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With the recent discovery of unacceptable levels of an agro-chemical by name

glyphosate in lentils imported into the European Union, a huge controversy between

exporters from North America (the US and Canada) and importers from Europe has

erupted, with potential to disrupt trade between the two regions in the short term.

While the US and Canada have set maximum residue limit (MRL) for glyphosate at 5

and 4 ppm (parts per million) respectively, the EU has authorised use of the chemical

on various crops, but not done so for lentils. In the event, as a ‘detection of use'

standard, MRL of 0.1 ppm for glyphosate on lentils has been set by the EU.

Health impact

Asserting that glyphosate does not pose a human health risk, representatives of North

American pulses export promotion organisations – Pulse Canada and the US Dry Pea

and Lentil Council – were at pains to explain to buyers around the world here during

the annual convention that scientific studies showed no adverse health impact.

Even as the US and Canadian lentil industries along with appropriate regulatory

agencies are working closely with the EU authorities to seek a timely, science-based

solution to the problem, unfortunately for the exporting countries, it may take 12

months or more for the EU to go through its process of reviewing the herbicide residue

tolerance.

The chemical

Glyphosate (N-(phosphonomethyl) glycine) is a broad-spectrum systemic herbicide

used to control weeds that compete with other crops. Initially sold under the trade

name Roundup, glyphosate is now sold under various trade names. Incidentally, the

life science major Monsanto is the owner of the trade name and the chemical is

extensively used for cultivation of genetically modified soyabean (Roundup Ready).

Meanwhile, lentil growers have been cautioned about use of the herbicide heading into

the 2011 growing season. The 18,000-strong association of Saskatchewan Pulse

Growers has been cautioned about the fact that while use of the chemical on lentil crop

may meet the Canadian glyphosate MRL of 4 ppm, it will not meet the EU MRL of 0.1

ppm.

American demand

Buyers may ask producers to sign a declaration regarding their pre-harvest glyphosate

use on lentils for the 2011 growing season. North American representatives are

demanding that EU change its MRL standard soon so as not to disrupt trade; but the

EU is unlikely to budge anytime soon, claim others.

The controversy over MRL for glyphosate seems to be a renewal of a late-1990s

acrimonious war between the US and Europe over trade in genetically modified crops

such as soyabean. While the US claims to stand by ‘sound science', the EU is obsessed

with ‘precautionary principle'.

Indian scene

In India, which is the largest importer of various pulses including lentils, there is

hardly any awareness about use of agro-chemicals in growing countries. India's border

controls are not only tardy but ill-equipped to detect unacceptable levels of agro-

chemicals. May be it is time for plant quarantine authorities here to study the issue

more closely and put in place appropriate systems and procedures to ensure imported

foods are not too loaded with chemicals.

The MRL restriction on glyphosate in the EU may eventually turn out to be a

temporary non-tariff barrier; but helps to highlight how countries are progressively

tightening their food safety and quality regulations.
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