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COMMITTEE REPORTS - CONSIDERATION 
Committee 

The Chairman of Committees (Hon George Cash) in the Chair. 

Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs - Gene Technology Bill 2001 and Gene Technology 
Amendment Bill 2001, Proposal to Travel - Fifth Report 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I move -  
That the report be noted.  

Members would be aware that in June of this year the Gene Technology Bill 2001 and the Gene Technology 
Amendment Bill 2001 were referred to the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs.  The report 
before the Chamber deals with the committee’s proposal to travel to make further inquiries into the issues at 
hand.  The committee has decided to take this step because it has already conducted hearings in the city at which 
a range of specialists, scientists, farmers and others have presented evidence about genetically modified 
organisms, which is a highly contentious and involved issue and one that has the potential to bring about huge 
change for farmers and consumers across the State.  The committee decided that in order to achieve a fully 
rounded inquiry, it needed to travel to places that have already dealt with the issues associated with GMOs.  
Some of the issues being explored by the committee include marketing liability and contamination.  The report 
outlines the places that the committee is interested in visiting in order to gain valuable information and evidence 
to help it form a solid view about GMOs and how they will impact upon the State.  It would be advantageous for 
the committee to travel to the proposed places and to meet with the range of people who are listed at the back of 
the report.   
The report lists a range of places to visit but the committee may not necessarily go to all of them.  There may be 
alternative ways of accessing the people listed in the report.  However, at the end of the day it will be of great 
value to meet in person the people who have worked through these issues in those places.  For the committee to 
be able to travel to these places will be of great advantage to the community of Western Australia and I support 
the report.  
Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I will not speak for long on this report.  At forums relating to genetically engineered 
crops, there is often somebody - whether it be a farmer who has been on a fellowship or another person - who 
knows of experiences in other countries.  Someone may be enthusiastic about genetically modified organisms 
and say, “It is a fabulous thing.  Everybody is so happy and they are all making lots of money”.  However, 
someone else might say, “I have actually spoken with farmers who have had problems with increased resistance, 
outcrossing, separation and issues relating to prices and the on-seasons”.  For example, the first season produces 
a good yield but there are then problems in the on-season.  Therefore, the information about this matter is 
received via Chinese whispers.  It would be useful for the committee to speak directly to the groups of farmers 
and producers involved in the process, those dealing with the marketing arrangements, other interested parties in 
other countries who have already been trying to grapple with the issue of genetically engineered crops and those 
involved with providing the scientific information and advice to various parties.   
I rarely think that it is a fabulous idea for committees in this place to travel internationally because, with 
communication such as it is, information can often be found through other means.  However, in this case it is 
probably the only real option that enables the committee to get as near as possible to the truth of the overseas 
experience on a range of issues related to genetic engineering, the production, marketing and separation of crops, 
the associated issues and the future potential of this area.  This will help the committee determine the best 
position for Western Australia to take on this extremely important issue.  
Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I strongly support this report.  I understand that there may well be a substantive 
motion ultimately.  However, the motion at the moment is to simply note the report.  It is important that 
committees travel; I have always said that.  It is particularly important that they acquaint themselves with 
circumstances that exist in other parts of the world, particularly on issues as important as this one.   
About 12 years ago, I had the pleasure of going to Zambia on a parliamentary visit.  There I witnessed not only 
an economy but a society that was disintegrating before our very eyes.  I knew a little of the history of that 
nation.  Since then, it has been able to get its act together in terms of parliamentary elections.  The other day I 
noticed, with a great deal of horror, that Zambia’s economy is in very bad shape, as is that of its neighbour 
Zimbabwe.  There is a large warehouse in Zambia full of maize that has been genetically modified and grown in 
other parts of the world.  The Government of Zambia has decided that it is better not to feed its people with that 
maize because they have been frightened to death by those who argue that genetically modified foods are bad for 
people or that they might grow three legs if they eat it, or whatever.  Therefore, that Government decided that it 
was better for its people to starve than to eat that food.  I find that absolutely horrendous.  It is a demonstration of 
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the seriousness of the issues surrounding the production and consumption of genetically modified foods.  This 
matter must be resolved so that the situation does not arise in which massive amounts of food are available and 
people are starving because they cannot have access to it because of concern about the way in which that food 
was grown and produced.  
I hope - I am sure the committee will appreciate this - that the committee will go to Zambia and have a look at 
the situation there too, because it will then find out the consequences on the ground in real human terms of the 
debate that is taking place in the world on this issue.  One can only hope that one day we will reach some 
conclusion about these sorts of issues and we will not have the bizarre situation in which people are starving to 
death when vast quantities of food are available on their very doorstep.  I have a lot of enthusiasm for this 
motion.  The fact that this motion has come before the House demonstrates again the way in which this House 
has an accountable and open process with regard to what its committees do.  If a committee wants to travel, it 
requires the approval of the House.  That is a good system and one that I hope the House will approve in due 
course.   

