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Introduction
While much is now known about policy makers’ and the public’s view of genetically
modified (GM) crops, there has been little research into what farmers think about
them. This Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) funded project,
Farmers’ understandings of GM crops within local communities, is looking at what
farmers think about GM crops in the context of new technologies more generally. It
is also interested in the influences on farmers’ thinking. The following research
questions are being investigated from the farmers’ point of view:
•
•

•
•

What do farmers see as the pros and cons of new technologies generally and
what do farmers believe about GM crops?
For farmers who were involved in the Farm Scale Evaluations, what were their
experiences of growing GM crops? What might be the inter-farm issues as a
result of the need for greater co-operation over the introduction of such new
crops? How might this impact on the farmed landscape?
What are the influences on farmer communities concerning the introduction of
new agricultural technologies? Who or what is influencing their decisions and
how?
To what extent do farmers engage in a ‘loose community of practice’?

The results will be used to develop recommendations for informing policy and
practice.
For the first phase of this project, between January and July 2005 thirty farmers
were interviewed. Lengthy telephone interviews were conducted with farmers who
were involved in the Farm Scale Evaluations (FSEs) for GM herbicide tolerant crops
and those who were not. Although this project is not concerned with organic
farmers, for contextual purposes two farmers who farmed organically were also
interviewed1.
This report documents, in farmers’ own words, the themes and issues that this first
round of telephone interviews generated. Its purpose is to feed back some initial
views so that the farmers interviewed, and the National Farmers’ Union, and
SCIMAC2, who are acting as advisors on this project and who proposed the names
of the farmers for the interviews3, may add their own observations at an early stage.
Both this report and peoples’ comments will be used as the basis for the second
phase of the project, which involves a more detailed exploration of farmers’ thinking
and influences.
The following sections set out some of the themes that emerged from conversations
around a structured set of questions. As far as possible farmers’ own words have
been used to illustrate these themes4. Farmers were asked for their views under
three broad headings – new technologies generally, and GM crops specifically;
management practices; and social interactions. This report concentrates on themes
from responses under the first two headings; information concerning the questions
on social interactions will be fed back later in the project. The type of research we
are undertaking is concerned more with depth, rather than breadth of views, so the
results are descriptive rather than numerical, e.g. 3 out of 10 farmers believe x.
1

This report concentrates on the views of non-organic farmers, although occasionally the organic view is mentioned.
The supply chain initiative on modified agricultural crops
3
This research required the inclusion of farmers who have had experience with using GM crops; it has therefore used
a purposeful sample rather than a statistically representative sample.
4
References to the original source for each quote have been omitted to ensure privacy.
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Farming is changing
I think there’s a lot of pressure on price qualities, also regulation is getting more strict all the
time, and we’re having to adhere to a lot more rules, for both environmental and political
things. I think basically we’ve been sort of running to stand still in some respects.

All the farmers interviewed, except one, felt that in the last five years things had
become more difficult for their farm as a business. Several farmers mentioned that
they are currently feeling rather cynical about farming in a climate where profit
margins are vanishing and costs, particularly for essentials like fuel, are continually
rising. Farmers are having to adapt to the changing circumstances of farming in a
highly competitive world market and it was clear from the interviews that they were
not finding this easy. Farmers mentioned being ‘buried in bureaucracy’ and ‘having
too much paperwork’. Regulation was an increasing burden as new rules and
regulations had to be taken on board. This required constant learning to keep on
top of what was going on. Additionally, there was some concern over the increasing
centralisation of control over what they do. Yet there was also a strong feeling of
acceptance of this and a recognition that in future they would be told more and
more how they must manage their farm, even to the extent that some thought
eventually control would be taken entirely out of their hands.
However, rules and regulations were not necessarily perceived as based on
common sense, or were not felt to be the easiest way to achieve desired goals. The
lack of understanding or knowledge of practice on the part of those making the
rules was an important issue for many of the farmers:
Farmer: The measures that are being imposed on the industry and various schemes to
comply with the new single farm payment are in many cases nonsensical and irrelevant in
terms of good farm and land management, they’ve been made up by people who really
don’t understand what they’re talking about.
Interviewer: Non-farmers in other words?
Farmer: Non-farmers and probably based on scientific work that is being taken completely
out of context.

