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myself have plenty to
eat. In fact, I often eat too much and need to watch
my diet. But there are millions of people in this coun-
try who are malnourished and some are even starving.
Anyone who lives in a big city sees it regularly; in rural
areas, it may not be as noticeable but it’s just as real.
According to official U.S. statistics, one out of seven
Americans lives in poverty. One out of six—45 mil-
lion people—use food stamps to keep hunger at bay,
while 25 million go to food banks for additional help.
As many as a third of these people are children.
With the Welfare Reform Act, our Congress cut
$57 billion in help to the poor out of the federal bud-
get. Food stamp benefits are being cut by 20%—down
from about 80 cents per meal to just 66 cents. Unem-
ployed adults with no minor children are eligible for
food stamps only 3 months out of every three years.
Federal aid to families with dependent children—the
AFDC program—is eliminated, cutting off a major
source of financial support to 13 million people, of
which more than 8 million are children. With the cuts
in just these two programs—food stamps and AFDC—
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poor families will lose about $660 per month. For the
average family of three defined as “poor” in the United
States, this loss amounts to two thirds of their former
monthly income. How will they live on the other
$330? Can you imagine living for one month on $330?
What if you had two little kids?
Bear in mind that the states, which are supposed
to take over the responsibility for providing welfare,
are already having their own budgetary problems—and
they are under no federal obligation to provide ser-
vices, even if they do accept federal funds to do the
job. On the contrary, the states are limited by the Wel-
fare Reform Act in what they can offer the poor: even
the maximum benefit level will be significantly lower
than in the past. No one, for example, will be eligible
for state welfare for more than 5 years over his or her
entire lifetime. A parent whose children are more than
one year old must do paid or unpaid work after just 2
years of welfare, and the states can opt to shorten this
limit, Furthermore, the states do not have to provide
child care or transportation, as was the case under the
former federal work requirement.

How can the government of the richest country
in the world get away with this monstrons welfare
reform?

According to our government’s own lawyers, this
Welfare Reform Act could have been deemed a viola-
tion of human rights if last year’s World Food Sum-
mit, a United Nations-sponsored mecting of top
officials from more than 150 governments around the
world, had approved widely-supported language estab-
lishing the “Right to Food.” The U.S. government was
virtually alone in objecting to this concept and suec-
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ceeded in blocking the rest of the world in recogniz-
ing such aright, even on a non-binding basis. The final
document simply commits governments to “clarify
the content of the right to adequate food” and. to
“[mlake every effort” to implement it. .
Actually, ever since 1948, the U.S, has been legally
and morally obliged to the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, which in Article 25 says [sorry about
the gender references; remember, this was written in
1948): “Everyone has the right to a standard of living
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and
of his family, including food, clothing, housing and
medical care and necessary social services...” Why has
this country failed to comply with this fundamentally
decent mandate? I guess in 1996, given our peculiarly
powerful position within the world community, our
government for some reason believes it is immune
from international commitments—except, that is,
trade policy, which just happens to enforce the rights
of corporations instead of the rights of human beings.
In the following pages, 1 will discuss a series of
international policies which are shaping the future
that our children will inherit. Perhaps most alarming
about this future is the likelihood that despite new
technologies, the number of people in the world going
hungry will actually increase. The genetic engineer-
ing of seeds and plants is a major factor, and we will
see how a diversified gene pool is crucial to food pro-
duction—and how corporate control of the gene pool
threatens our collective security. :
Behind these issues lies the specter of globaliza-
tion—transnational corporations freely exploiting the
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resources and consumers of the world while political
power shifts to remote international institutions
strictly dedicated to commerce. Our challenge is to

understand all this, and to develop global systems of .

political discourse in the public interest. It is my hope
that this book will contribute to your understanding
of these problems and show a few of the ways in which
we citizens can make a difference.

FOOD INSECURITY AFTER “AFTA

Anyone reading the newspaper knows that President
Clinton and Presidents Bush and Reagan before him
have been devoted to free trade and used every polit-
ical tool at their disposal to accelerate the negotiation
of free trade agreements with reluctant trading part-
ners. Citing text book theories, they pretend that free
trade is the only engine for economic growth and that

gee.gosh, if our big corporations seek business opporf
tunities everywhere else in the world, somchow it will
all trickle down for the benefit of each of us. How this
can be true is beyond me, with transnational corpo-
ratlogs paying little or no taxes, here or anywhere, and
rf;)b'otlzation generating gigantic increases in produc-
tivity per unit of labor, while poor folk don’t get the
kind of education they need to compete for the high-
tfﬁch jobs. But the theory is, what's good for corpora-
tions is good for America.

During the fight over the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in the U.S, Congress, crit-
ics pointed out that the only winners would be those
corporations which could afford to move their opera-
tions to Mexico, thus improving their bottom line by
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avoiding labor unions and the federal minimum wage,
as well as the costs of complying with U.S. environ-
mental, health, and safety regulations. The result
would be job losses here in the U.S. and dislocation
in the Mexican economy and culture. Sure enough, by
1996, economists counted at least half a million U.S.
jobs lost due to NAFTA; in one re-training program
alone, the U.S. Labor Department itself certified
98,645 workers as having been laid off due to NAFTA.

The benefits predicted for Mexico—primarily, new
investment—disappeared in December 1995 when the
peso, which had been kept artificially high through-
out the negotiations and subsequent Mexican election,
was sharply devalued—from 3.1 to 7.88 pesos to the
dollar. The devaluation meant that costs more than
doubled for anyone spending money in the Mexican
economy. [nvestors, therefore, snatched their money
and ran to safer currencies like the ven, Meanwhile,
anyone trying to save money in Mexico found their
assets were suddenly worth less than half what they
previously were.

Economic activity came to an abrupt halt. Inter-
est rates soared to 120%, but wages crashed. The Mex-
ican government estimates that 2.8 million Mexicans
lost their jobs during the first 2 years after NAFTA,
despite the creation of some new jobs where 1J.8. com-
panies relocated along the border and in free trade
Zones.

Mexico, an agricultural economy, has 40% of its
arable land planted in corn, which is the principal food
in the Mexican diet. The Mexicans were told that
NAFTA, according to free trade theory, would enable
them to buy corn from the U.S. more cheaply than
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growing it themselves. So the government dropped its
subsidies both for corn farmers and for tortilla con-
sumers, which together had ensured adequate levels
of domestic production to feed everyone with all the
tortillas they could eat. Sure enough, without gov-
ernment support, Mexican production of corn and
other basic grains fell by nearly half; 25 million acres
went unplanted and by 1995 some 2 million peasant
farmers headed towards the already overcrowded
cities.

And guess what: in 1996, the U.S. nearly ran out
of corn. A late spring and a wet summer threatened a
poor harvest and since, in the spirit of the free mar-
ket, our government had sold off most of our publicly-
held reserve stocks, the scarcity caused prices in the
futures markets to double and triple. Mexico was out
of luck.

Conditions in the dry Northeastern part of the
country got so bad that women and children actually
hijacked trains carrying U.S. corn to Mexico City and
carried it off by the bucket-load and plastic bag-full to
feed their communities. Nationally, per capita con-
sumption of corn and other basic foods dropped by
about a third. According to Mexico’s National Nutri-
tion Institute, nearly 1 out of 5 Mexican children is
malnourished. And in Chiapas, where the Zapatistas
declared their moral war against political corruption

‘on January 1, 1994, the first day of NAFTA, four out
of five people—both children and adults—are mal-
nourished.

Surely NAFTA violates the spirit of Article 25 of

the. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and
should be evaluated as governments “clarify the con-
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tent of the right to adequate food” and “[mlake every
effort” to implement it.

THE GATT AGRICULTURE AGREEMEN.T

The global free trade agreement, called the General
Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) is, like
NAFTA, designed to further expand markets for hig
grain traders by driving out national and local pro-
duction which can’t compete with subsidized exports
from the U.S. and Eurcpe. Established in 1948 as part
of the process for rebuilding the world economy after
World War II, GATT was originally set up to negoti-
ate lower tariffs (which are, basically, taxes on
imports) in order to stimulate commerce. Since then,
there have been seven “rounds” of negotiations, each
of which takes several years to complete. The most
recent round, known as the “Uruguay Round,” placed
new issues on the negotiating table, such as “non-tar-
iff” barriers to trade, which includes environmental
policies and economic development strategies. Ulti-
mately, what came out of the Uruguay Round was a
plan for the wealthiest countries in the world to use
“free trade” ideology as a means of dismantling vir-
tually all regulation of national economies.

And the effect of this raid on foreign agncultural
markets was deliberate. U.S. Senator Rudy Boschwitz
of Minnesota—a big farming state where I happen to
live—wrote in a letter in 1985 to Time magazine: “If
we do not lower our farm prices to discourage these
developing countries from aiming at self-reliance now,
our world-wide competitive position will continue to
slide.” And in 1986, President Ronald Reagan

appointed Daniel Amstutz, a lifetime executive of the -
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Cargill Company, the biggest grain trader on Earth, to
be the United States’ chief negotiator of the latest
GATT Uruguay Round Agreement on Agriculture.

