
Engaging the Public in Biotechnology: 
Case Studies from the Global Industry Coalition

Delivering Market Choice through  
Industry Participation in Australia
Summary: In the face of concerns about the market impacts of growing biotech canola in Australia, 
industry stakeholders engaged in a unique participatory process to systematically review and work 
through all of the issues being raised. Together they identified practical measures that would ensure the 
Australian canola industry could continue to meet the needs of customers and consumers. They then 
shared this information with other supply chain participants, governments and the public to provide 
confidence that the industry could manage biotech canola in the supply chain and deliver choice.

W hen the federa l reg u lator in A u stra lia approved the 

com m ercia l cu ltivation of herbic ide-tolerant canola in 

2003 , biotech cotton varieties had a lready been g row n in 

the cou ntry for six  years. Yet concern from  stakeholders, 

especia lly  those in the g ra ins indu stry, prom pted severa l 

state governm ents to institute m oratoria which effectively  

banned biotech canola for the nex t f ive years. D u ring 

that period of tim e, industry stakeholders cam e together 

in a transparent process to add ress each area of concern 

and docum ent a ll of the tools available to m anage m arket 

and trade requ irem ents. A ll of th is w as com m u nicated 

to decision m akers and the public  and rein forced w ith 

coord inated issues m anagem ent once biotech canola 

cam e onto the m arket in 2008 . 

Facing market fears
M any canola farm ers in A u stra lia w ere look ing forw ard 

to being able to g row  herbic ide-tolerant canola w hen it 

received approva l from  the federa l O ff ice of the G ene 

Technolog y Reg u lator (O G T R). F ie ld  tria ls had been 

conducted across the cou ntry for a nu m ber of years , and 

resu lts ind icated that technolog y cou ld prov ide benefits 

sim ilar to those enjoyed by g rowers in C anada, w here bio- 

tech varieties produce over 85 percent of the canola crop.

H ow ever, stakeholders in the g ra ins indu stry w ere  

m ore u ncerta in about the im pact that g row ing biotech 

varieties of one crop – canola – wou ld have on their ability  

to m arket non-biotech g rains, prim arily w heat and barley. 

C anola is one of the m ost g loba lly  traded com m od ity 

crops and any m ix ing of biotech w ith non-biotech g ra in 

cou ld potentia lly im pact trade and custom ers. M arketers 

of w heat and barley w ere concerned that they wou ld lose 

sa les from  im portant cu stom ers if even sm all am ou nts 

of biotech canola w ere to be detected in any A u stra lian 

sh ipm ents. 

T hese concerns were voiced loud ly across a ll of A ustra lia’s 

canola-g row ing states : N ew  South W ales, V ic toria , 

South A u stra lia and W estern A u stra lia . A lthough the 

crop had federa l approva l for cu ltivation , the states had 

the ability  to restric t ind iv idua l biotech crops based on 

m arket concerns, and that ’s w hat they d id w ith biotech 

canola . M u lti-year m oratoria w ent into effect across the 

cou ntry, and som e thought that biotech canola m ight 

never be planted .
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Building consensus in order  
to offer choice
But it w asn’t over. Beg inn ing in 2006 , m em bers of the 

g ra ins indu stry started to reg roup and th in k about 

biotech canola aga in , in part becau se tim e w as ru nn ing 

out on the ex isting m oratoria . D ecisions w ou ld be m ade 

to end or ex tend them  in 2007. M any recog n ised that 

biotechnolog y w ou ld be im portant for their indu stries 

in the long-term , at least as an option their g row ers 

w ou ld w ant to ex plore , and d id n’t w ant those futu re 

choices taken aw ay becau se of the canola situation .

Representatives from  across the entire grains supply chain 

in A u stra lia m et together to answ er tw o key questions :  

D o w e ag ree that biotech canola has a role to play in 

A u stra lian ag ricu ltu re? A nd if so , w hat do w e need to do 

to satisfy  a ll of ou r d ifferent concerns and m ove forw ard 

in a w ay that doesn’t harm  trade , enables choice , is open 

and transparent and prov ides confidence to stakeholders? 

T he answ er to the f irst question w as yes, and subg roups 

qu ick ly form ed to add ress the second . O ne of the m ost 

com plex issues concerned the ability of the g rains supply 

chain processes to m eet m arket requ irem ents. T he w ork 

in th is area identified the various protocols, processes and 

practices ava ilable to seg regate non-biotech g ra in from  

biotech g ra in th roughout the supply chain . A  100 -page 

techn ica l docu m ent w as published , deta iling a ll the 

ways of m anag ing canola (and other g rains) at every step : 

technolog y and variety developm ent , seed increase , 

on-farm  production , storage , m arketing and m anu fac-

tu ring of end products. 

A lthough all of these processes and protocols were already 

ava ilable in A u stra lia , m any w ere prev iou sly  k now n on ly 

to one part of the supply chain and com pletely u nk now n 

outside the g rains industry. C ata log ing them  in one place 

and show ing how they cou ld be applied to biotechnolog y 

add ressed concerns w h ile bu ild ing k now ledge and 

confidence w ith in the indu stry that they cou ld w ork 

together to g ive cu stom ers w hat they w anted .

A fter a year and a ha lf of w ork , the g ra ins indu stry 

statem ent “D elivering M arket C hoice for G M  C anola” 

w as re leased in 2007, endorsed by 29 key organ isations 

inc lud ing private com panies, crop associations, m illers , 

seed producers and farm ers federations. T he centra l 

m essage of the statem ent w as stra ightforw ard and 

u nequ ivoca l: “T he A u stra lian g ra ins indu stry has the 

capacity  to deliver and m anage the com m ercia l 

introduction of genetica lly  m od ified (G M ) canola .”

Delivering the message
H av ing ach ieved consensu s about how  to m ove forw ard 

w ith biotechnolog y, the g ra ins indu stry lau nched a 

coord inated effort to educate and bu ild  aw areness w ith 

other ag ricu ltu ra l organ isations and state governm ents 

about their capacity  to m anage canola and their 

com m itm ent to choice . T hey partic ipated actively  in 

public  foru m s and m ade subm issions in response to 

governm ent enqu iries . T he m oratoria in V ictoria and 

N ew  South W ales w ere lifted w ith in the year, and 

g row ers began planting biotech canola in 2008 . To date 

there have been no m arket or trade d isruptions re lated 

to biotech canola , but the g ra ins indu stry continues to 

w ork together to put their com m itm ents into practice , 

m onitoring and add ressing any new  issues as they arise .

T he g ra ins indu stry in A u stra lia w as successfu l in 

f ind ing a path forw ard to com m ercia lise biotech canola 

in a w ay that enabled choice a long the supply chain ,  

w as open and transparent , and gave confidence to 

stakeholders. It w as a partic ipatory process that a llow ed 

a ll involved to ex press their concerns and w ork through 

them  in a constructive w ay, w ith benefits for everyone 

in A u stra lian ag ricu ltu re , w hether or not they choose  

to u se biotechnolog y.


