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GENETICALLY MODIFIED CANOLA — SPILL CLEAN-UP 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [5.22 pm]: By way of a member’s statement, I want to add a bit 
tonight on a question I asked yesterday in the house relating to a spill of genetically modified canola and the 
subsequent work done to assess how well that spill was cleaned up. I want to provide a bit of detail around that, 
because it is a very significant issue with a high level of public interest. The answer to the question I asked 
yesterday in this place regarding the clean-up of the fugitive genetically modified plant along the Albany 
Highway was completely inadequate. Hon Simon O’Brien answered on behalf of the Minister for Transport that 
Main Roads will review its roadside maintenance process, but this will not be done until February. When asked, 
“What will Main Roads do in future to manage the spread of GM canola from road transport?”, he answered, 
“This is pending a review of roadside maintenance practice.” This bit of information regarding the impact of the 
spill has been provided by way of a Citizen Science Program investigation. It is worth explaining what was 
involved in that. I quote from a report titled “A Survey of Roadside Fugitive GM (Roundup Ready) Canola 
Plants at Williams, Western Australia” from the Western Australian Conservation Council’s Citizen Science 
Program. It states — 

There are general public concerns about the food-safety implications of genetically modified crops. 
Within the Western Australian community the concerns relate specifically to the loss of the state’s 
unique GM-free and organic markets for Canola with the probable uncontrollable spread of the GM 
genotype over time. There are also ecological issues related to the potential for Roundup resistance to 
be acquired by the hybridization of GM Canola Brossico napus with other already invasive 
Brassicaceae such as B. roppa and Raphanus raphanistrum.  

The WA ‘Genetically Modified Crops Free Areas Act’ was passed in 2003. The objective of this 
legislation was to preserve the identity of (and hence the markets for) non-GM crops. Under this regime 
the planting of GM Crops requires a specific exemption from the general provisions of the Bill. The 
WA State Government issued an exemption for limited commercial-size plantings in 2009 and in 2010 
exempted Roundup Ready GM Canola allowing it to be utilized anywhere within the agricultural 
region. About 8% of the 2010 commercial crop was GM Canola … The proportion of a reduced 2011 
Canola crop that used GM seed has not been reported but was probably similar.  

The WA State Government claims that it is managing to effectively segregate GM and non-GM 
production with an allowable ‘accidental’ contamination rate of non-GM product in the supply chain of 
0.9% … The effectiveness of the on-farm measures in preventing the recruitment of fugitive GM 
Canola plants has not been evaluated in WA. The constant routine spillage of Canola seed from road-
transport throughout the south-west looms as a potential pathway to both crop contamination and the 
transfer of Roundup resistance to agricultural and ecological weeds in the Brassicaceae family. There 
appears to be no official monitoring program to assess and evaluate these biosecurity risks or any 
appropriate management protocols.  
A major CBH receival depot for non-GM canola is based on the Albany Highway just north of 
Williams. Another exporter of GM free canola to the Japanese market is based 12 kms north of 
Williams and sources canola from farmers within this GM Free Farming Zone. The Williams Shire 
previously declared itself GM free as its residents did not believe enough safeguards were in place or 
that this technology was sound.  

Surprise, surprise — 
In August 2011 a truck spilled 15 tonnes of GM Canola on the Albany Highway approximately 10 km 
north of the town. This spill was ‘cleaned up by an independent contractor and the spill site was sprayed 
to kill any Canola plants’ …  
In order to assess the exposure of the Williams non-GM Canola hub to roadside contamination from 
fugitive GM Canola plants a survey was conducted on 6 October 2012 along a 10km stretch of Albany 
Highway between Williams and the 2011 spill site. The survey was conducted by the Conservation 
Council (WA) Citizen Science Program and GM Cropwatch and followed a similar roadside survey 
conducted in the Esperance Shire in 2011.  
… 
Flowering fugitive Canola plants were located on the shoulders and embankments of a stretch of 
Albany Highway from the bridge at the northern end of Williams’ town-site to the truck-spill site 
approximately 10km to the north … Specimens were selected at random from along the route with up to 
4 individuals sampled where the plants were clumped. A large lower leaf was taken for GM testing and 
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place in an individually numbered ring-lock plastic bag. Each collecting position was located using a 
GPS. …  
The processing and GM testing was conducted by the participants at a work station at an adjacent 
farming property. GM testing was conducted on leaf material … 
… 
Fifty-three … fugitive Canola plants were tested. Six samples were re-tested to check for any possibility 
of cross-contamination and all confirmed the original positives.  
… 
The Agrastrip tests revealed that thirty-three (62.2%) of the 53 … Canola plants sampled on Albany 
Highway north of Williams … were genetically modified for Roundup resistance. Positive specimens 
were found all along the surveyed length of road but with particularly high concentration occurring 
within 2.5 km of the Williams’ town-site (or 7.5 km south of the … truck spill …  

A seed store of non-GM Canola has presumably been accumulating on roadsides in the agricultural 
region since the cultivation of this crop started in the early 1990s. In 2011 the proportion of the total 
Canola crop that was GM was probably less than 8 percent. On that basis the GM component of 
transported fugitive Canola seed (and therefore plants) would not be expected to be more than 1–2% at 
this stage, possibly less given the emphasis on the non-GM market in the Williams Shire. Indeed the 
survey of transport routes in the Esperance Shire in 2011 found that GM plants contributed 1% of the 
fugitive Canola plants. The detection of a widespread population (spanning at least 10km) of fugitive 
Canola plants of which over 60% were genetically modified is extraordinary and suggests that some 
local factor(s) must have contributed to the concentration of the GM plants in this roadside 
environment. 
The following possible explanations for the high concentration of GM plants on this section of Albany 
Highway are proposed: 

1. Albany Highway is a major transport route for GM Canola. 
2. The vehicles/machinery used in the 2011 truck spill clean-up moved back to Williams 

along Albany Highway dropping GM Canola seed as they went. 

3. The Main Roads Department has been using Roundup to control weeds on this 
section of Albany Highway and actively selecting for Roundup Ready fugitive Canola 
such that it dominated the seed set in 2011., or 

4. A combination of all these factors. 

An urgent clean-up of what is clearly now a GM Canola infestation is now required to ensure ongoing 
crop segregation in the Williams Shire. A thorough inquiry is also needed as to the effectiveness of the 
2011 truck spill clean-up and the potential for unknown areas of contamination well away from the 
truck-spill site. 

These results may also illustrate the problem that the Main Roads Department and/or Local 
Governments now have with weed control within the road reserves where fugitive Canola may be 
present. The operation of the polluter pays principle would not see the cost of multiple herbicides and 
additional weed control/spraying programs handed to non-beneficiaries including tax-payers and rate-
payers. 
The survey further demonstrates the implausibility of the State Government's stated objectives of 
segregating of GM and non GM Canola crops/products. 

That is the report prepared by concerned citizens of Western Australia, which shows clearly the total inadequacy 
of the claims that we can keep GM canola separate from the environment and from non-GM production.  
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