- Sure enough, between our Congress and the Uruguay

Round GATT mnegotiations, the U.S. got the world
price of grains down so low, our exports could out-
compete producers almost everywhere.

The United States presently supplies more than
two-thirds of the world’s grain, Therefore, when prices
change in the United States as a result of our national
farm policy, the world price changes, too. For Cargill
and other big grain exporters, lower prices mean they
can buy cheap and sell dear (which is the goal of any
trader|, while gaining access to new markets in parts
of the world where local prices are higher. For farm-
ers, however, whether in the United States or in the
Third World, this trend towards a low price is devas-
tating. In this country, some 5 million families lost
their farms in recent decades as Congress responded

-to the big grain compamies’ lobbyists and artificially-
- lowered prices through a complex system of subsidies’

and increasingly less secure federal loans. Overseas,
hundreds of millions of farmers lost their livelihoods,
too, as Cargill and other traders dumped cheapened

_ grain in foreign markets. This trend has been exacer-

bated by the most recent Uruguay Round of GATT
negotiations, precisely as Senator Boschwitz and

~Daniel Amstutz intended.

The Uruguay Round Agreement, for example,
requires countries to import a minimum percentage
of all basic foods—even milk, readily available from

the village cow. All governments are required to cut

back on their national supports for farm production,
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support which was essential to offset competition
from heavily subsidized grain and beef imported from
the United States and Europe. Indeed, even though all
governments are supposed to cut back on national sup-
port, the United States and Europe (which similarly

‘exports subsidized agriculture products} cut them-

selves a special deal, pegging the subsidy cuts to 1986
levels, which just happened to be their biggest year in
history—meaning that even if they complied with the
stipulated reductions, they could maintain extremely
high levels of subsidized exports.

And the Urugnay Round legalized this unfaur com-
petition, called “dumping,” when the overseas price
of a product is lower than what it costs to produce it
at home, allowing the U.S. and Europe to continue
dumping great volumes of subsidized foods that drive
local farmers around the world out of the marketplace.

The beneficiaries of these subsidies are not the
farmers, as many people mistakenly believe, but the
giant exporting corporations. In the U.S., millions of
farmers have gone bankrupt over the past few decades
as our Congress, heavily lobbied by agribusiness, has
lowered farm prices year after year. North American
farmers get only 4 cents out of every consumer dol-
lar spent on food; for the rest, about 20 percent goes
to the government, 21 percent to the retail store, 26
percent to the processers and 29 percent to the bro-
kers, traders and shippers. A farmer must produce and
sell 104 pounds of corn to buy a 25-ounce package of
corn flakes, or 93 pounds of potatoes to order a 3-ounce
dish of potato skins with melted cheese.

Nor do consumers benefit. Consumer food prices
rose 36 percent between 1981 and 1987, years in which
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farm prices in the U.S. fell from near three-quarters
to just over half of what it costs farmers to produce
the stuff: In 1990, packaged cereal prices increased 6
percent while grain prices fell an average of 11 percent.
As for milk, the farmers’ price fell about 28 percent
while the retail price, what you and I pay, dropped just
3 percent from ‘90 to '92. And these trends are con-
tinuing and will continue to continue, given last year's
farm legislation.

Indeed, ever since the 1950s, farmers have been
going bankrupt in this country due to prices below the
cost of production. Back then, the federal government
maintained a low-interest loan program designed to let
farmers hold onto their crops until the food compa-
nies offered a fair price. Then they’d sell, and be able
to pay back the loans with interest at no cost to the
government. Last year’s legislation eliminated just
about all government support for basic grains over the
next seven years, so chaotic production in the near
future is likely to continue causing unpredictable price
swings—like last fall’s sudden 50-year high which has
already fallen back by more than half. This volatility
is good only for speculators in the commeodity
exchange markets, who can make a buck gambling on
the change either way; for farmers and consumers and
the net food importing countries—like most in
Africa—such price swings are a disaster.

Already, just two years into implementation of the
Uruguay Round, the United Nations Food and Agri-
culture Organization estimates that the Uruguay
Round will be responsible for at least $1.4 billion out
of a total $10 billion increase in the costs of basic food
imports for the poorest countries. Their analysis con-
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cludes that both weather and the required reductions
in government support have caused price increases;
that food aid will remain low because the Agreeinent
no longer permits building up government stocks as
a supply control measure; and that the reductions in
export subsidies required by the Agreement will stxuc-
turally change production patterns and thus unport
supply availability.

If this is the case, surely the Uruguay Round Agri-
culture Agreement should be considered a violation
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and
governments should reconsider their commitment to
free trade in food as—and I again quote the commit-
ments of last year's World Food Summit—they
“|mjake every effort” to implement the “right to ade-
quate food.” And surely the “Marrakesh Decision”
should be implemented, too. The “Marrakesh Deci-
sion on Measures Concerning the Possible Negative
Effects of the Reform Programme on Least-Developed
and Net Food-Importing Developing Countries” is a
little side agreement of the Uruguay Round that gives
the poorest countries of the world a bit of financial aid
if they can prove that the Agriculture Agreement is
really affecting them adversely.

Fortunately, the whole global Agriculture Agree-
ment is about to be renegotiated, since the U.S. and
Europe could only agree to six years of peace in their
Uruguay Round feud over global markets. And so, in
the remaining years of this century, the rest of the
world has an opportunity to bargain for fairer terms
of trade, planned production, and stabilizing buffer
stocks through a linked system of local and regional
grain reserves—all in the interests of food security.
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This bargaining must occur primarily in the World
Tre_xde Organization, that new institution created dur-
ing the Uruguay Round of trade talks which has exec-
utive, legislative and judicial functions, designed to
enforce free trade as if it were the only legitimate basis
for global governance. But perhaps the United Nations
High Commission on Human Rights and the Food and
Agriculture Organization, which sponsored last vear’s
-World Food Summit where the right to food was
‘undercut by the United States, can also play a role in
building a global consensus that food security and
human rights are higher priorities than free trade,

CORPORATE RIGHTS VS.
PEOPLES’ RIGHTS

Actually, corporate rights are firmly embedded in U.§
law: back in 1886, the Supreme Court simply decreeci
that corporations are persons, giving them the same
constitutional rights as people. The right to free
speech, in other words, gives corporations the right to
blast our communities with liquor and tobacco ads and
the right to turn our electoral system into political
patronage for corporate donors. Some activists are

“seeking to reverse this trend, noting that corporations

based in the United States operate according to state
charters granting them the right to do business with
the will of the people of that state. Delaware, for exam-
ple, the most lenient state in terms of taxés and cor-
porate liability, hosts more company headquarters
than any other state in the U.S. What might the peo-
ple of Delaware be able to do to enforce some degree -
of corporate accountability? Some activists are
proposing the revocation of these state charters by the
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people of that state, if the companies don’t become
more responsible. .

Tn testimony before a committee of the U.S. Con-
gress in 1994, consumer advocate Ralph Nader
asserted that the rules of the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) constitute “a Corporate Bill of Rights.”
The Uruguay Round agreements, he said, “would
strengthen and formalize a world economic govern-
ment dominated by giant corporations, without a cor-
relative democratic rule of law to hold this economic
government accountable.” :

Instead of sovereign contracting parties who
choose to participate or not in any of the 180 or more
treaties comprising the earlier GATT system, the
WTO has “members” which must agree to each of the
agreements of the Uruguay Round in order to partic-
ipate in the world trading club at all. Self-exclusion
is almost unthinkable for governments, especially for
developing countries bound to structural adjustment
policies, net food-importing dependence, and the
“open investment” regimes aggressively promoted in
today’s integrated economy. Indeed, one of the WTO's
explicit goals is “achieving greater coherence in global

economic policymaking” with the IMF and the World
Rank.

The WTO even assumed the power to require each
member to “ensure the conformity of its laws, regu-
lations and administrative proceedings with its oblig-
ations as provided” in the Uruguay Round agreement.
Under these rules, the WTO can oblige members to
enforce the revision of certain national, state and local
laws—such as regulations for pesticides, procurement
of locally grown produce or nutrition labeling—to
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minimize their “trade-restrictive” effects or to bring
thern into compliance with often weaker international
standards. For corporate lobbyists, the international
arena provides them with a nifty way of evading reg-
vlation, and for their supporters in the U.S. govern-
ment, it gives them a way of gaining new posers. For
example, according to the Office of the U.S. Trade Rep-
resentative, even “Indigenous Tribes” recognized
through a century of treaties negotiated according to
the U.S. Constitution, will be considered “sub-federal
jurisdictions” under the WTO.

With the creation of the WTO, the traditions of
GATT itself—flexible negotiations among consenting
parties through a series of negotiating rounds—were
abolished. In their place, the WTO uses voting and
binding dispute resolution procedures backed by eco-
nomic sanctions to enforce its decisions. Chief among
the WTO’s characteristics is the legislative and judi-
cial power to address areas that had formerly been
strictly national in scope by prefixing the adjective
“trade-related” to any issue at all. The WTO is a per-
manent political body and can, with a three-fourths
majority, establish new obligations at any time; under
the old GATT, the principle of non-discrimination
gave every country an implicit veto toward any new
obligations that might be proposed.

