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Editorial 289

Editorial

Genetic modification (GM) means producing new varieties, of
organisms, not by traditional breeding methods, but by direct
interference with DNA, the chemical which carries genes.

Anarchists are people who oppose coercive relationships, or
domination of people by means of threats.

Anarchists here and now (i.e. in Britain at the turn of the
millennium) do not agree about the ethics of GM. Some think that
anarchism implies opposition to GM, as obviously as i1t implies
opposition to torture camps and nuclear weapons. Others think that
GM should be cautiously welcomed, as it has the potential to release
people from coercion, in particular by freeing the poor from debt.
Still others are not against GM, but do not see it as having much to
do with anarchism.

A number of anarchists express their views in this number of The
Raven. Dave Robinson contributes a cartoon be taken as either
against GM, or a satirical comment on anti-GM hysteria. Helen
Beynon, Mick Cropper, Richard Griffin and Jonn Roe are all
unequivocally against GM, using different arguments. Donald
Rooum is concerned that anarchists should be reasonably well
informed about GM, and avoid being misled by scare stories and
superstitions.

From beyond the anarchist movement, we reprint the texts of two
lectures on the ethics of GM, given to South Place Ethical Society
in London, by biologists with experience in the relevant fields. Both
are independent scientists, in the sense that neither 1s employed or
remunerated by any organisation which either profits from GM, or
campaigns against GM.

The lectures were not arranged as a debate, but, as it happened, Dr
Terry Mabbett spoke largely about the dangers of GM, while
Professor Alan Malcolm concentrated on the potential benefits. We
are grateful to both the authors and the SPES for permission to
reproduce these texts.

During 1998, the Nuffield Council on Bioethics circulated a
consultation paper in preparation for its 1999 report on the ethics of
GM (see book list). The Institute of Biology published its response
to the consultation paper separately. Some of the points it makes,
such as the recommendation of increased funding for biological
research, may be taken as special pleading. But for the most part it
seems impartial and thorough. We have obtained permission to
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reproduce this document in full, so that readers may judge it for
themselves.

We also publish an extract from a 1996 Institute of Biology
paper on sustainable development, providing data for the debate
about whether increased food production is really necessary to feed
the world.

All science i1s tentative, all scientific hypotheses liable to be
overthrown by observations which do not fit. Nevertheless there are
some hypotheses, those dignified by the name of theories, which in
practice are taken as true. They will have to be abandoned or
modified if contradictory evidence turns up, but nobody expects
contradictory evidence to turn up.

The theory of genetic chemistry is an example. Like the theory of
gravity, its discovery was a stupendous intellectual achievement, but
once it 1s formulated, it is easy to follow. The technologies based on
it require specialist knowledge to implement, but are easy to
understand in principle. Nobody who is interested in GM should
have difficulty learning how it is done. The Raven is not the place for
basic explanations, but we provide a list of useful books.



Dave Robinson o

Dave Robinson

mow, SOME PEOPLE
THINK THAT GENETICALLY
MODIFIED INSTANT MEALS
LIKE THIS ARE NO 6000 FOR
YOU. WELL I' M EATING ONE
RIGHT HERE AND I CAN TELL
| YOU IT TASTES VERY FINE

HI THERE. IT" S BRAD
PALMER OF GENETIC
FUTURES HERE.

FUTURES
THINK THERE' S
A LOT OF
UNINFORMED
PREJUDICE
VOICED
AGAINST OUR
FINE PRODUCTS.
SO WE THINK
IT'S TIME
CONSUMERS
60T TO KNOW
THE REAL FACTS

s SOT JUST 6ET SICX AND
ALL THESE PRODUCTS ARE TIRED OF ALL THESE
THOROUGHLY TESTED IN OUR GREEN ANARCHISTS
LABORATORIES ON PROTESTING ABOUT OUR
RODENT VOLUNTEERSI FINE AND DECENT

PRODUCTS THAT wILL

MAKE LIFE BETTER FO R
ALL OF VSl

'

d Al

BY INSERTING SOME DNA FROM
THE ANACONDA SNAKE INTO THE

PLANT, 6F HAS PRODUCED A NEW
AND EXCITINGLY VIGOROUS ARABLE

AND AS YOU CAN SEE, IT 1S
PERFECTLY SAFE

’




292 Raven 40

What they say about GM

“While I have every sympathy with the position you
have decided to take, i.e. avoiding any genetically
modified foods, I regret to say that in the near future
you will starve.”

Stephen Ridge, an executive of the Somerfield supermarket

chain, in a letter to customers, quoted 1n The Skeptic 12:2

“I happen to believe that this Rind of genetic
modification takes mankind into realms that belong to
God, and to God alone. Apart from certain highly
beneficial and specific medical applications, do we have
the right to experiment with, and commercialise, the
building blocks of life? We live in an age of rights - it
seems to me that it is time our Creator had some
rights, too.”

HRH the Prince of Wales, ‘Seeds of Disaster’, Dazily Telegraph,
8th June 1998, reprinted in The Ecologist, Sept/Oct 1998, page 252

“Although full of unexplored possibilities, which will
certainly surface in the years ahead, genetic engineers
can only supplement the standard methods of
improving plants: we cannot create genes, and so still

need to use existing plants to derive new strains.”
Anthony Huxley, Green Inheritance (Collins, 1984) page 163
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“English Nature will ... Continue to recommend a
moratorium on commercial releases of genetically
modified herbicide tolerant and insect resistant crops
until current research has been completed and
evaluated.”

