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Date: 28/09/2016

To:

Shraddhey Narendra Modi Ji

Hon’ble Prime Minister,
Government of India 

Hon’ble Sir

Sub: Impact of GM crops on honeybees – concerns of the bee-   keepers/honey producers/exporters – reg.
Greetings! We represent around 5 lakh bee-keepers/honey producers and exporters of India, from different states - Rajasthan, Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar etc., for whose enterprises crops like mustard, cotton and sunflower are very important. In the context of the current debate in India with regard to commercial cultivation approval for GM mustard, as key stakeholders in the matter, we would like to present our views and seek your urgent intervention in certainly stopping the approval of GM mustard and protection of our livelihoods and trade. 

There is documented adverse impact of Genetically Modified (GM) crops on non-target organisms like honeybees. Scientific evidence points to unintended impacts on insects like honeybees, which obviously will have further impacts on honey production as well as larger eco-system level effects. Impact on honeybees is in fact a matter of concern beyond honey production too. It is well-documented that pollination by insects, primarily by bees, improves crop yield in approximately 80% of the roughly 100 crop plants that feed the world. A perusal of scientific evidence on the subject shows impacts that are both direct (on the bees) and indirect (at eco-system level, with the impacts on bees emerging out of changes that happen to the eco-system like weed diversity or abundance being affected, for instance) ways, as well as in acute/lethal and chronic/sub-lethal ways (ref.: Lora A Morandin (2008): (Chapter 12) Genetically Modified Crops – Environmental Risks Associated with Bees, in Oxford University Press’s “Bee Pollination in Agricultural Ecosystems”). The specificity of action of different genes that are used in creation of GM crops is not well researched and understood, even as there is evidence to show that the Genetic Engineering (GE) process itself can bring about changes in nectar or pollen composition (quality and quantity) as well as interference in the plant biochemical pathways that potentially impact pollinators. 
With Herbicide Tolerant GM crops in particular, it has been noted that these would have significant negative impacts on bee populations due to large scale changes in agro-ecosystem. Bee densities have been documented to be lower in GM HT crops than in conventional fields. Specifically in the context of GM Canola, it has been found that there is lower bee population and poorer seed setting in GM HT fields when compared to conventional and organic canola crops (Morandin & Winston 2005). 
Mustard is a crop where the crop production can actually benefit from bee population. The farmers in India have been experiencing increase of yield at their fields up to 25 / 30 %. In sunflower it been found up to 3 to 4 times.  In Canola growing areas it is seen that seed set in GM HT Canola fields was only 78% of the total potential seed set, compared to organic fields in the study which had seed set rates of 99%.  Bee abundances were approximately three times higher in organic fields than in GM HT canola fields. On top of other matters with genes used in GE, the genetic transformation process and the ecosystem effects is the matter of seed treatment chemicals like neo-nicotinoids used with hybrid seeds.
It is clear that overall, release of GM crops in the environment will leave its adverse impacts on honey bees, their abundance, their behavior and ultimately, honey production. However, it is unclear how the bio-safety regulatory system is addressing this risk and concern. From what we can gather, no scientific testing has been undertaken to study the impact of GM mustard on honeybees. What was passed off as a study on impacts of honeybees is unacceptable in its protocols. No study has been taken up on honey quality either. This is simply unacceptable.
In our own experience, cotton was once an important source of honey production in Punjab.  After the introduction of Bt cotton, there was a decline in honey production from 2006, and it came down to almost nil in the experience of most bee keepers by 2009. Bee population itself started declining. The beekeepers discovered that instead of getting honey crop the colony strength came down to half or even less. Even the wild bee population in the area declined. What to say of profits the production of honey reduced to almost nil and the beekeeper had to leave the area. The beekeepers now had to move their bees to long distances across the States. All of these are signs of major crisis emerging with honey bees and bee-keeping. 
Our Association is deeply concerned with reports indicating that GM Mustard hybrid is about to be approved for commercial cultivation in India, and as you are kindly aware, mustard is an important crop for us. Mustard crop covers large areas and is the source of over 60% of the honey export. If this crop is affected by the ill-effects of GM technology, not only the honey industry but also the yields of mustard (and over all oilseed and other pulses, fruits, fodder seeds etc) will be affected due to decline in bee population  

Moreover, non-GM technology systems of enhancing oilseed, including mustard are available. Honey bees are the potential pollinators and if properly organized and coordinated with farming as an input 30 to 40 % yield enhancement is possible.  This has to be promoted by the government, apart from ensuring remunerative markets for our farmers. It is noteworthy that on the demand of a small group of beekeepers in a developing country like Mexico the Goovt. has inflicted a blow on biotech giant Monsanto, which has halted the company’s ambitions to plant thousands of hectares of genetically modified soybeans. Ours is a strong Nation. Why should we let these greedy giant to enter our system.
This is also worth noting that the various risk-factors including the above noted ones have not been assessed as per the requirement. As such we are opposed to the release of GMOs like this GM mustard and urge the Government not to allow any commercial cultivation of this GM crop, given the evidence that already exists on the subject. 
We are also urging the Commerce Minister to step in and ensure that our interests and livelihoods/enterprises are protected. If the Commerce Ministry could step in to stop even field trials for the sake of protecting Basmati rice traders’ interests, we expect the same protection for us.The Commerce Ministry should also ensure that the import duties on edible oils should be high enough to ensure that our oilseed growers are not priced out in the market due to dumping of cheap oil from elsewhere. The interests of poor oil consumers can be protected by other means like inclusion of healthy edible oil into the PDS for supply to such households. 

Thanking you,

Sincerely,
On Behalf of 

The Confederation of Beekeeping Industry

(Yogeshwar Singh)
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