Disputes resulting over implementation of the
Uruguay Round are decided in secret by panels of trade
experts appointed by governments; the rules prohibit
the members of a dispute panel from releasing docu-
ments and from disclosing their opinions to the pub-
lic. When a dispute panel judges that a country’s
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trading behavior or domestic law does not comply
with the rules of the Uruguay Round agreement, the
country may bring an appeal before another panel of
appointed appellate judges. Whereas formerly a unan-
imous opinion of all the GATT contracting parties was
required before retaliatory trade sanctions could be
imposed to enforce a dispute panel’s finding (and there
were no appeals and no appellate panel—generally, a
losing country would negotiate a satisfactory settle-
ment well before retaliation was proposed), the WTO
appellate panel’s findings are absolutely binding
unless all WTO members—including plaintiffs and
defendants—unanimously agree to reject its decision.
A losing country must change the offending prac-
tices, laws or administrative procedures within a rea-
sonable period of time. If it fails to do so, the winning
country can retaliate by asking the WTO for permis-
sion to suspend a certain amount of its trade with the
loser. For example, if a country refuses to change a
food-related law judged to be unnecessarily stringent,
it could lose opportunities to trade in agricultural
products with the other country—or pay an equivalent
monetary compensation. If this penalty is ineffective,
then the winning country can “cross-retaliate” with
sanctions against industrial products and other, per-
haps more costly, sectors of the economy.

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS

Sanctions and cross-retaliation are powerful economic
instruments. In fact, the mere threat of sanctions is
often sufficient to persuade countries to change their
laws or other trade practices. Sanctions are also a sin-
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gle-sided sword, their effectiveness being relative to
the disputing countries’ economic dependence, mar-
ket shares and import sensitivity. Some critics of the
WTO have suggested that cross-retaliation was
invented to enforce the new rules on intellectual prop-
erty rights—perhaps the most onerous of the 28
Uruguay Round agreements for the developing coun-
tries, whose valuable agricultural and medicinal bio-
diversity can be easily appropriated by foreign
corporations thanks to the Uruguay Round Agreement
on Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights.

- Indeed, the TRIPs Agreement, as it is usually
called, was conceived by the Intellectual Property
Committee, whose membership reads like a laundry
list of the Fortune 500. The members at the time of
the Uruguay Round were Bristol Myers, DuPont, Gen-
eral Electric, General Motors, Hewlett Packard, IBM,
Johnson and Johnson, Merck, Monsanto, Pfizer, Rock-
well, and Time-Warner. As Monsanto representative
James Enyart told Les Nouvelles, a French journal,
“Industry has identified a major problem in interna-
tional trade. It crafted a solution, reduced it to a con-
crete proposal and sold it to our own and other
governments... We went to Geneva where we pre-
sented [our] document to the staff of the GATT See-
retariat. What T have described to you is absolutely
unprecedented in GATT.” His summation: “The
industries and traders of world commerce have played
the role of patients, the diagnosticians and the pre-
scribing physicians.”

Now, just what illness were these physicians try-
ing to heal? “Intellectual property rights”—or “IPRs”
as they are called-—have traditionally fallen under the
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domain of national law. They generally take the form
of patents, trademarks or copyrights and grant exclu-
sive monopolies over an invention or other useful
knowledge for extended periods of time, usually 17-
20 years or more. Different countries have defined dif-
ferent IPR laws, each one a balance between industry’s
desire to capitalize on its investments in technologi-
cal development and the rights of society to benefit
from its intellectual as well as its financial contribu-
tions to industry. .

In other words, when geniuses like Thomas Edi-
son or the fellow who invented the safety pin spend
years of unremunerated work in their attics and base-
ments developing something of use to society, the
objective is to ensure they get their share of the
reward, usually a percentage of the profits turned by
the company that commercializes the product. Like-
wise, [PRs are supposed to guarantee a fair return to
the many authors and musicians and others who pro-
duce work of cultural value to society, paying royal-
ties on the numbers of books or records sold.

Today, however, intellectual property rights are
becoming the weapon of choice of giant corporations.
to monopolize a product regardless of its social value.
Almost daily in the business pages of the newspapet,
we can read about other countries’ violations of intel-
lectual property rights. The recording industry, Hol-
lywood, designer clothing companies and other
U.S.-based transnational corporations all depend upon
the U.S. Trade Representative to force China and Tai-
wan, Argentina , India,, Thailand and Brazil for exam-
ple, to crack down on local entrepreneurs trying to
make a buck selling counterfeit name-brand products
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that consumers crave once global advertising reaches
them.

-On the one hand, one can sympathize with the
likes of Madonna and Levi Strauss and their aversion
to having their good names ripped off. And of course
consumers should not be ripped off, either by sub—stan:
dard quality merchandise. On the other hand wh
should a handful of super-rich icons and their éorpos-,
rate sponsors control the entire global market for
music or blue jeans? Indeed, as corporate sponsorship
becomes essential to successful marketing in the

global economy, the benefits of cultural IPRs will con- .

centrate in corporate coffers. An analyst for the Wall
Street Journal has concluded, for example, that the
enforcement of IPRs in the music industry c’ould lead
to a net outflow of money from Africa, despite the
increasing popularity of African musicians, as the rev-
enues flow to a handfiy] of recording compali.lies instead
of to the artists themselves,

Furthermore, very few smalli firms and indepen-
dent entreprencurs are able to utilize TPR laws to
deffﬁnd their interests in the global econemy. The vast
majority of patent applications filed today are spon-
sored by corporations or other large institutions such
as universities, not individuals, A batent application

can cost $10,000 or more, and if it is disputed, litiga- -

101 costs can run upwards of a quarter million dol-
lars. What brilliant artists singing before local crowds
or underemployed inventors conducting experiments
at home can afford to defend their products, even if

they were shrewd enough to get to the patent office

before a corporate SpPonsor or copycat?

" And should the U.S, taxpayer foot the bill for
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enforcing these corporate rights around the world?
Believe it or not, such “economic crimes” by corpo-
rations against other corporations have become-a pri-
mary target of the FBI, as of October 1996, when
Congress passed the Economic Espionage Act. “The
nation’s economic interests are a part of its national
security interest. Thus, threats to the nation’s.eco-
nomic interest are threats to the nation’s vital secu-
rity interests” reads the introduction to the Act, which
amends the federal criminal code “to prohibit wrong-
fully copying or otherwise controlling economic pro-
prietary information” with fines up to $10 million and
imprisonment of up to 15 years per offense. The Eco-
nomic Espionage Act of 1996 also authorizes the FBI
to use wiretaps and otherwise aggressively pursue vio-
lators of intellectual property rights—using our tax
dollars to protect giant corporations’ trade secrets.

PATENTING PLANTS AND OTHER
FORMS OF LIFE

Thanks to intellectual property rights, plant breeding
is fast coming under the control of a small number of
transnational companies, instead of farmers, Whereas
in recent years, many thousands of mom & pop seed
companies flourished around the world, they are
rapidly being subsumed by the chemical industry. Of
1,500 seed companies in the world in 1995, 24 held a
combined market share of more than 50%, as parent
companies in the agricultural sector with subsidiaries
in food processing, trade and agro-chemicals. Of the
24, eight were transnational corporations.

Agricultural patents are immensely valuable—
especially for “tying up germplasm so that it works
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only with your chemical products,” as a December
1996 report on the seed industry by investment advi-
sory firm Dain Bosworth put it. In just the past year
for example, Monsanto has gained control over thf.:.
genetic variability and the reproductive material of a
lot of commercially valuable plants by acquiring:
- Agracetus, a tiny company which has claimed a
patent for all the future genetically engineered prod-
ucts of the entire species of cotton and soybeans, at a
cost of $150 million. ’
- Calgene, designer of the unsuccessful “FlavrSavr”
tomato which was genetically engineered to delay rot-
ting, thus allowing for long distance shipping and shelf
storage. The first 49.4% of Calgene cost $30 million,
the next 4.7% cost $50 million; and Monsanto is nov:r
bidding to acquire the rest.
- the Asgrow seed company, which had won a U.S.
Supreme Court case against an Iowa farm family that
sold a “brown bagged” second generation of Asgrow’s
seed to other farmers contrary to Asgrow’s intellectual
property rights, at a cost of $240 million.
-40% of DeKalb Genetics, a corn-soybeans-sorghum
seed company with a swine sideline, for $158 million
including a first right-of-refusal to buy another 50"/(:
when it comes on the market,
- and the biggest prize of them all, Holden Foundation
Seeds, which supplies one third of all the seed corn

- planted in the United States, for a whopping $1.02 bil-

lion,

- The application of patents to plants, seeds and
g‘ermplasm—ﬁand thereby, their privatization—is par-
ticularly offensive to farmers, given that, collectively,
farmers have cultivated improved varieties of useful
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plants for human use over some 10,000 years. Even
today, farmers in most parts of the world continue to
harvest seed at season’s end, selecting the best for the
next sowing, and sharing them with their neighbors.
Yet, under the new Uruguay Round rules, these tra-
ditional agricultural practices will become illegal, once
patented seeds are introduced to farming communi-
ties.
The actual text of the TRIPs Agreement states
that all members of the World Trade Organization
“ghall provide for the protection of plant varieties
either by patents or by an effective sui generis system
or by any combination thereof.” {Sui generis is a Latin
phrase meaning “of their own kind.”) Simultaneously,
governments are given the option to exclude from
patentability: “plants and animals other than micro-
organisms, and essentially biological processes for the
production of plants or animals other than non-bio-
logical and microbiological processes.” After sorting
out the double-negatives, this means that anything
that can be genetically manipulated can be patented
and monopolized as the private property of giant
transnational agricultural and pharmaceutical corpo-
rations. With patent legislation or an alternative sys-
tem deemed “effective” by the WTO in place in every
country, these companies can take over national
industries easily and claim the whole world as their
market.