That farmers are at the mercy of the natural environment and therefore need
flexibility and rules that are not too prescriptive was also raised as an issue. Thus,
for rules to be accepted by farmers they need to make sense to them and fit in with
their practices. However, in reality, such rules were recognised as only having a
real impact on farmers’ practices if they were policed:
As with all these sort of things we get snowed under with crop compliance, crop assurance,
welfare issues. Unfortunately they tend to be invented by someone with a clip board and we
just tick box them and these people haven’t got a clue what’s going on. You can have all the
guidelines in the world that you like, but in truth, if you don’t get out and find out what people
really do, they mean absolutely nothing.
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New technology for maintaining a competitive edge
Interviewer: How important do you think new technologies are to your farm as a business?
Farmer: On a scale of 1 to 10, 20.

All the farmers5 viewed new technology as being very important for their business.
The key reason for the importance of new technology was the need to be
competitive, particularly in a global market place. All were concerned about the
need to compete in world markets and were keen for any new technology that may
improve profit margins. Many commented on the necessity of progress and the way
that new technology moved farming practices forward, saying that you would move
backwards if you did not adopt what was new:
It’s like any industry, unless you innovate and develop you generally go backwards and lose
your position in the world market. If you don’t take on new technology and other people are,
then it’s a bit like the horse and cart, why aren’t we all riding around in a cart, we are
presumably driving cars, if you stuck with your horse and cart it would be a very nice
pleasant way of life but sadly that’s not the reality of life.

New technology, however, had to make sense economically. Mobile phones were
viewed as a particularly important new technology for assisting with running the
business, particularly as farming is not a desk-based activity. The internet was less
well used. Some farmers found it useful and others found it less so. Generally the
internet was felt to be something that would become more important in the future.
Dealing with the wealth of information available was something many farmers found
both time-consuming and difficult.
Farmers expressed concern over limits to conventional breeding and said that
varieties are only improving slowly. GM crops were therefore viewed as a way of
speeding up the process and delivering benefits fast in a rapidly changing world.
The high profile of the FSEs and surrounding debate had particularly raised
awareness among farmers of the potential of GM:
I think, having been involved in the field trials the technology will be vitally important in the
future. What it led me to be aware of was the fact that we have reached limitations with
conventional breeding and if we need to make any major leaps or gains then it can only be
built along this avenue.

Further, unlike some other technologies, GM crops were perceived to provide a
number of advantages, such as potential increases in yield, savings in time,
reductions in chemicals and environmental gains, rather than a single benefit.
New non-food crops were particularly considered vital for the future, especially as
food crops in general were felt to be increasingly unviable. For some,
pharmaceutical crops were viewed as a way forward. One farmer pointed out that it
was farming ‘going full circle’ back to when plants were historically used in
medicine. Although not yet considered economically viable, biofuels were
particularly viewed as a potentially attractive future technology, not only because
they could help to maintain a competitive edge, but also because of the benefits
they offered for the environment.
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As noted earlier ‘all the farmers’ refers to all those interviewed that were non-organic. One of the organic farmers
did not perceive new technology as particularly important.
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Considerations about the environment were key factors in the desire for this type of
technology and for GM crops. However, there was general frustration at the lack of
government support for non-food crops, as demonstrated by the following farmers
view:
Interviewer: And if you think of the new technologies coming through, the non- food crops,
such as bio-farming, bio-fuels, bio-plastics, what are your thoughts on those?
Farmer: I think they are absolutely vital for our future. I think when you compare us to
France and Germany, America, Brazil, it’s pitiful that this country is so far behind in adopting
these particular aspects on a widespread basis.

New technology means learning and adapting
To be honest there is that much information out there, almost so much probably that it gets
confusing.

