
Proposed Transition Program for Boulder County GM Farmers 
In November 2016, Boulder County decided to phase out the planting of genetically-modified (GM) crops and 
neonicotinoid pesticides on county-owned open space. Broad-acre open space tenant farmers in Boulder 
County are now faced with the challenge of transitioning away from GM corn by the end of 2019 and GM sugar 
beets and neonic pesticides by the end of 2021. The GM ban has caused consternation and fractured the local 
agricultural community. Most of the GM farmers in Boulder County are unhappy with the decision to ban GM 
crops from production. With pressure to transition rising, very few farmers show any signs of trying out new 
crops. At the same time, the County has not yet identified economically viable alternatives. The county stands 
to lose the stewards of the land, and the producers stand to lose the land they lease from Boulder County. To 

address this impasse, the County is developing a transition program that will extend the GM ban deadlines to 
provide more time to co-discover economically viable alternatives to GM crops for broad-acre production. 

The goal of the program is to rapidly identify economically viable and regenerative alternatives to GM crops 
and neonic pesticides while simultaneously scaling back existing GM production acres. Regenerative produc­
tion practices will be explored in field trials. Transition to organic will be offered as pathway forward, but not 
mandated. This transition program is for farmers who want to retain their open space leases and whole­
hearted-ly pursue economically viable alternatives to GM crop production. This program is not an effort to "kick 
the can down the road" on the GM ban, but rather a roadmap to pursue viable alternatives to GM crops. 
Producers should not plan for the GM and neonic ban to be revoked or extended in the future. The current ban 
deadlines will remain in effect for farmers that do not opt-in. 

Extensions for Existing Corn, Sugar Beet and Neonic Bans 
The proposed program offers a four-year extension on the ban of GM corn and neonics, and a variable exten­
sion on the ban for GM sugar beets. For corn, there are economically viable non-GM corn varieties and growing 
practices immediately available, both organic and conventional. But, there is no obvious replacement for beets 
yet. Beet growers do not have a non-GM seed option or marketplace and they are obligated to fulfill their 
shares under contract with Western Sugar Co-op. Moreover, Boulder County Parks and Open Space (BCPOS) 
encouraged the purchase of sugar beet shares, further complicating matters and setting up for an "about-face" 
that could severely affect several farmers. They cannot retire their shares, and selling them is not an easy option 
given the depressed value of beet shares currently. The tenant growers that own a high number of beet shares 
and depend solely on access to county land will be disproportionately affected by the ban and put at significant 
financial risk. The ban essentially takes away their livelihood. 

Mad Agriculture examined risk exposure by creating a simple 
"severity index" (SI), which is the ratio of acres a tenant owns in 
beet shares to acres they have in private land holding. In other 
words, it is the ratio of their obligation to grow beets for the 
co-op and their ability to fulfill that obligation by using their 
own farmland. For some, their sugar beets shares only demand 
8-12% of their privately-held land, so they could fulfill their obli­
gation with relative ease. For a couple of other farmers, the
situation is grave: their sugar beet obligation requires an
estimated 30% and 70% of their land annually, respectively. 
Because sugar beets are part of a four-year rotation, tenants
cannot fulfill their beet-share obligation on their own land, and
the ban exposes them to high financial risk. The figure (see

right) shows the relationship between beet shares and the SI,
where the lines represent scenarios of private land holdings at
350, 700 and 1400 acres.
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