So offensive is this measure, half a million peas-
ant farmers in India protested against the Uruguay
Round TRIPs Agreement a few years ago. The gov-
ernments of Brazil and Argentina, too, have faced mas-
sive popular and political resistance, as their

GENE WARS 27



o

congresses and parliaments have faced legislative pro-

posals that would change their national laws to bring

them into conformity with the TRIPs Agreement.

* Historically, the approach.to this issue has been
to promote domestic agricultural and pharmaceutical
development by allowing patents on processes instead
of products. Thus, company could develop and maz-
ket an improved seed or drug and earn royalties for the
engineering breakthrough but not monopolize the end
product. If another company could achieve an identi.
cal result through its own engineering prowess, why
so much the better—competition would kee;g conf
sumer prices down and the public would have better
access to the socially useful product. At the same time
the industry could grow and even compete in the interi
national marketplace.

Eventually, the Brazilian Congress devised legis-
.lation that conforms with TRIPs, but leaves open an
important loophole: prohibitions on the direct patent-
ing of plants and animals and natural biological prod-
ucts and processes, although the genes spliced into
genetically engineered plants and animals and other
forms of life are patentable. The Indian Parliament, so
far, has resisted changing its national law to confo,rrn
with TRIPs, despite a July 1997 WTO dispute panel
decision siding with the U.S. against India. Adding to
the pressure, the U.S. Ambassador to India announced
that “certain areas of research and training will be
closed to cooperation” if India fails to amend its patent
laws, threatening some 130 scientific projects sup-
ported by the U.S.-India Fund, In April 1997, com-
pletely ignoring the WTO process for d’ispute
settlement, the United States unilaterally cancelled
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$260 million worth of Argentina’s trade on grounds
that Argentina’s intellectual property laws did not
comply with “international standards.” The U.S. has
brought similar pressure against Pakistan, Ecuador,
Thailand, Ethiopia, and other countries whose intel-
lectual property regimes fail to satisfy transnational
agricultural and pharmaceutical interests.

And so the race to genetically engineer everything
and be first to the patent offices is on. The immense
amount of genetic data being churned out by auto-
mated DNA sequencers has created a flood of patent
applications to the U.S. Patent and Trademarks
Office (PTOJ. According to PTO staff, it could take a
single senior staffperson 90 years to examine what has
already been submitted for patents. The administra-
tive costs of processing these applications would add
up to more than $20 million, yet fees would come only
to about $100,000. :

Once again, federal tax dollars are being spent to
subsidize the private sector’s worldwide acquisition of
what has traditionally been a public good: germplasm,
the basic stuff of life.

BIOTECH FOR PROFIT

According to Monsanto’s Chief Executive Officer
Robert Shapiro, “...new technology is the only alter-
native to one of two disasters: not feeding people—let-
ting the Malthusian process work its magic on the
population—or ecological catastrophe.” Another
interpretation of Monsanto’s new commitment to
biotechnology, however, is suggested by Dain
Bosworth, the investment advisors, In their Decem-
ber 1996 report on recent changes in the seed indus-
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try, Dain Bosworth’s analysts wrote that Monsanto’s
payment of $1.02 billion to acquire Holden Seeds had
“yery little to do with Holden as a seed company and
2 lot to do with the battle between the chemical giants
for future sales of herbicides and insecticides.”

The vast majority of scientific research being
undertaken today is driven more by the goal of being
first in line at the patent office—and selling chemi-
cals—than that of meeting profound social goals. If you
think this is far-fetched, ask a scientist working in a
public university whether patents promote the
research and development of socially useful food crops
and medicines. Increasingly, more and more will
answer that the institutional goal of patenting their
research has forced them to work in secrecy, not pub-
lishing their findings until after the patent application
has been filed. An AIDS researcher, for example, may
be constrained from sharing preliminary findings with
like researchers at a different laboratory in order not
to give away some key secret enabling the other guys
to get the patent first. Such constraints could delay the
development of an effective drug for AIDS by many
years,

Scientists employed by corporations have it even
worse. No matter how much the biotechnology
industry likes to claim that its goal is to feed the starv-
ing masses of the 21st century, corporate research is
pretty well limited to products that will most imme-
diately benefit the company. A survey by the Union
of Concerned Scientists found that 93% of genetically-
engineered food crops undergoing field tests are
intended to make food processing more profitable,
while just 7% focused on nutritional or flavor
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enhancement. Recently, the emphasis has been on -
developing plant varieties that can withstand massive
doses of a company’s own herbicide. This means, as
the weeds get hardier and hardier, a field can be
sprayed with ever-greater doses of the stuff without
killing off the crop itself—which is hardly good for the
health of farmworkers or those of us who eat these
foods!

Take Monsanto. With a patent expiring in the year
2000 on its popular “Roundup” herbicide, which
accounts for 17% of the company’s nearly $9 billion
in annual sales, Monsanto’s researchers in the spring
of 1996 unveiled their new product: genetically engi-
neered soybeans and cotton designed to survive
direct applications of Roundup. The “Roundup-
Ready” crops enable farmers to spray entire fields with
the herbicide, rather than applying it only on the
weeds. As CEO Shapiro explains, “By replacing plow-
ing with application of herbicides like Roundup—a
practice called conservation tillage—farmers end up
with better soil quality and less topsoil erosion. When
sprayed onto a field before crop planting, Roundup
kills the weeds, eliminating the need for plowing.”

Of course, it also sells a lot of herbicide. Farmers
buying the Roundup-Ready seed must sign a contract
promising to use only Roundup on the crop, under
penalty of paying 100 times more than the seed orig-
inally cost, and giving Monsanto the right to send its
agents onto their farms at any time to verify compli-
ance. Monsanto’s major competitor, AgrEvo, has just
gone to market with its own “Liberty Link” seed,
genetically engineered to grow plants that can toler-
ate applications of AgrEvo’s herbicide called “Liberty.”
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As these chemical behemoths use seeds, the essence
of all future plant life, to fight for control of the her-
bicide market, a few naysayers ask: does society really
need more chemicals to be used more widely on the
farm? And what if the broadcast spray reaches neigh-
boring woodlands or a neighbor’s non-chemical-ready
crop?

Another major project of agribusiness researchers
has been to genetically engineer corn, cotton and other
basic crops with genes from a natural bacteria that can
kill pests. This bacteria, called Bacillus thuringiensis
or “Bt” for short, is widely used by organic gardeners
as a natural non-toxic pest control. But once a crop
covering millions of square miles is engineered to
express the Bt gene, it's only a matter of a few years
before the insects develop immunity to Bt. Then, the
genetically-engineered crops will be vulnerable tolnew
super-insects and the original organic pesticide will be
useless.

It is ironic that so many environmental disputes
in the United States revolve around the issue of “tak-
ings”—that is, whether or not the government has the
right to take land from private holders in order to pro-
tect endangered species, critical habitat or other pub-
lic interests—much like the law of “eminent domain”
allows the government to take private land for a high-
way. In seeking to protect the Spotted Owl or limit the
use of national parkland for private grazing, environ-
mental organizations have earned the wrath of the
“Wise Use” movement, which is defending its own
economic interests. It is interesting that the Wise Use

people have managed to generate such a hue and cry
against the relatively unusual event of a taking from
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private interests for the public interest, when so lit-
tle opposition can be rallied against the transfer of pub-
lic resources—be they public parks, utility services,
municipal trash disposal, the administration of wel-.
fare programs, and even the United States Social Secu-
rity system—to private profit-making corporations.
Might not the probable destruction of Bt’s effec-
tiveness as a natural pesticide and the contamination
of neighboring fields, streams and woodlands when
herbicides are broadcast be considered “takings?”

FOOD SAFETY AND CONSUMER
HEALTH RISKS

In 1992, the United States Food and Drug Adminis-
tration, the FDA, decided it would not require genet-
ically engineered foods to undergo testing before going
to market nor would it require any formal notification
when a new genetically engineered food was brought
to market. Only when a company declares that “suf-
ficient safety questions exist”—a pretty unlikely sce-
nario in this world -- would the FDA seck pre-market
testing.