Farmers were generally curious about new technology, particularly those farmers
involved in the FSEs. They were curious about what GM could offer them and about
what their neighbours were doing. Many were involved in farmer discussion groups
or found their farming neighbours a useful source of information about anything
new. A recurrent theme was the need for learning and adapting. New products may
mean they have to learn new management techniques, or they may have to adjust
existing practices. Changes were felt to be becoming more rapid and with so many
new interventions in farming practices it was difficult for farmers to keep up.
Farmers felt particularly overwhelmed by the amount of information they were
expected to provide, or process or that was available to them. In particular, they felt
that time was needed to allow farmers to adapt to new rules and regulations.
Several farmers mentioned that they enjoyed the challenge of finding out about new
things, meeting with scientists and others who could provide them with new
knowledge. As one farmer said “I do love investigating agriculture” . Others were
concerned that not all farmers had sufficient knowledge and understanding with
respect to the use of new agricultural technologies currently being introduced:
Farmer: I think there are very few people that have the skills to use the latest technology
as it comes out.
Interviewer: Would you say that generally?
Farmer: Yes, for instance, say you get a new variety of wheat, it takes one or two seasons
to understand how that wheat performs and what it likes in its weeds, in its soil and its
moisture requirements. It is exactly the same with livestock you are suddenly offered a new
wizard dairy bull, its going to take two or three years to see if the resulting cows are any
good. And I think very few people have the ability, they think they have, but they haven’t and
obviously its in the nature of people that they want to try something different each year to
keep the market going.
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New technology means caution
I think farmers are generally fairly cautious, but nevertheless they are also fairly quick to
take up new technology.

Although new technology was viewed as vital, all the farmers had a cautious
approach to adopting new technology. Although overall the farmers were forward
thinking and interested in new innovations, generally they preferred to see
something new tried and tested before they adopted it themselves:
I don’t want to be the first in with something, but if it looks like it’s going to be the way
forward I want to be there.

They would wait and see how it might fit in with their own production system. Larger
farmers were felt to be more able to take a risk with something new than smaller
farmers, and the current financial pressures on farming meant that they were even
more cautious about making any new investments. Farmers were therefore
balancing the possible benefits that new technology could bring in difficult times,
with the potential financial risks:
Life in general doesn’t stand still, in order to keep the business afloat financially and also to
keep the business progressing forward, it’s a two-way thing. I mean, I think you could argue
that we would be more inclined to adopt new technology if times were good, but equally in
some ways, there is even more reason to try and adopt new practices when times are bad.
The difficulties are when times are difficult you’ve got to be even more careful about making
any investment because you don’t want to do something that’s potentially risky.

Past experiences had made them sceptical over companies’ claims about what
products could offer them. As one farmer commented:
They always wildly exaggerate yields.

Several farmers noted that companies tended to push a new product regardless of
farmers’ needs:
In many ways they tend to come up with a solution and it takes them a while to decide what
it’s a solution to.

They looked to other countries, particularly the USA and Canada, to learn from their
experiences. Farmers felt that the use of GM crops in other countries had
demonstrated their value and safety, and were reassured by the way they were now
accepted in many countries around the world.
None of the farmers felt wedded to the type of crops they grew. They all said that
they would be happy to change the type of crops they grow, as noted by one
farmer:
There is always a desire to try something new because we get a bit bored …of course I
would love to change the crops that I grow.
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Farmers felt that in order to survive in the current agricultural climate they had to be
very professional. They felt decisions were required that were based on sound
evidence. In this respect, farmers relied heavily on their informal and more formal
networks for reliable information. Organisations such as The Arable Group were
important sources of what worked and what didn’t. Many also had contacts within
research establishments, which were also viewed as providing a particularly
trustworthy source of information about new products:
I am a member of The Arable Group, who are very good at testing things. And I see a
number of products they do test show no benefit, then we know if they are any good despite
what the people selling will tell you. Independent, no strings attached research is the most
important terms that we need.

GM crops were viewed with less suspicion than some other new technologies as
they appeared to deliver the expected benefits, although farmers remained keen
that their safety was assured. Many reported that experience in the USA and
Canada had demonstrated their value, and were reassured by the fact that they
were now accepted in many countries around the world. Yet farmers remained
cautious, because they were concerned over the possibility of resistance, fearing
that the technology could eventually lead to ‘superweeds’ or could make their
herbicides or pesticides ineffective. A number of farmers also mentioned concern
over reduced property values as a result of growing GM crops on their land.
Interestingly, when asked what they saw as the disadvantages of GM crops, no
farmer mentioned concern over liability.

