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Summary 

Two varieties of winter canola were planted in October 2009 in an experiment to investigate 

potential risks to specialty seed crops grown in the vicinity of commercial-scale canola 

production. The canola did not survive the winter. Therefore no useful observations toward the 

original objectives were possible. However, an unexpected discovery occurred and is discussed 

below.   

One of the concerns expressed at the public meeting in Prineville, Oregon on June 5, 2009 was 

about contamination of vegetable seed crops with genetically modified (GM) traits. Vegetable 

seed crops are almost completely non-GM.  Many of the vegetable seed crops grown in central 

Oregon are exported to countries that have zero-tolerance for GM organisms. GM trait 

contamination does not only occur as a result of cross-pollination, but contamination of non-GM 

crops can occur from something as benign as postharvest residues or intermingling of seed in 

harvesting equipment. One aspect of the concern raised in Prineville was that even if non-GM 

canola was grown, is there existing GM contamination occurring in canola seed production 

areas? Canola varieties in the experiment were ‘Baldur’ and ‘Virginia’. These varieties were 

chosen for the trial because they were non-GM. 

To investigate the concern about GM contamination of non-GM canola seed, a PCR (polymerase 

chain reaction) analysis of the seed that was used to plant the experiment was conducted. Test 

results were positive at 0.01 percent for the glyphosate-tolerant trait from the Oregon Department 

of Agriculture laboratory. This is close to the detection limit for the PCR analysis, so the level of 

GM contamination was likely low. To further investigate the PCR results, a greenhouse 

evaluation of the seed for each variety was conducted in an attempt to determine whether the 

PCR detected viable GM seed and if so what would the field population of GM plants have been.   

The greenhouse evaluation consisted of 400 seeds of each variety. When the canola plants had 

two to four leaves they were treated with Roundup® PowerMax at 44 fluid oz/acre. The results 

of the greenhouse trial were negative for viable glyphosate-tolerant seeds. The trial was not 

repeated because of inadequate funds. Because there is little Brassica seed production in central 

Oregon, canola does not appear to pose a major risk for cross-pollination. Also, because of the 

timing of the flowering, winter canola does not pose a bee diversion problem for specialty seed 

crops in central Oregon. However, canola does seem to pose a risk for contaminating non-GM 

crops with GM traits. The level of GM contamination in non-GM canola and the likelihood of a 

specialty seed crop being contaminated are not clear. Before canola is approved for commercial 

production in central Oregon we recommend that this potential for GM contamination be more 

thoroughly investigated. 


