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Fact Sheet   

Volunteer Canola 

Expected and Controllable  
 
 

“Volunteers” (a plant that grows on its own, rather than being deliberately planted by a 
human) can happen because seeds can be transported by the wind, spilled from 
vehicles transporting grain or seed or dropped by birds.   
 
This phenomenon is not biotech-specific, because this can occur with conventional 
varieties of plants too.  It is not unusual to observe volunteer populations of canola 
along roadsides adjacent to fields or where grain and seeds are frequently transported.  
 
 
Research Claims “Wild” Canola:  

In an August 6, 2010 news release, the Ecological Society of America (www.esa.org) 
alleges that researchers “have discovered the first evidence of established populations 
of genetically modified plants [specifically, canola] in the wild.”   
 
 
Canola Growers Respond:   

A statement from the U.S. Canola Association says in part: 
 
“Because 85 to 90 percent of the U.S. and Canadian canola crop is grown from biotech 

seeds, we would expect the same percentage to be reflected in volunteer canola.  As with 

conventional canola production, it is not unusual or concerning that volunteer biotech 

canola was found on roadsides due to occasional seeds being misplaced during 

transport or harvesting.”  

 
Barry Coleman, executive director of the Northern Canola Growers Association  

and canola grower in North Dakota 

 
 
Key Points  
 

 “Volunteers” (a plant that grows on its own, rather than being deliberately planted by a 
human) can happen with both conventional and biotech plant varieties.  Not surprisingly 
then, this is not the first time that this has been observed.  
 

 There is no evidence to indicate that herbicide-tolerant varieties of canola are more invasive 
or more persistent in disturbed habitats than their conventional counterparts.   
 

 Because about 90 percent of the U.S. and Canadian canola crop is biotech, it is reasonable 
to expect a survey of roadside canola to show similar prevalence of biotech plants. 

http://www.esa.org/
http://www.uscanola.com/index.asp?Type=B_PR&SEC=%7b36EE8899-EE86-4B44-8141-13745052D3E9%7d&DE=%7bAB534B2B-AE63-4F3E-A436-5B122BDE792C%7d
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 Canola, whether genetically engineered or conventional, does not survive well in the wild. 
Therefore in the case of seed/grain spillage, the seed may germinate and grow, but will not 
be able to compete with other plants well enough to establish actual populations of canola.   

 

 It is unlikely that the populations will establish for multiple generations to allow for any 
significant gene flow to occur.   
 

 Unless the habitat is regularly disturbed, or seeds are replenished from outside, canola 
will be displaced by other plants.  

 

 When biotech canola was originally evaluated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
and Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA), they recognized that like traditional canola, 
biotech canola would volunteer and might require management in some areas.  

 

 The USDA found no evidence that biotech canola would be more apt than traditional 
canola to outcompete other plant species.  
 

 The agencies also considered the possibility that canola would breed with other species. 
The CFIA concluded that such crosses would not be invasive, nor result in increased 
weediness or invasiveness, and could be managed by current agronomic practices. 

 

 Volunteer canola can be considered a weed in agricultural situations, but it is not considered 
an invasive species in these habitats as its dissemination normally results from seed spillage 
during harvest and transport operations.  
 

 Long-term scientific studies have concluded that, in the event of dispersal from their 
cultivated habitat, genetically engineered plants are no more invasive nor more persistent 
than their conventional counterparts.   
 

 No definition of feral or “persistent” is explained by the authors, therefore it is difficult to 
know whether the canola plants found in the roadsides were actually feral canola, which can 
occur, or the more plausible agricultural canola.  
 

 The authors do not describe any work performed (e.g. molecular markers) to determine 
whether the canola was truly wild, or whether it was the result of a grain spillage situation.  
 

 Cross-pollination of canola plants in adjacent fields can occur, therefore it is feasible that 
some grain harvested from the edge of a field could contain the trait planted and a trait from 
the adjacent field. If such grain was accidentally spilled in a roadside ditch, it is possible for 
germination to occur, thus resulting in the detection of plants with both RR and LL traits. 
 

 The authors’ conclusions are rather wide-reaching considering such limited data is actually 
presented (no figures are shown, and only 1 year of data was collected).  

 

 Having “established” or “persistent” populations would mean that those populations were 
present multiple years.  However the authors only present limited results collected in 
June-July 2010.  
 

 



3 

 

For More Information 
 

Andersson, M.S. & de Vicente, M.C. (2010). Canola, oilseed rape (Brassica napus L). In Gene 
flow between crops and their wild relatives (73-123). Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 
 

Crawley, M.J., Brown, S.L., Hails, R.S., Kohn, D.D., & Rees, M. (2001) Transgenic crops in 
natural habitats.  Nature Biotechnol 409: 682-683 
 

Crawley, M.J., Hails, R.S., Rees, M., Kohn, D. & Buxton, J. (1993). Ecology of transgenic 
oilseed rape in natural habitats. Nature, 363: 620-623. 
 

Devos, Y., De Schrijver, A., & Reheul, D. (2009) Quantifying the introgressive hybridization 
propensity between transgenic oilseed rape and its wild/weedy relatives.  Environ. Monit. 
Assess.  149:303-322 
 

Ellstrand, N.C. (2003).  Dangerous Liaisons?  When Cultivated Plants Mate with Their Wild 
Relatives (244 pp.). Balitimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 

Ellstrand, N.C., Prentice, H.C., & Hancock, J.F. (1999).  Gene flow and introgression from 
domesticated plants into their wild relatives.  Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst.  30:539-563 
 

FitzJohn, R.G., Armstrong, T.T., Newstrom-Lloyd, L.E., Wilton, A.D., & Cochrane, M. (2007) 
Hybridisation within Brassica and allied genera: evaluation of potential for transgene 
escape.  Euphytica 158: 209-230 
 

[MDA] Manitoba Department of Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives. (2010). Volunteer canola 
– Brassica napus and Brassica rapa.  
http://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/weeds/fab53s00.html, Accessed April 15, 2010. 
 

Salisbury, P.A. (2002) Genetically modified canola in Australia: agronomic and environmental 
considerations.  In: Downey K (ed) Australian Oilseeds Federation, 107 pp. 
 

Warwick, S.I., Beckie, H.J., and Hall, L.M.  (2009).  Gene Flow, Invasiveness, and Ecological 
Impact of Genetically Modified Crops.  The Year in Evolutionary Biology 2009.  1168:72-99 
 

 [WSSA] Weed Science Society of America. (2010). Composite List of Weeds 2010. 
http://wssa.net/Weeds/ID/WeedNames/namesearch.php, Last Accessed April 15, 2010. 

 

http://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/weeds/fab53s00.html
http://wssa.net/Weeds/ID/WeedNames/namesearch.php

