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Limagrain, a « cooperative » that has always
bet on GMOs
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Behind its label as an agricultural cooperative from Auvergne (France), Limagrain is now a global
player in GMOs. The Group has been promoting GMOs for many years. Last March, its CEO,
Sébastien Chauffaut, was optimistic about the forthcoming deregulation of GMOs/NGTs, which he
hopes to market from 2029i. Here's a look at Limagrain's GMO strategy, combining state privilege

and lobbying.
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Founded in 1965, the Limagrain agricultural cooperative has become a major player in the seeds
industry: the world's fourth largest seed producer! and number one in vegetable seeds, thanks in


https://infogm.org/

particular to the acquisition of Vilmorin (1975) and Clause (1996). While cultivating an image of
proximity and tradition, the cooperative has long been a pro-GMO advocate. This is hardly
surprising, since in the 90s, Limagrain applied for patents relating to transgenesis!!. Limagrain's
commitment to biotechnology goes back even further, with the creation of Biocem! in 1986, then its
participation in the creation of Biogemma in 1997, a plant biotechnology research company.

A unique cooperative built with the State

Its creation by farmers from the Puy-de-Déme region has helped Limagrain to build its image as a
model of cooperative success. But the cooperative has undergone a metamorphosis over the
years. With its seeds subsidiaries, its investment in biotechnological research and its international
alliances, Limagrain now acts as a multinational company established in 53 countries on every
continent. This transformation is reflected in its hybrid governance: on the one hand, a cooperative
operation based on the participation of farmer-members, and on the other, a global industrial
strategy that follows economic logic similar to that of large private companies.

This trajectory has also been made possible by decisive support from the French governmentY.
From the 1950s onwards, the INRA (France's National Research Institute for Agriculture, Food and
Environment, now INRAE) - a public institution - worked closely with Limagrain to develop hybrid
seed varieties adapted to the earliness of the northern hemisphere. This partnership led to the
creation of LG11, the first maize hybrid to be included in the official catalogue in 1970.

Backed by this public support, Limagrain has structured its growth around a model that integrates
research (more than 100 centres), production, transformation and marketing. While the acquisitions
of Vilmorin and Clause have made a major contribution to Limagrain's international development, it
is its long history of acquisitions¥! that has enabled it to be present today on more than 90% of the
world's surface area cultivated with corn¥l. At the same time, Limagrain has tightened its grip on
agricultural practices through a system of hybrid seeds (still under developmentY"") which cannot
be resown, and very strict specifications imposed on its members.

Limagrain has also strengthened its presence in the plant biotechnology sector by participating in
the creation of Innolea in 2019, a new company dedicated to research into oilseed species, initially
led by Biogemma. Innolea brings together three major players in plant breeding in France (Lidea
Seeds, Limagrain and RAGT Semences) as well as the plant oil and protein innovation fund
managed by Sofiprotéol. At the same time, through its subsidiary Vilmorin, in 2019 Limagrain
acquired licensing rights for NGTs (Crispr-Cas 9 and Crispr Cpfl) as part of a strategic partnership
with Corteva and the Broad Institute’*. These developments illustrate a significant evolution for
Limagrain, whose historical activity as a traditional seed company is now expanding into
biotechnological tools that are far removed from its original business. Although it was not originally
a player in the chemical sector, Limagrain now has the ambition, when possible, to take over the
sale of pesticides, particularly in connection with the development of NGTsX.

We can also see that, with a view to diversifying its activities beyond seeds, Limagrain has, over
time, invested in the agri-food sector by buying up several emblematic brands in the sector, such
as Brossard, Jacquet and Créperie Le Breton.

A planned strategy of influence

From the beginning of 2010, Limagrain has been promoting GMOs obtained by "new" genetic
modification techniques in the French and European decision-making arenas. Since then, following
the example of the major seed multinationals, the company has been trying to convince as many



players as possible that GMOs/NGTs should be distinguished from transgenic GMOSs, with the aim
of exempting them from Brussels regulations.

