
 

 

 
 
 

 
PROPOSED AMENDMENT TO THE HONEY DIRECTIVE 

POSITION PAPER FROM BEEKEEPERS 

 

 
Since the advent of GMO cultivation, beekeepers have been worried about their effects on bees. On 
the one hand, their safety has not been established and secondly, the use of GMOs in 99% of cases is 
associated with the use of a pesticide and an agricultural model not conducive to the well being of 
the bee.  
 
Furthermore, European consumers remain clearly opposed to the presence of GMOs in their food. 
GMO contamination has serious implications for the marketability of honey and other bee products 
both for regulatory reasons and the image of honey as the quintessential natural food. 
 
September 6, 2011, in the Bablok case, the Court of Justice of the European Union ruled that honey 
contaminated with MON810 maize pollen could not be marketed since this pollen is not authorized 
for human food. This ruling also indicated that mandatory labeling is applicable once beyond 0.9% of 
pollens from authorized GMOs in food.  
 
For beekeepers, the decision marked - at the highest level, the recognition that the core principles of 
GMO regulation (freedom of choice for the consumer, coexistence and zero tolerance) also have to 
be applied to honey regardless of how difficult or inconvenient this may be for the prospects of GMO 
cultivation. The logical consequence of this decision should have been enacted by the Member States 
giving rules to protect beekeeping against contamination by GMOs.  
 
The Commission asked Member States to wait before acting, and today offers a legislative 
amendment aiming to apply only partially this judicial decision, so that honey containing pollen from 
GMOs is not labeled in order to avoid coexistence measures that would protect beekeeping.  
 
Pollen and ingredient: an attempt to force it through from the Commission… 
 
The Court of Justice of the European Union decided that pollen should be treated as an ingredient of 
honey. As a result, the GMOs Regulation should have been applied to GMOs pollen in honey.  
 
The European Commission proposes to amend the « Honey Directive », so that the pollen in honey is 
no longer considered as honey ingredient. The Commission writes that authorization and labeling 
concerning GMOs will still be required.  

 
Denying to the pollen the qualification of ingredient of honey is based on a substantive factual error, 
because a part of the pollen is indeed a honey ingredient. And this is the point of the European Court 
of justice demonstration. The presence of pollen in honey is partly natural as a result of the bee 
transport, but it is also due to the intervention of the beekeeper during the honey centrifugation. 

 



And the Court pointed it out: although pollen is a ‘normal component’ of honey, pollen remains an 
ingredient. But today, as it did unsuccessfully before the Court, the Commission argues again that the 
pollen was wrongly called as an ingredient, because the pollen is in honey with or without the 
intervention by the beekeeper. Unfortunately, the Commission forgets that without the 
centrifugation of the honey by the beekeeper, the amount of pollen in honey would be significantly 
lower. Therefore, the court has valid reasons to treat pollen as an ingredient of honey. These ruling 
guarantees that honey and hive products benefit the same protection against GMOs than other food 
products. 
 
There is a clear attempt by the Commission, to circumvent the Court ruling. 
 
… To create a technical exception to labeling requirement 
 
By doing so, the European commission expects to create an exception to the labeling requirement of 
honey. Indeed, by removing the qualification of ingredient, the Commission intends to amend the 
reference for calculating the labeling GMOs threshold (from 0.9%). This calculation is usually done 
ingredient by ingredient or on the total products when it is single-ingredient. If the pollen is no more 
an ingredient in honey, the quantification will be done on the whole product and labeling of honey 
containing GMOs will never intervene. 
 
The main purpose of this amendment is thus to provide a technical exception to the labeling 
requirement on GMO content for honey. 
 
… And to avoid the protection of beekeeping against GMOs contamination 
 
It is up to Member States to define the rules for the protection of other productions.  
The exception to the labeling of honey takes away beekeeping opportunity to obtain in their Member 
States the technical rules that could protect hive products against GMOs. Without these technical 
rules, beekeeping is doomed to the contamination of its products by GMOs. 
  
… At the expense of consumers and beekeeping 
 
European consumers do not want GMOs in honey. Honey is a natural and healthy product, and it 
should remain so. 
 
Not labeling the GM pollen in honey creates an exception to the labeling of GMO products. This will 
lead to a situation of suspicion of the presence of GMOs in honey.  
 

Ultimately, contrary to what it suggests, the European Commission proposal does not solve the 
problem of GMOs in beekeeping, as it avoids the protection of beekeeping against GMOs and as 
honey is one of hive products concerned by a possible pollution from GMOs. But it solves indeed the 
problem of beekeeping for GMO producers. 
 
It is unacceptable that the Commission relies on a substantial factual error to create an exception to 
the labeling of honey, to the detriment of consumers and beekeeping. 
 
Beekeepers therefore opposes this change and hope that the EU Court of Justice decision is fully 
implemented, both in its section « pollen authorization from GMOs » and its « GMOs presence 
labeling » side. Proper labeling enables consumer choice and requires the establishment of 
protective coexistence rules for beekeeping and bee health.   
 



We demand in addition to rigorously assess the impact of transgenic plants on apiaries, including 
brood, queens and winter bees, and make public all protocols and results.  

 
In addition, the proposed amendment to the Directive contains a second part, which gives the 
European Commission the right to amend the Annexes of the ‘Honey Directive’ alone. Beekeepers 
fear that the Commission grants herself the opportunity to challenge the result of long 
negotiations to ensure consumers a natural and healthy product. These annexes guarantee the 
honey quality and the protection of European beekeepers interests.  

 
What would happen if tomorrow the Commission decided to align with international standards, less 
demanding? International standards evolve with under the pressure of the trade and the food 
industry.  
 
This is why we oppose that the Commission should have the right to modify these annexes at its sole 
discretion. 
 
Signatory organizations alphabetically: 

- Assoċjazzjoni Maltija tal-Apikultura 
- Biodlingsföretagarna (The Swedish Professional Beekeepers Association) 
- Confédération Paysanne 
- Deutscher Berufs und Erwerbs Imker Bund e.V.  
- Deutscher Imkerbund e.V 
- Demeter Germany 
- European Professional Beekeepers Association  
- Fédération Royale Provinciale Liégeoise d’Apiculture 
- Fédération des Unions d'Apiculteurs du Grand-Duché de Luxembourg 
- Federation of Greek Beekeepers Associations 
- Gemeinschaft buckfastimker Mellifera e.V 
- Országos Magyar Méhészeti Egyesület (OMME - Hungarian Beekeepers Association) 
- Österreichischer Erwerbsimkerbund  
- Österreichischer Imkerbund  
- Syndicat National d’Apiculture 
- Union Nationale de l’Apiculture Française 

 


