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THE IMPORTANCE OF GM CROPS TO THE EU

The import of genetically modified (GM) crops by 
the European Union contributes to environmental, 
social and economic sustainability goals in the EU 
and in producing countries.

In the EU, it reduces the need for land expansion 
that would otherwise be needed to grow these 
crops locally. If soybean imports from the 
United States, Brazil and Argentina were to be 
discontinued, local production to meet the EU’s 
soya demand would require a 155% increase in 

productive farmland primarily in France, Italy and 
Austria.1 Recent assessments indicate that such 
expansion would require the conversion of vast 
areas of EU forests to cropland.2  

In producing countries, the cultivation of GM 
crops supports the expansion of conservation 
agriculture practices like low-till and no-till farming. 
This provides tangible benefits for soil health, 
biodiversity, emissions reductions, water use 
management and Integrated Pest Management. 

Low-till and no-till farming allow soils to 
store nutrients and water more efficiently. 
This maintains soil cover, preventing 
erosion and runoff, and increases soil 
biodiversity by promoting the growth of 
micro and macro fauna that are affected 
by mechanical plowing.3

The expansion of low-till and no-till farming 
made possible by herbicide tolerance traits 
contributes to enhanced carbon capture 
and reduced greenhouse gas emissions. 
This is due to lower soil disturbance, 
which means that carbon is captured and 
stored in the ground, as well as lower fuel 
consumption for farm machinery.4,5

Where pest-resistant crop 
varieties are planted, less 
water is needed; this is due 
to the reduction in volumes 
of the insecticides sprayed. 
Improved crop varieties bring 
farmers better yields per 
hectare planted – producing 
more ‘crop per drop’ of 
water used and reducing the 
need for irrigation. Drought-
resistant crops also allow 
farmers to better manage 
water stress risk, maintaining 
optimal yields in water-scarce 
situations.

In countries where GM crops are grown, farmers using GM 
insect-resistant crop varieties make a more sustainable 
use of insecticides, reducing their environmental impact 
on the local ecosystem.

Insect-protected GM crops enable very targeted pest 
control, lowering the use of broad-spectrum insecticides; 
this ultimately minimises the risk for non-target species 
and wildlife and supports conservation of beneficial 
insect populations that can contribute to nature-based 
environmental services, and Integrated Pest Management 
approaches.7

Since 1996, the use of insecticides on the global area 
planted with GM insect-resistant crops has been reduced 
by 112.4 million kg of active substance for maize and by 
331 million kg of active substance for cotton.8
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Globally, in 2018, the carbon sequestration benefits from reduced fuel use and additional soil carbon 
storage resulted in carbon dioxide savings of about 23 million kg. This is equivalent to taking 15.3 
million cars off the road for a year.6
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