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The potential environmental and human health benefits of genetically-modified (GM) crops that require lower levels of pesticide application are currently not widely acknowledged. Life-Cycle Assessment (LCA) is a recognised ‘holistic’ approach for assessing the environmental impacts associated with a process or product within one consistent framework. An LCA has been undertaken to evaluate the possible environmental benefits associated with growing GM herbicide-tolerant sugar beet in Europe compared to its conventional equivalent. Case studies of growing sugar beet in the UK and in Germany are used to explore the potential environmental and human health benefits of growing GM.  The analysis identifies and quantifies the main environmental burdens involved and their impact in terms of energy use and global warming, acidification, ozone creation, ecotoxicity and human toxicity. Some tentative economic valuations of these impacts are also presented. The analysis marks the first known study where LCA has been used to assess the environmental impacts of GM crops. It is hoped that such analyses can make a positive contribution to the debate concerning the uptake of GM varieties.
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