hon Giz Watson. 

Mr President, I see a great deal of similarity in this debate and the climate change debate�that is, the climate 
change debate and nuclear power generation. In reality, the nuclear power generation and climate change debate 
was generated by several high-profile �green� people who argued that nuclear power was the process by which 
to get carbon emissions under control. Once those people entered the nuclear debate, the whole debate about 
nuclear energy changed overnight because some of the nuclear industry�s leading detractors became its 
promoters.  

Hon Giz Watson: One or two. 

Hon MAX TRENORDEN: Nevertheless, that is the case.  
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In this debate about cropping, farmers and resources, we need to understand that cotton is king. The consumer 
buys cotton. Members should look at what they buy and what their partners buy�including the blankets on their 
bed�because for the most part, these days, it is made of cotton. Nearly everything worn by everyone in this 
room, except for a few of the males, is made of cotton. The bulk of the garments in this room will be made of 
cotton. Cotton is king. Cotton has 40 per cent of the act. To conduct GM trials in Kununurra to enable better 
production and better environmental outcomes, as was stated earlier by my National Party colleague Hon Philip 
Gardiner, is a very good outcome. That cannot be debated.  

However, this is not a single issue. The GM debate is not about one factor. If we look at the history of the Ord 
River development, we see that it almost failed because of pests, insects, birds, disease, market infrastructure 
problems and chemical problems. Anyone who has followed the Ord River development knows that they were 
all significant factors in the Ord River. If we can remove some of those factors and successfully grow a GM 
cotton product that none of us is going to eat, why would we oppose that? Give me one reason why we would 
oppose that? In my view, it cannot be opposed. This has become the debate about the �evil GM product� that 
humans will eat. I have often put it to the few people who have come to my office to debate the issue�I ask, 
�Are you telling me that you do not want to eat that food because it is GM, while popping your GM pills 
manufactured through GM processes?� Most of the pharmaceuticals that we take come out of a GM process, yet 
those same people will take those pills and tell me we should not eat the food. However, I think it is important 
that we segregate the food argument because what we consume is really important.  

There are four components to my argument, and the second is control. That is an argument with some merit. If 
we have a sterile seed and somebody else controls its production in the world, that is an issue. I am not saying I 
am going to debate that issue or even which side of the fence I will stand on. If Monsanto or some other 
corporation had a controlling interest in the process, that would give rise to a debate, but it is a debate for another 
day.  

The third point, which no-one can argue with, is feeding the world. If we are going to feed the world, GM is the 
answer. Anyone who reads the papers presented on this issue�everyone in this chamber can read�will know 
that China is losing five per cent of its arable land every year. I do not know how much land that is, but I read 
about that and it will be gone in just a few decades. The world has to be fed. Indonesia and those sorts of places 
do not have the capacity, with good fertile soil, to grow high-product crops. That will be critical. The carbon 
debate is coming on. The net result will be that in Australia, particularly in Western Australia, less land will be 
available for growing food than ever before. It will be the same in Canada, the United States and all of Europe. 
Significant amounts of land will be needed to grow food, without worrying about the productivity bill. That is a 
disaster for the world. I do not think necessarily that it will be a disaster for us.  

I disagree with some people in this chamber who have a high interest in agriculture in that I think Western 
Australia should be focusing on quality. I believe the future of agriculture is in health and quality, not in bulk. 
The GM argument is about bulk, though Western Australian and Australian farmers will always have a 
significant base in bulk. The reality is that, whatever the market, if one is in the bulk market, some day they will 
go broke. I am not picking on anyone, because that is not the point of what I am saying, but producers in the bulk 
market will be squeezed and squeezed. The people who manipulate those markets will give producers enough 
margin to keep them there, but not enough for them to do what they want to do. That is the history of the world 
over hundreds of years of civilisation. People who say that Western Australia is selling to the top end of the 
market should also realise that the top end of the bulk market is in the bottom third of the oil market--if members 
can follow that argument. Bulk production is important, but for Western Australian producers, because we have 
such fantastic opportunities, quality and health should be our drivers in agriculture. 

I will not support this motion, but I wanted to take a few moments to put my view on the record. From my 
recollection I have never put my view about GM. I am not highly motivated by GM. I am not totally convinced 
that GM in canola, or any other grain, will save the Western Australian farmer. As members heard me say, if we 
lock ourselves into the bulk market, and that is the only market we are in, we will suffer whether we are a 
farmer, a manufacturer or at whatever stage of the production we are at. We must have quality in whatever we 
are doing to excel.  

The other matter, as previous speakers have said, is that this is not a new debate in any way. Some time ago I 
became involved and listened to some scientists speak on this issue. I am relatively comfortable with the future 
for GM. I am also excited for the environment. If we can produce particular plants that can make an impact on 
shifting sands, salinity or other problems with our soil, in a singular way, we should celebrate that. I want to 
make my point as clear as I can: this objection comes up as a single argument. This argument has at least four 
components, and I will not accept a single argument to a broad process. I can understand someone arguing about 
food, but I cannot understand someone arguing about cotton. I can understand people being concerned about 
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themselves and so forth, but we have to be concerned about the people of the world and feeding the people of the 
world. I do not appreciate the single argument, and I will not support the motion.  