No one knows what health risks, if any, these
genetically engineered food crops really raise for the
consumer, since they are so new and testing is not
required. However, there is certainly room for doubt.
For example, scientists at the state universities of
Nebraska and Wisconsin inserted a gene from Brazil
nuts into a soybean plant with the goal of engineer-
ing a more perfect protein. They found that the amino
acids missing in soybeans could be transferred nicely
along with the Brazil nut gene. But these public uni-
versity scientists did some testing not required by law
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.and found that the transferred gene carried with it an -

allergen that caused a dangerous reaction in the tis-
sues of human volunteer test subjects.

Remember the campaign to keep milk laced with

genetically-engineered growth hormones and antibi-
otics out of our food supply? Short for “recombinant
Bovine Growth Hormone,” tBGH is a drug that can
‘be injected daily into dairy cows so they’ll produce
more milk. Over-lactating, however, often causes
udder infections in the cows, so then they’re injected
with antibiotics which flow into the milk and then
into our children and other milk-drinkers.

Monsanto, the company that first won federal
approval for commercial marketing of rBGH products
in the United States, and the FDA claim there’s no evi-
dence that rBGH itself is harmful to consumers. Other
scientists are not so sure. The FDA, for example, says
that increases in the presence of a protein hormone

‘called IGFE-1, which stands for “Insulin-like Growth
Factor-one,” due to the use of rBGH are inconse-
quential—that it is inactive when ingested by rats and
rendered obsolete under conditions used to process
milk into infant formula. On the other hand, Dr.
Samuel Epstein of the University of Chicago’s School
of Public Health says that IGF-1 “induces the malig-
nant transformation of normal human breast epithe-
lial ceils.”

Furthermore, there is already a glut of milk in this
country which translates into low prices for dairy
farmers, many of whom have gone bankrupt (although
you'll never see this low price reflected in the dairy
section of your supermarket). For all these reasons,
consumers and farm groups tried to get the federal gov-
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ernment to ban rBGH-products—or, at least,. to label
them so at the grocery store we have a choice.

Monsanto easily defeated these calls for a ban and
labeling. For its part, the FDA opposed labeling on
grounds there was no significant difference between
the genetically engineered rBGH and the natural hor-
mone for growth in a normal cow. The FDA issued
rules that went so far as to require that those dairies
choosing to voluntarily label their product as “rBGH-
free” had to include on the label a disclaimer to the
effect that “no significant difference has been shown
between milk derived from rBGH-treated and-no-
1BGH-treated cows.”

Despite the fact that yBGH-laced milk and genet-
ically enginecered corn and soybeans have been
approved for commercial use in the U.S., our major
customers in Europe are more cautious. As the first
harvest of Monsanto’s and other companies’ geneti-
cally engineered soybeans and corn have come to mar-
ket, Furopean consumers were very clear that they did
not intend to become guinea pigs. They announced
boycotts of the major supermarket chains and
thronged the ports and docks where the shipments
were due to arrive, protesting their introduction into
their food supply—so far, with fair results. Numerous
European countries have moved to ban the introduc-
tion of genetically engineered foods or, at a minimum,
to require them to be labeled.

TRADE WARS

In response to the European demand that U.S. exports
of genetically engineered foods be labeled, the U.S.
government and industry have claimed that the genet-

GENE WARS 35



ically-engineered products cannot be separated from '

the rest of the corn or soybean harvest. Countering
this, Europe threatened to ban the import of the entire
U.S. crop. Then it was the United States’ turn to
threaten trade sanctions—and so it goes in a swiftly-
changing political battlefield in which consumer pref-
erences arc probably less important than the
commercial value of the market. Commenting on
these negotiations, a U.S. government official said,
“We're talking big-ticket figures here.”

Similarly, after the European Union {EU} banned
the large-scale commercial use of tBGH in 1994, effec-
tive through the end of 1999, and called upon the U.S.
to label its meat and dairy products using the drug. In
response, the U.S. charged Europe with using con-
sumer health as a disguise for commercial protec-
tionism. When the U.S. took the EU to the WTO on
this matter, which cost U.S. beef producers $100 mil-
lion in lost sales, the dispute panel sided with the
United States in July 1997, on grounds that the Euro-
pean Union had not conducted a scientific risk assess-
ment. The European Union filed an immediate appeal
claiming there is ample scientific evidence regarding
the health hazards of artificial hormones, and that the
panel decision restricts “the right of governments to
decide what level of protection they consider appro-
priate for their citizens.”

Trade disputes over food safety fall under the juris-
diction of the Uruguay Round Agreement on the
Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures
which recognizes an international bureaucracy called
“Codex Alimentarious” as the official standard-setting
body governing the health and safety of traded foods.
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But, alas, Codex is tied closely to transnational food
corporations. Upon its founding in 1962, the U.S. food
industry financed the U.S. government’s participation
in Codex. In recent meetings, the official U.S. dele-
gation to Codex Alimentarious has included execu-
tives of the Nestle Corporation, Coca-Cola, Pepsi,
Hershey, Ralston Purina, and Kraft—as well as repre-
sentatives of the Grocery Manufacturers of America,
the Food Marketing Institute, the American Frozen
Tood Institute, the Food Processors Association and
the Association of Cereal Chemists. During the two-
year period of meetings, referred to as Codex’s 19th
Session, from 1989-1991, a total of 445 industry rep-
resentatives served on national delegations, compared
to only 8 representatives of public interest, non-gov-
ernmental organizations.

Under the Uruguay Round Agreement on the
Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures,
or the “SPS Agreement” as it is called for short, gov-
ernments with food safety regulations more stringent
than Codex’s standards must bring their national and
sub-federal rules into conformance with the weaker
standard, in order to facilitate trade. If one country—
let's say a country exporting genetically engineered
foods—chooses to challenge another country’s more
stringent law—let’s say, one banning genetically
engincered foods, a World Trade Organization dispute
panel is instructed to determine whether the country
with stricter standards can prove that those standards
are:

- “necessary” for the protection of human, animal or
plant life; and o
- based on “scientific principles” and not maintaine
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wwithout sufficient scientific evidence”; or where such
evidence is insufficient, they may ”provision.ally”
adopt regulations based on “available pertinent 1nf.or-
mation” while seeking information “for a more objec-
tive assessment of risk” and a subsequent review.
But what is “necessary” or #gcientific”—and who
should make such a determinationt If a dispute
hetween two countries reaches the WTO, the disput-
ing parties must agree upon a three-to-five-person
panel selected from a list of pre-approved trade experts
to evaluate these claims. So already, the deck is
stacked. These cxperts are trade experts—not food
safety, health or environmental experts—and they are
committed to evaluating the dispute in terms of its
impact on trade. The government wishing to defend
more stringent health and food safety standards bears
the burden of proof. Yet where a government is less
protective of health, Codex and the WTO claim no
jutisdiction. Thus, the net effect of the Codex/WTO
standard-setting regime is to lower health and safety
regulation to a least common denominator.

" In 1995, Codex began work to define “sound sci-
ence” and the health risks of using hormones to pro-
mote growth in beef cattle and milk production in
dairy cows, and is now developing rules on food label-
ing and genetic engineering. If the U.S. wins, the Euro-
pean consumers will become the guinea pigs
gathering further scientific evidence in their livers and
spleens, and possibly even in their genes, about the
real health effects of eating genetically engineered
milk and beef, corn and soybeans, and whatever is
next, If Europe wins, however, and the abundant sup-
ply of U.S.-grown genetically engineered foods can't
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be exported, guess who's going to be sold this bill of
goods: why, you and me—the American consumer!

- BIOSAFETY

There are also risks to the environment when genet- -
ically engineered organisms—be they animals, plants,
bacteria or other microorganisms—are released into
nature. Danish scientists proved in 1996 that trans-
genic escape does occur, when a genetically engineered
plant cross-breeds with wild relatives through insect
or wind or other natural pollination processes. As the
engineered characteristic crosses into wild varieties,
its effects could alter the viability of the species or
affect whole ecosystems.

Genetically engineered fish pose especially grave
ecological risks, since they can move easily from the
controlled environment to the wild. Of the 46 exotic
fishes which have successfully invaded U.S. waters to
date, for example, 22 escaped from aquaculture facil-
ities. Salmon engineered to grow larger and faster than
wild salmon, for example, could escape their pens and
easily out-compete their wild relatives for food and
reproductive opportunities—permanently disrupting
critical links in the food chain.

Scientists at the State University of Oregon work-
ing with a bacteria genetically engineered to speed up
the transformation of agricultural waste to ethanol
decided to conduct some extra testing not required by
law to satisfy their own curiosity about their discov-
ery. To their horror, they discovered that the bacteria

" not only produces ethanol nicely, it also depletes a

fungus in the soil that is essential to a young plant’s
ability to take in nitrogen through its root system. If
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these bacteria had been released commercially, who
knows how many acres of crops would have died of
nitrogen-deficiency and become virtual deserts?

Like the health tests administered by the state
university scientists on the genetically engineered soy-
bean/Brazil nut, the extra testing conducted on this
ethanol-producing bacteria was entirely voluntary.
The U.S. Food and Drug Administration merely urges
testing when the experimenters themselves are “rea-
sonably suspicious” of any risk inherent in the exper-
imental genes. The U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency and Department of Agriculture merely require
companies to notify the federal government before
conducting field tests for unusual modifications of
corn, soybeans, tobacco, cotton, tomatoes and pota-
toes, although for other crops, they must at least get
a permit. And genetically altered microorganisms
must be registered, although lobbyists are now work-
ing Capitol Hill to exempt virus- and herbicide-resis-
tant. plants from even this minimal accountability.
And there are absolutely no federal regulations gov-
erning genetically engineered fish.

