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In the draft Environmental Impact Statement (Docket No. APHIS-2007-0044) on genetically engineered (GM) alfalfa, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has not taken the concerns of non-GM alfalfa farmers, like me, seriously. The preliminary determination to deregulate GM alfalfa without any limitations or protections of farmers, their markets or their ability to sow the crops of their choice, is irresponsible.

The judge who ordered this EIS clearly stated that USDA needed to analyze “real world” alfalfa farming, and not base its analysis on “ideal world” conditions. However, in this EIS, USDA did not follow that direction.
In the EIS, USDA refused to even consider any options that might protect conventional and organic agriculture from contamination. Partial approval could include geographic limitations or planting isolation distances. Because USDA refused any protections for farmers that do not want to plant GM Alfalfa, they are refusing to protect me and only protecting Monsanto’s contracted farmers who plant its patented crops.

This EIS shows USDA’s lack of real world knowledge of growing alfalfa. The agency claims that alfalfa is “typically” harvested before 10% of plants reach full flower. As an alfalfa grower, I can tell you that this is not true. In climates where there is only the opportunity for one cutting or stands are left to gather snow, many plants go to full flower. Furthermore, for many farmers, the alfalfa is also used as a cover and grazing crop. In this case, even if it is hayed once or twice in a season, the later plants have the opportunity to flower to full bloom. When this happens the pollination will happen and contamination is impossible to prevent. 
The USDA shows even further ignorance when it claims that I can prevent contamination by changing planting and harvesting schedules to “avoid simultaneous flowering” with RR alfalfa. Weather conditions allowing for haying are out of my control. Furthermore, the best way to use grazing of alfalfa may change from year to year, depending on weather conditions and plant growth. The pollination of honey bees and other pollinating insects is also out of my control. I cannot control where my neighbors choose to put hives or how far those bees travel to cross pollinate.

I was particularly disappointed to see that USDA did not recognize that there are regional and geographic specific risk differences in the release of RR alfalfa. Even in my very own community, there are different types of soils, terrain and thus varied farming practices to best meet the needs the environment dictates. 
If GM alfalfa is allowed to be grown without any protections, there is no doubt alfalfa will follow the dangerous road that other GM crops have experienced. Commercialization of GM corn, soybeans, canola and other crops has diminished farmers’ choices in what seeds they have access to. For those crops GM introduction has resulted in historic increases in seed prices and the loss of independent seed companies. These developments have significant implications for alfalfa and farmers have been forced to utilize seed varieties “stacked” with multiple traits farmers don’t even need. Lower cost seed is no longer in the marketplace. 
Finally, as a farmer raising alfalfa for hay and feed, I do not want my crop contaminated with GM genes. I want the freedom and ability to purchase the alfalfa seed I want and need for my operation that is affordable and readily available. USDA has fallen short doing its job to protect all farmers in this country. USDA should redo this EIS an include protections for real life production of alfalfa.
Sincerely,