In France, Limagrain signed up in February 2018 to the register of "interest representatives” of the “
Haute autorité pour la transparence de la vie publique” (HATVP) (the High Authority for
transparency of public life)X!. The company from Auvergne contacted the HATVP on several
occasions on the subject of "NBT" (New Breeding Techniques, former name of NGT) and then
NGT. On 9 October 2020, Limagrain approached the HATVP to "share its concerns about the
consequences of the [french] Conseil d'Etat's decision of 7 February 2020", which required that
VRTH (herbicide-tolerant varieties) obtained by "in vitro mutagenesis" comply with GMO
regulationsX!!,

As part of its influence strategy, Limagrain contributes to public consultations, participates in expert
panels, publishes opinion pieces and position papers, and more. In 2016, eight organizations,
including the Confédération paysanne, France Nature Environnement and Greenpeace, suspended
their participation in the “Haut Conseil des Biotechnologies” (HCB) — the High Council for
Biotechnology - to denounce the seed industry's growing control of the Council and its lack of
impartialityX!". At the same time, a number of organisations were highlighting another weapon used
by the multinational seed companies: semantics. By claiming that new genetic modification
techniques do not result in GMOs and that they merely mimic natural mutations, the seed industry
decided to stop using the term GMO. The Commission adopted this strategy until it was overturned
by the CJEU in July 2018, and again in 2023.

Limagrain is not content to simply act in France. The group is an influential member of Euroseeds,
the seed industry's main lobby in Brussels. In 2022, during the consultation launched by the
European Commission on NGTSs, the majority of positive contributions came from such
organisations or from experts linked to the industry*!Y, In addition, some members of the GMO
scientific panel of the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) have had past links with LimagrainXV

. The German association Testbiotech, for its part, has revealed that some of these experts have
filed patentsXVi on plants derived from NGTXVii, 3 sjtuation that fuels suspicions of conflicts of
interest.

Well-honed arguments

In an appeal published in December 2023*V!!! | imagrain Chairman, Sébastien Vidal, called on
France to support NGTs, deeming them "essential to support the transition towards a resilient
economy and a sustainable food system”. The message was clear: "Far from the scarecrows that
people are trying to conjure up, plants derived from NGTs are not "hidden GMOs" as some people
claim: there is no introduction of foreign DNA". These are erroneous statements, but they are taken
for granted in the agricultural press and in public speeches. In March 2025, in an interview with the
Association Francaise des Journalistes Agricoles (AFJA), Limagrain's CEO, Sébastien Chauffaut,
drove the point home by declaring: "seeds represent a major strategic lever: they are not limited to
a productive role, but are part of a logic of power and influence".

Limagrain uses arguments of efficiency, food sovereignty and competitiveness in the face of
international competition. It's a line of argument that is sure to find favour with certain members of
parliament and ministries, anxious to show their support for "French research" and food
sovereignty.

As AFJA points outXiX, Limagrain has been using NGTs in research since 2017, and expects the
first commercialisations in 2029 for wheat and maizei. It should be noted that Limagrain already



markets wheat varieties tolerant to Clearfield herbicides, particularly in North America, where its
subsidiaries in the United States and Canada offer wheat adapted to local conditions, in
partnership with BASF.

A multinational like any other

Limagrain's story raises a central question: is it possible to be a cooperative and lobby like a
multinational? With its thousands of cooperative members, its international holdings and its political
influence, the group embodies a hybrid form, that of a so-called cooperative controlling a multitude
of industrial companies.

Limagrain has become just another player in the agro-industrial complex, more concerned with
protecting its market share than the interests of farmers. A striking symbol of this change is that its
subsidiary Vilmorin, long the national emblem of traditional seeds, now also holds major patents on
genetic modifications. For example, patent EP3629711 covering a resistance/tolerance trait to the
brown tomato rough fruit virus (TOBRFV). Given the importance of this genetic trait for many
tomato growers, this patent (or others) could, as the NGO No Patent on Seeds** suggests, be
opposed in order to defend the rights of such users of genetic resources.

Presented by its supporters as a national champion with an international vocation, Limagrain is
nonetheless required to be rigorously transparent about its often opaque lobbying practices.
However, the multinational has recently chosen to free itself even further from such obligations by
taking its subsidiary Vilmorin off the stock exchange, by buying back all its shares, which means
that it can no longer publish details of its accounts.
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