So far, well over 2,000 applications for the exper-
imental release of genetically engineered organisms
have been filed with the U.S. government alone, In
developing countries, many of which have no regula-
tory oversight in place, at least 90 releases of genéti-
cally engineered plants have been documented. Hlegal
releases have occurred in India, where 80 different
genetically engineered species of microbes were ille-
gally imported from Japan and released into the field,
in Kenya, and in Argentina, where a genetically engi-
neered vacinnia-rabies virus was set loose in 1986.
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Out of concern for such potential threats, the 150-

some governments signing the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity at the 1992 Barth Summit in Rio de
Janeiro called for the negotiation of a “biosafety pro-
tocol.” (A protocol, in international legal terminology,
defines the way in which the broad goals of a treaty
are to be implemented.)

For more than three years, the United States—
which to this date has not ratified this treaty—tried to
block these negotiations. Then, after concerted lobby-
ing by a handful of dedicated non-profit organizations
and real determination by the other 150-some govern-
ments, the U.S. switched to hard-ball bargaining
intended to minimize the scope of such a protocol. Let’s
exclude from the risk assessment process all genetically
engineered corn, wheat, soybeans, squash and other
crops that we insist are safe, U.S. officials say, so as not
to place “unneeded burdens on international trade.”
Let's not even discuss the potential social and economic
problems, they say, that could result from widespread
use of genetically engineered organisms.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS OF THE NEW
BIOTECHNOLOGIES

The United States’ rejection of any need to consider
the social and economic impacts of a brand-new.
untested, globalizing industry may prove to be ‘its
undoing. In a move unprecedented in international
negotiations of this sort, the African countries split off
from many Latin American and other Third World
countries during the 1996 negotiations on the
biosafety protocol and refused to give in to the U.s.
position.
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{If you're not familiar with United Nations poli-
tics, there is not a voting procedure but decisions are
made by consensus. Thus, if any one country—and
especially if a large group of countries——refuses to
budge on a particular item, it remains in the negoti-
ating text. Of course, as long as. there is not unanim-
ity, it means the negotiations are stalemated. For this
reason, international agreements tend to take a long
time and, in the end, tend to express whatever the
world’s biggest bullies, usually the United States and
sometimes Burope, want them to express.)

Nonetheless, in negotiating the biosafety proto-
col, Africa didn’t budge—insisting on the broadest pos-
sible scope—because they knew that not only their
ecologically-diverse environments but their whole
economies were at risk. Many African countries
depend upon a single export commodity for their
entire flow of foreign exchange; others depend upon
just four or five major exports. These commodities are
essentially raw biological material, which makes up
forty percent of all present production and processing
in the wotld. Once a corporate laboratory reduces the
biclogical material to its molecular components, it can
often be manufactured instead of harvested.

Already synthetic substitutes for cocoa and
vanilla are being manufactured in factories in the U.S,
and Europe—resulting in huge losses in export volume
as well as revenue per ton to Africa, as gluts of the real
commodities accumulate and drive down prices. Just
think about how many tons of sugar are no longer
exported from the Caribbean nations, thanks to those
. of us drinking diet soda and stirring Nutri-Sweet into
our coffee!
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Most insidious of all, by the act of moving one

gene around within a cell, a manufacturer can claim:

a patent for “inventing” a “novel” product and charge
royalty fees on top of the sales price for a genetically
engineered synthetic substitute that the Third World
country once produced itself. The International
Labour Otrganization, a body established by the
United Nations, has suggested that in the near future
the Third World could lose up to 50% of its jobs, due
to the new biotechnologies.

Indeed, the advent of the new biotechnologies
could turn farmers into factory workers everywhere.
The technical possibilities of reducing agricultural
products to their central components, such as fats or
carbohydrates or enzymes or what-have-you, for both
food and industrial purposes mean that the raw mate-
rials aré increasingly interchangeable. In other words,
Nebraska corn farmers could soon find themselves
competing with the Japanese fishing industry and
Malaysian palm oil plantations. They would all turn
their harvests in to a conglomerate like ADM—the
corrupt transnational convicted of price-fixing that
calls itself “Supermarket to the World”—where corn,
fish and palm oil alike could be transformed into the
same high-tech industrial ingredient.

¥ Maonsanto’s contract with farmers who use their
genetically engineered seed is any indication, the giant
companies will soon be issuing competitive contracts
around the world that stipulate what inputs must be
used and where to deliver such-and-such volume of the
product by a certain date for a presczibed price. The
contractors will pledge an entire season’s work, bear
all the risk, and never know what they really produced.

GENE WARS 13

H
i

WT
|



DRIVING OUT TRADITIONAL
AGRICULTURAL SYSTEMS

Biotechnology proponents claim that their research is
the key to solving world hunger. They argue that the
“Green Revolution” which brought super-high-yield-
ing varieties of wheat and rice to Latin America and
Asia was such a success, it is time to initiate a Second
Greenn Revolution—especially in poverty-stricken
Africa—utilizing the new genetically engineered vari-
eties of herbicide-resistant plants in addition to the
higher-yielding hybrids of earlier decades. Norman Bor-
laug, the Nobel Prize-winning “father” of the Green
Revolution, has joined up with a former World Bank
agriculture expert and, financed by a Japanese indus-
trialist, is organizing fertilizer manufacturers and big
seed companies, including the Monsanto and Cargill
corporations, to expand their markets in Africa. They
claim that doing so will enable agriculture to become
a “powerful engine” for economic growth there.

The first Green Revolution was certainly suc-
cessful, in so far as its goal was to substitute high-
yielding commercial varieties of wheat, rice and other
basic grains for the traditional crops of much of Asia
and parts of Latin America. The first Green Revolu-
tion also substituted chemicals, tractors and com-
bines, irrigation systems and other capital-intensive
technologies for labor in these regions, sending many
peasants to the slums of the cities to eke out a living
as best they could.

In the Philippines, for example, the rate of rice pro-
duction doubled every vear from 1965 to 1980 thanks
to using so-called “Miracle Rice” seed, expanding irri-
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gated land and quintupling fertilizer use. The Green
Revolution was so well-promoted, by 1990 over 80%
of Filipino rice paddies were planted in one of several
varieties of Miracle Rice.

Sound good? Sound like the solution to world
hunger? Well, as time went on, Miracle Rice began to
seem like less of a miracle. The monocultural envi-
ronment became a perfect incubator for the Brown
Planthopper, an insect which can ravage millions of
metric tons of rice per year, New insecticides were
invented to combat the pest, but, of course, the insects
evolve quicker than the scientists can formulate and
market each new pesticide. As Peter Kenmore, the
head of the United Nations’ Food and Agriculiure
Organization’s Integrated Pest Management Program
for Asia and the Pacific, put it, “Trying to control such
a population outbreak with insecticides is like pour-
ing kerosene on a house fire.”

Over the years, some 4,000 Filipino rice farmers
have died of pesticide poisoning and two thirds of the
Philippines’ rice paddies are now chemically degraded.
Fertilizer use quintupled over the past few decades, and
even the much-touted high yields are now in decline.

Similar reports of little mentioned side effects
come in from elsewhere.

In Zimbabwe, a few years back, the World Bank
encouraged the government to give peasants hybrid
corn seed (or maize, as they call it there) in packages
complete with chemical fertilizer, as a requirement if
they wanted financial credit. They planted the maize
instead of their traditional food crops, sorghum and
millet, for sale with the idea that the income would
allow the family to buy food and meet other needs. But
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. by harvest-time, maize was selling for just half of what
it cost to send a single child to school.

. Then came the 1992 drought and food production
fell by half, because the foreign maize was not drought-
resistant. The maize was also vulnerable to a toxic
fungi widespread in Africa, which causes liver cancer
and suppresses the immune system in children. Since
the Zimbabwean government, like much of the

- world, had also sold off its reserve supply—in this case,
to pay off World Bank loans—food shortages struck

" hard. In the communities where the maize-packages
had been promoted, childhood malnutrition became
commonplace—whereas the communities still pro-
ducing sorghum and millet for their own consumption
at least had enough to eat. And vet, sales of the maize
produced by these families, who did not even have
enough to eat, showed up as “economic growth” for
the Zimbabwean economy.

No doubt the next World Bank promotion will be
genetically engineered maize seed, bringing Monsanto
to Zimbabwe along with all of its chemicals. Since
there is yet no international biosafety protocol and
Zimbabwean national regulation so far simply calls for

‘the voluntary registration of new plant varieties, the
Zimbabwean peasants will join the global community
of human guinea pigs upon whom genetically engi-
.neered foods are about to be tested on a massive scale.