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [4.54 pm] � in reply: I thank members for their contributions to 
this disallowance motion. It has been a productive debate. I will respond as briefly as I can because I know 
members do not want to be here all night.  

I wish to reiterate that this is claimed to be a trial. A trial is supposed to be something that is contained and 
reversible. I referred to a comment that was made by Hon Kim Chance when he spoke on an identical 
disallowance motion in this place a few months ago. He stated that the notion of a field trial was something that 
could be retrieved; that is, after the trial the plants could be removed and burnt and any that came up could be 
found. However, planting on the scale of this trial will make that impossible.  

The second issue, and a critical element, is the transportation and storage of the very fine canola seeds. I think 
that Hon Phil Gardiner said that we need this trial to assess whether we can contain the canola and whether any 
cross-contamination will occur. There would be other simple and obvious ways to look for spillage and cross-
contamination. For example, by using coloured seed in place of GM seed and transporting it on the road to see 
how much actually ends up on the roadside. We do not have to experiment with the very thing that we do not 
want released into the environment! That seems a nonsense, because once it is in the environment, seeds are 
dispersed along the rail lines and roadsides; it is out there. Frankly, I believe that is the agenda of those who wish 
to introduce this material into the state. Once the material is dispersed across the environment in a range of 
plantings that are much larger than can be reasonably described as a trial, and it is transported on trucks and on 
rail�although I do not know, I assume that it spills in the same way as wheat is spilled up and down the roads 
when it is being transported and we see birds everywhere�I cannot imagine that canola will be transported in 
airtight containers. Goodness gracious! We cannot even transport lead around the state without having it spill 
everywhere! 

Hon Simon O�Brien: That is not true.  

Hon GIZ WATSON: We can now, can we? We could not in the past.  

Hon Nigel Hallett: That was under a Labor government! 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Right, so now we can all relax and not worry!  

We do not have a perfect system for transporting something that is very fine. Basically, it is as fine as coarse 
sand, and it will get out. I will move away from the issue of contamination by the seed spreading along the 
roadsides and refer to the government saying that it is enthusiastically looking at the possibilities and is keen to 
embrace the opportunity to try something else in Western Australia. In the past we have been very smart about 
trialling all sorts of things. We introduced rabbits, foxes and cane toads�the Queenslanders did that; and, as 
other members have pointed out, we have introduced plants into this state which we thought would be useful but 
which turned out to be incredibly problematic. These were not just environmental weeds but also agricultural 
weeds. We need to be incredibly cautious about what we release in the environment.  

I accept that Hon Brian Ellis deserves acknowledgement for his point about demand for GM canola. He is 
correct; it is a big part of the world market and I acknowledge that. The point I was making was that I have not 
heard anyone clamouring for WA to produce that product, but perhaps there are farmers who are, and they are 
the ones interested in participating in these trials.  

I think a very good point was made about weed resistance. That will be the ongoing problem: even if farmers do 
go down the path of genetically modified crops and are targeting the crops with glyphosate all the time, they will 
inevitably get glyphosate-resistant weeds. That strategy is problematic. But that is a bigger question which 
inevitably we will have to tackle in the future. 

When we talked about legal challenges, the case I mentioned in Canada was a case in which a Canadian farmer 
was taken to court by Monsanto because a percentage of his crop contained GM material. It was a legal case in 
which the owner of the patent of the seed tried to sue, I think, two farmers for basically growing Monsanto�s 
product without having paid for it. The fact is that it was actually contamination of the farmers� crop from 
someone else�s field. Legal cases have occurred around the planet. 

Question put and a division taken with the following result �  



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 13 August 2009] 

 p5900b-5904a 
Hon Brian Ellis; Hon Max Trenorden; Hon Giz Watson 

 [5] 

Ayes (11) 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm Hon Kate Doust Hon Jock Ferguson Hon Alison Xamon 
Hon Helen Bullock Hon Sue Ellery Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich Hon Ed Dermer (Teller) 
Hon Robin Chapple Hon Adele Farina Hon Giz Watson  

Noes (15) 

Hon Jim Chown Hon Brian Ellis Hon Col Holt Hon Simon O�Brien 
Hon Mia Davies Hon Philip Gardiner Hon Michael Mischin Hon Max Trenorden 
Hon Wendy Duncan Hon Nigel Hallett Hon Norman Moore Hon Ken Baston (Teller) 
Hon Phil Edman Hon Alyssa Hayden Hon Helen Morton  

            

Pairs 

 Hon Sally Talbot Hon Liz Behjat 
 Hon Jon Ford Hon Peter Collier 
 Hon Lynn MacLaren Hon Donna Faragher 
 Hon Ken Travers Hon Nick Goiran 
 

Question thus negatived.  
 