Farmers as responsible: new technology for a safer
environment
It doesn't matter how successful and forward thinking they are, the first thing they are is a
farmer.

Farmers had a particular view of what being a farmer was, as indicated by several
farmers’ view that they were first and foremost farmers (rather than simply just
business men). They felt concerned that the public did not appreciate this. The
environment was an important theme throughout the interviews. Farmers are also
members of wider society and, like the rest of society, they have become aware of
environmental issues such as global warming, climate change and loss of
biodiversity. Several farmers mentioned the way that as farmers they lived and
worked in the environment, which meant that they held a particular respect for it:
I mean as a farmer you live in the countryside as well as work in the countryside so you’ve
got to live in the environment you are creating, and farmers have done that over thousands
of years.

A number of farmers pointed out that because of their close contact with the natural
world, they were more aware than others in society of how the climate may be
changing. Farmers are being forced to think about the environment, especially
because of the CAP reforms and new opportunities opening up with environmental
schemes. They were all aware of the current expectations of society that farmers
should deliver environmental benefits. Consequently farmers now felt that they
were not simply maximising profits but also balancing this with environmental
benefits:
We see ourselves as doing two things – a) managing the countryside and b) producing
food and other crops.
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Another noted:
We are becoming more and more conscious that we need to keep unspoilt areas for species
diversity.

Many of the farmers interviewed were engaging in conservation activities on their
farm and were proud of what they were doing. As one farmer commented:
You now wear the badge on the front of your shirt as opposed to on the inside.

However, the current financial position of farming and the need to be financially
viable remained a major constraint on such activities.
All the farmers, whether they had experience of using GM crops or not, were keen
to use the crops if they were allowed to. GM crops were seen as part of a
continuum, just another step in the plant breeding process and a quicker and more
scientific route for doing what was done before by chance:
Well as far as I’m concerned it ought to be the way ahead in that it’s utilising traits that
people want and its fast tracking, its basically instant fast breeding really. You’re getting to
the same place you are going anyway. If you select plants or animals for a particular trait
then you are going to get there eventually, it might take you ten years, it might take you a
hundred and ten years, but you get there eventually. With the genetic modification side of it
you can isolate that trait instantly and really you are just speeding it up.

It was considered a particularly advantageous step at a time when there are few
new major breakthroughs, let alone ones which could also provide significant
environmental advantages. It was felt that GM crops had been through more safety
checks than conventional crops, that GM cropping systems used chemicals that
were less harmful than alternatives and that less spraying meant less use of
chemicals. This in turn meant less harm to the environment and less harm to
chemical users:
We were growers in the trials for four years, yeah I’m all for it, absolutely all for it. It cuts
down on chemicals, simplifies plant breeding, in my opinion anyway. A far safer world
without all these pesticides, and gets rid of the pollution as well.

Weeds could be left for longer and generally this was considered to improve the
wildlife on the farm. As one farmer noted:
The only impact it had was the fact that we could leave weeds longer so there was a
feeding source for wildlife when there otherwise wouldn’t have been. Most people always
confused the conventional site that had no weeds in it or very low level of weeds, they
always thought that was the GM site when in fact it was the opposite way around, we could
leave the weeds for longer.

However, that weeds were left for longer in the crops also prompted a few
comments about untidiness. As one farmer said:
One (neighbour) actually used to peer over the hedge and because he keeps an
immaculate tidy farm, and he would peer over the hedge in the spring and make caustic
comments about ‘well you have got a good crop of weeds there haven’t you’.
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New technology means simpler farm management practices
It did exactly what they said it would. Yeah, and myself and the neighbours could hardly
believe how simple the technology was, and it was rape actually. We used so little other
inputs on it, the management was so simple as well.