BIODIVERSITY AND FOOD SECURITY

In Zimbabwe, the high cost of the foreign seed and
chemicals and the low returns in the market made
© many communities suspicious of the industrialized
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export-oriented approach to agriculture. During the
period of food shortages, many maize-producing fam-
ilies went to their neighbors for the loan of traditional
seeds with which to rebuild their home gardens. For-
tunately, most of Africa is so extremely rich in bio-
logical diversity that the capacity to rejuvenate
traditional forms of agricultural production through
the use of local varieties is great.

In fact, this is how agricultural b1od1vers1ty
evolved in the first place. As roving clans discovered
they could more easily grow food than hunt and
gather, they settled down into territorial communities
and learned how to cultivate plants for clothing and
shelter as well as foods. They learned to collect the
best seeds from each harvest to plant next and how
to cross-pollinate the strongest highest-yielding plants
to improve future generations. They utilized wild
stock to strengthen field crops, and even traded with
each other, experimentally crossing local stock with
breeds cultivated elsewhere to develop new varieties
that might be better suited to certain soils and water
cyeles.

Over time, farmers generated a vast wealth of

" plant genetic resources especially adapted to the par-

ticular ecological conditions of most regions on earth,
In India, for example, peasants developed more than
50,000 varieties of rice. Mexican corn producers devel-
oped not only the yellow corn that we eat with relish
on summertime picnics, but also white corn, blue
corn, red corn, purple corn, speckled corn and more.
(Next time you pick up a package of blue corn chips
at the grocery store, you could offer a silent thank-you
to many generations of Mexican peasants. )
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-Suddenly, however, in this—our own—generation,
we discover that the planet’s gene pool is no longer
expanding. It is shrinking. The commercial emphasis
on limited varieties of hybrid crops coupled with the
destruction of subsistence agriculture and wilderness
everywhere has created a new problem: genetic ero-
sion. Some scientists fear that the gene pool may
become too narrow for future adaptation to changing
conditions like global warming, desertification, flood-
ing and the devastation of war. As the gene pool erodes
further and further, a global catastrophe could occur
and famine could become widespread.

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization has a whole Committee on Plant Genetic
Resources which concluded last year that the world
had better invest in rescuing its remaining genetic
resources and support the restoration of genetic diver-
sity through on-farm programs of seed regeneration
and development.

GENE BANKS AND BIOPIRATES

Alas, the rescue of existing agricultural biodiversity is
easier said than done. In the first place, the trend
towards industrial agriculture and the use of geneticaliy
engineered and genetically identical patented seed
- stock—the so-called Second Green Revolution—is
accelerating, as is urbanization and the loss of wild habi.
tat. In the second place, the world’s gene banks are for
the most part under-capitalized and poorly maintained.

-Also called seed banks, these refrigerated ware-
houses are maintained by most countrics for the long-
term storage of a wide selection of seed varieties.
There is also an international system of 16 linked gene
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banks coordinated by an intergovernmental body
called the “Consultative Group on International Agri-
cultural Research” or CGIAR. Generally, all of these
national and international gene banks make their
stocks of germplasm freely available for on-going plant

breeding programs and collectively provide a kind of

global insurance against potential emergency disrup-
tions of the normal food system.

However, a 1996 report on the “State of the.

World’s Plant Genetic Resources” compiled by the
FAO found that far too much of the stored seed is
dead—and that which is living is all too often uncat-
alogued. Even in the United States’ publicly-sponsored
gene bank at Fort Collins, Colorado, there is genetic
erosion. By neglecting non-commercial varieties, Fort

Collins has deprived the gene pool of a number of wild-

plants like chufa, martynia and rampion from which
future foods could be adapted—perhaps after some ter-
rible blight wipes out all popular varieties of North
American wheat,

Fort Collins is a marvelous state-of-the-art facil-
ity chock full of genetic material from all over the
world. Believe it or not, of the world’s 20 most valu-
able commercial crops, only the sunflower is actually
native to North America. Corn, potatoes, tomatoes
and cotton come from Latin America; rice and sugar

cane from Indochina; wheat, barley, grapes and apples

from West Central Asia, and so on. Over the decades,
the U.S. Department of Agriculture has ensured that
it has access in Fort Collins to genes from everywhere.

Of course, industrialized countries and private
agribusiness and pharmaceutical companies have
stocked their own seed banks with the world’s genes.
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Indeed, the quest for wild germplasm with which to
genetically engineer commercial products has
“resulted in a sort of contemporary “gold rush” known
-as bioprospecting. Ethnobotanists go to indigenous
communities inquiring about their use of the local
‘flora, sometimes offering compensation in the form
of gifts or shares in any royalties that may be earned
if a tip gleaned from the local healer leads to a prod-
uct that can be patented and marketed. -

Like gold diggers everywhere, these explorers inad-
vertently disrupt the indigenous communities. And
once disrupted, it may be difficult or impossible for
that community to restore the traditional balance
between itself and the ecosystem which has sustained
it, while being sustained by it. Once a little bit of the

- genetic material is safely stored in the bioprospecting
company’s gene bank, they can propagate or clone it,
or develop a synthetic chemical substitute to meet all
of their commercial production needs. The local com-
munity then has no control over future uses of its
genetic and intellectual resources, and even the best
compensation deals yield a mere fraction of the mon-

- etary value that a successful product can bring to the
commercial enterprise.

Whether sponsored by governments or private
industry, the removal of plant genetic resources from
their on site—or “in situ”—habitats to artificial “ex
situ” storage has led to great ecological, political and
motal debates. Summing up these issues in 1994, the
FAQO's Assistant Director-General Obaidullah Khana
referred to such bioprospecting as “biopiracy.” The

1992 Convention on Biological Diversity admonishes
the world’s governments to address these issues.
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Ecologically, work must be done to better sustain
and develop genetic resources both in sitw, in their nat-
ural habitat, and ex situ, in the gene banks and
rescarch fields. Politically, the genetically-wealthy
developing countries seck compensation for and repa-
triation of those genetic resources pirated from their
territories over the centuries as well as equal repre-
sentation on the governing boards of CGIAR and other
institutions now managing these resources. And
morally, the Convention calls for the “approval and
involvement” of and “benefit-sharing” with the local
communities whose genetic and intellectual
resoutces are proving to be so valuable.

FARMERS" RIGHTS

Tndigenous and farming communities are beginning to
assert their rights in various international negotia-
tions. Several hundred representatives of indigenous
peoples from around the world attended the third
meeting of the parties to the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity, for example, where the governments
very tentatively considered how to implement the
commitments they made to ensure the informed con-
sent of local communities before their knowledge and
resources are exploited, and how to share the benefits
of that exploitation with them if the community so
chooses.

Farmers and farm advocates are becoming
increasingly vocal about their rights: specifically, the
right to produce food, which entails access to land,
water and seeds. These struggles are very active in pre-
sent day Mexico, Guatemala, Brazil, South Africa, the
Philippines, India and innumerable other countries. As
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inidustrialized agriculture goes global, promoted by
agribusiness through the World Bank, the WTO and
other trade arrangements, rural communities find
themselves deprived of markets and pushed off the
land. The search for oil and precious minerals, tim-
ber and grazing lands likewise leads to the seizure and
devastation of vast territories—and the elimination of
local residents.

To its credit, the PAQ is now negotiating an inter-
national treaty called the “International Undertaking
on Plant Genetic Resources,” which includes terms
for “Farmers’ Rights.” While implementation mech-
anisms have yet to be worked out, these rights would
include the right of farmers to have access to the
planet’s genetic diversity for breeding purposes, and
their right to be compensated for their contributions
to the development of useful plants. It gets compli-
cated, of course. How can you tell which farmers con-
tributed to the corn, wheat, rice and potatoes we all
eat. every day? So the negotiators are making lists,
proposing that payments for the use of the genetic
material of those crops which have identifiable pedi-
grees from a particular country or region be settled on
a bilateral basis between the country of origin and the
recipient country, while payments for the use of crops
with lengthy and global histories be invested in a mul-
tilateral fund and the revenues used for internation-
ally agreed purposes.

Chief among such purposes, if Farmers’ Rights are
to be implemented, would be substantial support for
on-farm conservation, sustainable use and develop-
ment of genetic diversity. Farmers would have free
aceess to the seeds stored away in gene banks, and
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gene bank managers would seek out farmers willing
to participate in projects to regenerate that ware-
housed seed which is still viable. In addition to revi-
talizing existing seed stocks, farmers would also be
encouraged to propagate diversity—that -is, they
would be given financial and technical support in
terms of research, training and infrastructure to
develop farmer-led breeding programs. S
Then again, most farmers throughout the world
work in collective fields and share their seeds and their
ever-accumulating knowledge with each other freely.
Thus, mechanisms to implement Farmers’ Rights
would need to engage communities of farmers who
collectively contribute to the evolution of a valuable
crop. But the United States has refused to recognize
the “collective rights” of farmers and local commu-
nities. As a compromise at the FAO’s meeting of the

Commission on Plant Genetic Resources in Leipzig,

Germany, last year, the U.S. delegation finally agreed
to text acknowledging “the needs and individual rights
of farmers and, collectively, where recognized by
national law”—a challenge for legal scholars and advo-
cates! -

And what about patented seed? Like the FAO
Commission, the parties to the Biodiversity Con-
vention understand that intellectual property rights
pose a threat to communities which have histori-
cally developed genetic resources and, at the same
time, are dependent upon their continued access to
these resources. After considerable debate, the Con-
vention ended up stipulating that governments
should cooperate to ensure that intellectual property
rights “are supportive of and do not run counter to”
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the conservation and sustainable use of genetic
resources.