Hon MURRAY CRIDDLE:  Obviously I need to immediately declare an interest in this matter, because I am the 
principal of a farming operation.  Gene technology will have a major impact on the future of agriculture in 
Western Australia in the long term, so I am very interested in and very supportive of the committee’s proposed 
visit to Japan, Canada and the United States.  As Hon Norman Moore has said, the real impact of the requirement 
for food supply in the world in the future will come from the less fortunate nations; and perhaps that impact is 
something that we will have to consider in the long-term as well.  I am very supportive of the trip.  I only wish I 
had the time to go along as well.  I will listen with great interest to the views of the committee members when 
they come back from their trip.  Obviously as we get toward the end of this session of the Parliament we will 
have quite a lot of discussion about this important issue and about the direction that different parties will take.  It 
will also be one of the big issues in agricultural regions in the future.   

The Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries will need to make some real decisions about this matter in 
2004.  I hope the minister will have a good look at the report of the committee when it returns from its trip. 
Hon Kim Chance:  I certainly will.   

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I certainly support this report, for all the reasons that have been stated by other members 
of this House.  I believe the effect of gene technology in agriculture will have a bearing on this State’s farmers 
and also generally.  It is essential that we collect information from around the world so that our farmers will be 
able to stay at the forefront of any new technology that is available to them, whether it be about genetic 
modification or anything else.  We must be aware of what the rest of the world is doing, because this State has a 
great dependence on agricultural production.  I support this trip, and I look forward keenly to reading the 
committee’s report on its return.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I thank members for their contribution.  I do not believe it is necessary for me to go into 
any great detail on this motion, except to reiterate the Government’s support and appreciation for the 
committee’s work in this area.  This referral was made with the Government’s support.  I was very conscious of 
the capacity of the committee to play an important role in this issue, which has been hotly debated in the 
community.  I believe that debate has yet to reach its peak.  The issue has so far been debated most keenly in the 
scientific community, as one would expect.  

To a somewhat lesser degree, although almost to an adequate degree, it has also been debated in the farming 
community.  The people who have missed out on any kind of quality debate are the general public, the 
consumers, who are arguably the most important part of that trilogy.  I believe that the role of this committee 
will be to lift the quality of the debate that will take place in the general community in the future.  As with any 
other contentious issue, particularly those that are scientific in nature, the quality of the debate so far in the 
general community has not been very good.  It has been a polemic rather than a debate.  It has concentrated on 
the extreme polarisation of the views of each side.  My analysis of support generally in this area is that there is 
about 85 per cent support for genetically modified organisms within the scientific community, support is split 
roughly 50-50 within the farming community - I think the farming community is leaning a little against GMOs, 
mostly for marketing purposes - and at the moment probably about 85 per cent of the general public is against 
GMOs, which is about the reverse of the scientific position.  That public position has yet to be adequately 
concluded.  It is important that the standard of the debate be lifted.  That is where the Parliament and the 
committee can play an important role.  The debate has been pitched at the level of Frankenstein food at one 
extreme and as the solution to all our problems - the end of world hunger - at the other.  I was prompted to make 
that statement by the Leader of the Opposition’s interesting story about Zambia.  I think a similar situation 
existed in Zimbabwe - I am not sure whether the Leader of the Opposition referred to that. 

Hon Norman Moore:  I am not sure; it may be the same.   
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Hon KIM CHANCE:  I believe Mugabe made the same decision. 

Hon Norman Moore:  I would expect that from him, because he is a nutcase.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is an interesting story, because it has an interesting sideline.  To the extent that this 
situation did exist in Zimbabwe, I understand that the Zimbabwean Government has reversed its position.  I am 
not too sure about Zambia.  That little story outlined the extreme complexities that are involved in the GMO 
argument.  All corn-growing areas around the world have a weevil that attacks corn as it stands in the field, and 
not after it goes into storage.  The weevil is not a particular problem in terms of the damage it does to the kernel 
itself.  It is certainly not a problem to the same extent that grain weevils are to the wheat industry.  However, 
when the weevil burrows into the kernel, it leaves a certain amount of corn dust on the outside of the kernel.  
That corn dust is the host environment for a particular form of fungus, which is one of the most carcinogenic 
substances known to man.  There is a correlation between oesophageal cancer and the existence of this fungus, 
which is found primarily in the litter from this particular corn borer, around the world where corn is the staple 
diet, and particularly across central Africa.  The incidence of oesophageal cancer is at the highest levels where 
those conditions exist.  The incidence is also quite high in the southern states of the United States.  The bizarre 
outcome of the application of science to humans is that the main GM strains of field corn actually resist this 
particular grain-boring weevil.  If the GM corn that the Africans were so concerned about did enter the African 
agricultural environment, it would most likely have the effect of radically cutting the incidence of oesophageal 
cancer in that part of the world.  That is one of the bizarre outcomes that have occurred.  It was never intended 
that the GM corn would be able to resist this weevil.  The weevil itself does not do much damage.  The impact of 
the fungus growing in the corn dust has that effect.   

That is one tiny chip of information amongst a much broader range of information that the committee is tasked 
with trying to come to terms with and trying to impart some understanding to us of the huge magnitude of issues 
that are raised by the whole question that so conveniently fits into the three short letters of GMO.  I do not 
underestimate the scale of the committee’s task nor its significance.  It is probably one of the most significant 
issues that any committee of this Parliament has set out to examine.   

I recognise also that the need for committee travel, however important, must fit within our financial capacity to 
do these things. 

The CHAIRMAN:  The question is that the report be noted. 

Question put and passed. 

Progress reported.  

On motion by Hon Kim Chance (Leader of the House), resolved - 

That the report be adopted.  
 