All farmers felt that that the key advantage of GM crops was that they could simplify
management. GM crops provided greater flexibility. The wider window available for
spray applications was also particularly appreciated. Using less herbicide meant
less spraying, which was not only provided a cost and environmental advantage but
also a time advantage:
You got a more flexible approach, you’re not going (on the land) when its wet, you’re
reducing your oil consumption, various factors. You’re improving the soil structure, you’re
controlling difficult weeds in some crops that then lead to less herbicide input in the whole
rotation. Things like operator safety, you’re no longer having to use chemicals that you have
to suit-up for. Pollution reduces because you’re not having to clean your sprayer out, you
know, going from sugarbeet to wheat and vice versa, because there’d be lot less occasions
to spray. There might be more leisure time for the manager because he’s not - certainly in
sugarbeet terms which you spray 3 or 4 times a season. You always have to start spraying
very early in the morning because there’s no wind and because we use very small droplets
on the sprayers. You know, you very often finish by 8 or 9 o clock in the morning. So one
application of Roundup, for example, can be done any old time of the day or night, so you
are using environmental benefit there, a safety benefit to you and your staff.

New technology highlights differences
I cannot see a great problem, some people make a mountain out of it but I cannot see it.

As mentioned earlier, this report is concerned with the views of non-organic
farmers. The farmers interviewed felt that organic farmers have a particular
viewpoint on new technology such as GM crops, based on economics, i.e. that the
organic farmers view new technologies such as GM crops, as a threat to their
business:
I’m afraid I eventually shut them up by saying that I thought, and I do believe this, the
organic movement is trying to get enough organic farms situated around the country so
there is nowhere you can have a GM crop. They are more fearful about crops becoming
popular, because after all, GM crops are minimal chemical food production and organic
farming is minimal chemical food production and I think the two are very close together, but
one is able to produce the food a lot cheaper than the other.

The organic farmers interviewed were concerned that there were too many
unknown consequences and they could not see any benefits. Fairness was another
reoccurring theme, particularly for the organic farmers, as one noted:
I think farmers have got to listen to their neighbours a bit more.

Generally the non-organic farmers thought that large separation distances were a
tactic to try and stop GM crops being grown, pointing out that in other parts of the
world restrictions have not been felt necessary. They did not think that separation
distances were something that they need worry about. One farmer said:
I don’t see a big danger in the crop so I don’t see there is a lot of point in having huge
separation distances.

Another commented:
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Well, I don’t have a problem with GM crops so I wouldn’t have a problem with, I wouldn’t see
the need to separate them really - only so that it satisfied others.

Most of the farmers felt that, as with other rules and regulations, separation
distances were something they would abide by, mentioning that they were already
bound by many rules and regulations. The Soil Association was seen as provoking
organic opposition to GM crops, even though GM crops could also benefit organic
farmers:
Ironically the very people that should be embracing it, sort of conservationists and the
organic movement are the ones that are most against it.

Some farmers highlighted the potential for neighbouring organic farms to spread
disease or weeds to their farms.
The FSE farmers generally had good relationships with their neighbours, and
although some neighbours were more interested than others in what they were
doing, most were reported to be very supportive. Farmers generally did not foresee
any difficulties with consulting their neighbours over the introduction of new
technology such as GM crops:
If any of my immediate farming neighbours had raised a real issue then I wouldn’t have
done it. But I went to see them all and spoke to them about it and to a man and woman they
were quite interested.

Farmers felt they were more vulnerable to criticism than other businesses because
what they did was constantly on view. They felt that the public generally lacked
understanding about farming and rural issues:
Interviewer: You see no difference between the two (GM and non-GM)?
Farmer: I see no difference, no, but Joe public of course wouldn’t understand that because
they don’t understand agriculture.