Nonetheless, the U.S. has made it clear that it con-
siders the TRIPs Agreement to be the final word con-
ferring private IPRs over plant varieties and other
living material. Indeed, newly-elected President Bill
Clinton, back in 1993, filed an “Interpretive State-
ment” alongside the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity when he submitted it to the Senate for possible
ratification. In this Statement, President Clinton put
the rest of the world on notice: “The Administration
will therefore strongly resist any actions taken by the
parties to the Convention that Iead to inadequate lev-
els of protection of intellectual property rights.” With
this interpretation in hand and frequent visits from
agribusiness and the biotechnology industry’s lobby-
ists, Senator Jesse Helms has successfully held up U.S.
ratification of this treaty in the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee for years.

It is at least ironic (if not immoral} that the United
States government rejects the collective rights of
human communities while rigorously enforcing the
rights of corporations—which are of course made up
of many individuals legally joined and collectively
exonerated of their individual responsibility as persons.

ACT GLOBALLY

All official international negotiations take place
between governments which recognize each other as
peers. As global decision-making processes are
presently structured, there is no direct democracy-—
mereély a presumption that each national government
is accountable to its people, to whom the benefits of
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-an international agreement will trickle down. With

most governments proving to be about as reliable in
implementing international trickle-down as they are
in spending national tax revenues on public service,
a global movement of disgruntled citizens is emerg-
ing to demand some accountability,

Indeed, the first point made by Via Campesma a
young global movement of rural producers, at recent
mectings of the FAQ was that farmers have the
inalienable right to participate in the negotiation of .
Farmers’ Rights directly—and that the FAO had bet-
ter set up opportunities for them to do so. Indigenous
peoples, likewise, have pushed the parties to the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity to co-host meetings .
over “benefit-sharing” and what constitutes their
“approval and knowledge” regarding the use of intel-
lectual resources of their communities, and are work-
ing with the U.N. on the adoption and.
implementation of a Draft Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples.

Farmers organizations, which have plagued the
GATT for years, are looking toward the re-negotiation
of the Uruguay Round Agriculture Agreement
between now and the year 2000, while consumers are-
learning about Codex Alimentarious and the Uruguay .
Round’s “SPS Agreement” on food safety.

Some of us are campaigning for a strong legally-
binding protocol on biosafety, while others argue that
food security is a fundamental human right and should -
be justiciable as such, Some want the United Nations
to declare traditional and staple foods exempt from'
trade rules, while others want the U.N. to create a
global environmental agency with powers eguivalent
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to the World Trade Organization. And pretty nearly all
of us are studying the WTO and its new assortment
of {dejregulatory, judicial, legislative and executive
functions.

As for the TRIPs Agreement, intellectual property
rights were so controversial during the Uruguay Round
that the final text says the section on the patenting
of plants shall be reviewed by 1999. And so people
around the world are asking themselves what a sui
generis—meaning “of their own kind”-- system for
protecting plant varieties might look like. Can it
embrace Farmers’ Rights and collective rights? Or
should it merely reaffirm national sovereignty and the
right of the peoples of each country to share genetic
material freely? And guess what: there’s an almost par-
enthetical exception written into the TRIPs agreement
worth noting. It says that governments may exclude
inventions from patentability in order to protect pub-
lic order or morality, “including to protect human, ani-
mal or plant life or health or to avoid serious
prejudice to the environment.” Definitely, this sounds
consistent with our slogan: “No Patents on Life!”

- - . What about morality? Should living creatures—be
they sheep or seeds or people—become the privatized
monopolized property of a corporation, whether it he
for 17 or 20 or 40 years, or forever? Is this not a form
of slavery? What do the world’s religions say about the
private ownership of God’s creation?

. Have you heard of “Pharm-woman?” Believe it or
not, Baylor University applied for a European patent
on a human female genetically altered so that her
breasts could be used as a drug factory; Baylor wanted
monopoly rights over the use of human mammary
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glands to manufacture pharmaceuticals. How about
John Moore, have you heard of him? He's a guy from
Seattle who went to the hospital for a spleen operation;
unbeknownst to him, his doctor patented some of his
spleen cells and then ran into trouble trying to'get a
consent form signed after the fact. The California
Supreme Court ruled that the doctor had breached his
fiduciary duty by not revealing a research and finan-
cial interest in his patient’s cells. And what about the
attempts of the United States Department of Com-
merce and National Institutes of Health to patent the
DNA of indigenous peoples from the territories of
Panama, the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea?
In these cases, the patent applications (and in one case,
an actual patent) were withdrawn after a lot of com-
plaining by the tribal people, the other governments
and citizen activists from around the world.

What do you think about Dolly the Sheep, who was
cloned? Should cloning of humans be pursued? How
would you like to store a few replicas of yourself some-
where, in case you need a liver transplant one day?

Can we not make the case that malnutrition, food
riots and even civil war amongst rural peoples
deprived of their lands and livelihoods can result from
the relentless pushing of patented seeds all over the
world? And what do vou think about the introduction
of a cholera gene in bananas, so as to vaccinate kids
with the fruit instead of a needle? What if the seed of
this genetically-engineered banana somehow crosses
over to wild relatives of the banana tree and cholera
grows rampant? Certainly it is possible to argue that
human health and the environment are affected by
patents, which lead to risky experimentation, genetic
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erosion, monocultural cropping and intensive chem-
ical use.

What future is before us? One of human labora-
tory experiments, sterile fields and robo-foods, in
which the haves die of cancers while the have-nots die
of starvation? Or one of ecologically and culturally
diverse communities of moral persons who learn to
challenge the new global regime of corporate power
in the public interest?

Perhaps, in time, we can successfully insist that
sanity, health and democracy prevail. :

APPENDIX

Citizen activists around the world are actively cam-
paigning to eliminate unjust international policies and
institutions, reform those that are unbalanced, and
promote a sound approach to the increasingly global
organization of human society. Among their priorities,

many activists emphasize the need for the world’s gov-
erniments to:

1) Implement the Marrakesh Decision on Measures
Concerning the Possible Negative Effects of the
Reform Programme on Least-Developed and Net Food-
Importing Developing Countries promptly;

2) Acknowledge the established principle that food
security is a fundamental human right, consistent

with Article 25 of the 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights; ’

3} Revise the International Undertaking on Plant
Genetic Resources to ensure the implementation of
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Farmers’ Rights, and include Farmers’ Right§ and
other provisions of the International Undertakmg.as
a legally-binding protocol of the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity “to ensure that intellectual property
rights support-and do not run counter to” the objec--
tives of the Convention;

4} Conclude the negotiation of a llegally—b%ndin.g
Biosafety Protocol under the Convention on B1olqg1—
cal Diversity with utmost speed—fully addfessmg
socioeconomic issues and provisions for liab.ihty and
compensation in the case of accidents resul-tmg from
the release of genetically engineered organisms;

5) Adopt and implement the United Nations ”Draf:f
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
which recognizes their right “to control, develop and
protect their sciences, technologies and c_ultural man-
ifestations, including human and genetic resourees;
seeds, medicines, knowledge of the properties of flora
and fauna, oral traditions, literatures, designs and
visual and performing arts” and develop protocpls of
the Convention on Biological Diversity consistent
with these provisions;

6} Revise the Uruguay Round TRIPS qlapses rega1:d—
ing the patenting of plants and other 1}V1ng ¥nater1a.11
between now and the year 1999, enabling sui generis
national legislation that prohibits all patents on life
or that otherwise respects the rights of In(i_lgegous Peo- .
ples, Farmers’ Rights, collective community rights and
the healthy functioning of genetically diverse ecosys-

tems;
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7) Revise the Uruguay Round Agreement on the Appli-
cation of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures estab-
lishing minimum international food safety standards
instead of limitations on food safety, and rid the Codex
Alimentarious Commission of corporate influence;

8) Initiate negotiations toward a global Sustainable
Food Security Convention to elevate food security to
the highest level of priority within international law-
at a minimum, enabling governments to implement
national food security plans that could exempt staple
foods from WTO rules and disciplines that undermine
these plans; coordinating an international network of
local, national and regional food reserves; facilitating
international commodity agreements to ensure access
to staples that nations are unable to provide for them-
selves; and creating mechanisms to aid governments
in disputes over food and agriculture policy with other
entities such as the WTQ;

9) Revise the Uruguay Round Agreement on Agricul-
ture between now and the year 2000: at a minimum,
prohibiting export dumping, allowing the use of
import restrictions to maintain the integrity of
domestic supply management programs, and exempt-
ing from GATT rules and disciplines those products
essential for food security, natural resource conser-

vation, and the protection of human, animal or plant
life or health; and

10} Build local, naticnal, regional and global political
systems based upon the full participation of all seg-
ments of civil society.
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