There was considered to be a lack of realism in the general population over how
things are produced and about the demands on farmers to produce everything at
low cost. Farmers were mindful of their role in wider society and the need for
greater connection and to improve understanding. Lack of good communication
with the public was thought to have lead to misunderstandings about GM crops.
Farmers were sensitive to alternative views and the FSE farmers had made serious
efforts to communicate with protestors. One farmer reported that he had replied to
all those who had contacted him regarding the FSEs.
Farmers were particularly angry about the way that reductions in chemical use
through GM crops were not communicated well to the public. They felt that GM
crops had been marketed in the wrong way so that consumers could not see the
benefits. Some farmers felt that rather than focussing on the benefits for food
production, publicity should have focussed on medical or fuel benefits, which the
public could relate to better. Others felt that moving genes within species may be a
safer and more acceptable approach for everyone, including companies, as it would
get the technologies onto farms quicker. Yet farmers also felt that in many ways GM
technology was already with us and that it would eventually gain wider acceptance
by the public. As it became more widely used the public would gain a better
understanding of it.
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Experiments as a good experience
It’s been good fun, you meet so many people.

The farmers who had been involved in the FSEs appeared to have had a positive
and valued experience. All the farmers, however, were annoyed about the way that
GM crops had been introduced initially by Monsanto, and its arrogant attitude,
although some spoke of valued relationships with individuals at the company:
It shows how idiotic Monsanto can be, thinking that people are going to say yes when it
lines Monsanto’s and farmers’ pockets. There is no way the general public are going to buy
that one.

On the other hand the FSE farmers were particularly complementary about Bayers’
approach, both to the introduction of GM crops and to the FSEs, although one
farmer criticised the company for not doing more locally with neighbouring farmers
to explain to them about the FSEs.
Many farmers had, in the past, been involved in conventional crop trials and
generally appeared to appreciate being involved in this type of activity. Not all the
farmers had been positive about GM crops at the start of the FSEs. A few of the
farmers interviewed had become converted as a result of the evaluations:
I tend to start off being rather sceptical, they don’t usually perform as well as they say on
the can and I found that from a management point of view, the GM crops - I grew OSR - it
made weed control a doddle.

Farmers interviewed who had been involved in the FSEs had generally had good
experiences with the companies involved in the FSEs. They valued the advice and
concern over any difficulties they faced, and most valued the interactions that the
companies facilitated, such as the annual meetings with other FSE farmers, even
though for some, attending activities was difficult because of time commitments.
Through the social events farmers made new friends and some kept in contact after
the FSEs were completed.
However, there was also anger at the way the final results of the trials were
presented. Farmers did not feel their practices were represented fairly, as
demonstrated by this farmers view:
And in many ways they planned the trial wrongly in my opinion, although I’m no scientist, in
that they suggested that you use a very high level of the herbicide, but they did leave it up to
you. So I didn’t do that because in the real world of farming when you have to buy the stuff
you use the absolute minimum that you can get away with. And certainly with this
technology you would use a small amount and if you had to go back in with another small
amount you would do that. But unfortunately they were suggesting that you use huge
amount, 4 litres, which nobody in the real commercial world would do, because there is no
point. You would only want to kill enough weeds to get a decent crop. So by using high
levels of herbicide you were getting almost 100% clean crop, and of course you won’t then
get the biodiversity in there because you are literally killing everything but the OSR off. So
that made the whole thing somewhat artificial, because I couldn’t see that happening in the
real world.

The farmers considered the FSEs were important to see if there were any
disadvantages, although none of the farmers involved in the FSEs said they had
witnessed any disadvantages.

A more complete view
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These sections have set out some of the themes and views expressed by farmers
in this first round of interviews. Farmers are weighing up the pros and cons of GM
crops and considering how they would fit into their farming business as a whole, in
exactly the same way as they would weigh up any new technology. In this respect
GM crops are considered no differently from a new conventional crop.
The themes in this report represent a snapshot of a collective view of the farmers
interviewed. Yet in reality individuals views are not made up of isolated themes but
connected lines of thought. Cognitive maps of individuals’ views have therefore also
been drawn up from the interview data. These maps capture the connections and
linkages in an individual farmers thinking, thus drawing together all the separate
threads outlined in the themes. In this way views on particular issues can be placed
in their context. The attached map is one example. It shows the thinking of one
particular farmer whose lines of thought are similar to the collective view presented
in this report. Key issues, aims or goals appear at the top of the map, and below is
the thinking behind those aims or goals. Maps like this, of individual views, will be
used in the second stage of the project to consider in more depth some of the
issues raised in this first stage.
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