English Nature, Position statement on Genetically Modified
Organisms, July 1998

“English Nature is right - it i1s time for a moratorium,
but not just until scientific research is complete ... A
moratorium must allow for a full public debate on the
justification for genetically modified crops, including
whether they are needed and what the alternatives are.
The debate should also cover the dangers of allowing
science and food production to be dominated by
commercial interests. Unless we pause now, the
experiment will have begun and its effects could prove
catastrophic.”

Dr Sue Mayer of Genewatch in Biologist, April 1998

“Conventional breeders generally combine entire
genomes ... But lengthy programmes are then required
to eliminate the unwanted genes that come with the few
desirable ones. Genetic engineers can transfer the gene

they require, and no other.”
Colin Tudge, The Engineer in the Garden (Cape, 1993), page 206
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“Most of the scientists seemed to want the Government
to treat applications of genetic engineering in food and
in medicine in the same way. The public see them quite
differently.”
Lord Melchett, executive director Greenpeace UK, in The

Guardian, 17th December 1998

“Few, if any, of these [traditional] crops would survive
the stringent tests recommended for GM crops.”

John Beringer ‘Keeping watch over genetically modified foods

and crops’ in The Lancet, 20th February 1999

“Thus we see the power of genetic engineering in
agriculture - its theoretical ability to seize upon
virtually any gene, from any source - but also perceive
that it absolutely does not supersede conventional
breeding. The true role of the genetic engineers is to

provide the breeders with genetic raw material.”

Colin Tudge, The Engineer in the Garden (Cape, 1993), page 235
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Helen Beynon
On Taking Action

The application of biotechnology in agriculture has aroused at storm
of protests across the globe in the past two years, making it one of
the most talked about issues of the day. Opposition ranges from
direct action to consumer action and lobbying. In this article I
attempt to frame these protests in the context of the current
environmental activist movement in Britain, explaining, why it has
attracted attention from direct activists and how this fits in with the
recent history of radical environmentalism. It is also important to

understand the relationship of this movement to more established
anarchist thinking.

Six years in brief

Since 1991, the fledgling Earth First!, hatched from an American
egg, has grown into a movement most people in Britain cannot have
failed to notice. Most environmental protesters are environmentalists
first — the depletion of the Earth’s scare resources and biodiversity
(literally, diversity of life) i1s what primarily drives their political
action. At the end of the day, most of us would still oppose a workers
collective carrying out an activity, such as large scale quarrying, that
threatens the environment. I just hope that the fundamental tenets
of anarchism would ever prevent this situation from arising.

Many older anarchists may feel that the confusion of tactics
(lobbying and public enquiries as well as direct action) used 1n, say
road protests, demonstrate the youth, naivete and lack of focus in the
radical environmental movement. To some extent, this may well be
true and most people have become involved in road protest from an
emotional response, rather than a specifically political one. For
myself, it was the experience of living near a beautiful nature reserve
and ancient place called Twyford Down and witnessing a motorway
driven through it. Consequently, most environmentalists are
anarchists primarily by intuition and by practice, rather than by
conscious decision or education: for example, most of our meetings
operate by consensus, even though many of the people involved have
never read anarchist theory or heard the word. Those activists that
have come to anarchist ways of thinking, as well as working, have
done so through a dwindling personal faith in the current status of
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environmental protection, the toothlessness of the mainstream
reformist agencies and an awareness of the problem being greater
than any one of these or of one road destroying one hill or one
woodland. We are fully aware that environmental destruction,
alongside the exploitation of people and animals environment, is a
cardinal feature of what was capitalism, but that has, in late
twentieth century, become corporatism.

Those of us who are more articulate and prepared to speak out our
activism in more overtly political terms see anarchism as an alternative
to global corporatism and as offering practical ways of working. Sit
in on any social gathering or activist meeting and you will hear
familiar discussions on the Society of the Spectacle, on links with
workers 1ssues and alternatives to the standard choice of living off the
state or falling into a career-guided professional employment. Whilst
our anarchism may not be constantly voiced in the most academic
of terms, it is a powerful demonstration of anarchy in action.

I apologise if much of the above is blatantly obvious to readers with
experience of the environmental movement, but I felt that it is
essential to explain the framework with which actions against genetic
engineering (GE) have been taken.

A GE focus for direct action?

In writing this article, I have not attempted a balanced argument,
but an exploration of my political reasons for opposing genetic
engineering of food and why I believe this reflects the concern of
many others within the radical environmental movement. In order to
this I want to look in greater depth at some of the issues driving
those actions, but I will start with the assumption that readers will
already be familiar with the process of genetic engineering and the
arguments made in its favour.

To date, the actions that have taken place have included crop
damage, office occupations, a crop squat, blockades and protests in
supermarkets and consumer awareness raising. What 1s notable in
the reasoning for them is that the direct activists’ concerns are not
just environmental, but linked to wider aims of seeking more
environmentally friendly ways of living — at the Norfolk Crop Squat
in May 1998, a genetic crop release site was replaced with
demonstration organic gardens. These are similar tactics to those
used against timber imports, roads, quarries, strip mining, housing
development, chemical works and so many other manifestations of
environmental destruction. In looking at why GE has drawn such
actions have taken place, it is almost impossible to be a reductionist



Helen Beynon 297

as the arguments are so interlinked, however, I have tried to break
them down as much as possible.

Ecology, first

I have started with this issue not just because of its pertinence to the
environmental movement, but for personal reasons: I trained as a
ecologist, primarily as botanist and the bulk of my work in last ten
years has been dealing with the creation, restoration, maintenance
and potential threats to fragile habitats. I will also point out at this
juncture that when I first encountered GE, I decided to spend a few
months looking at both sides of the arguments before I made my
own mind up; the assertion that all activists are mere sheep following
the lead of their hysterical fellows is, frankly, an insult to our
intelligence. | |

GE crops are, it is claimed, more environmentally friendly as they
are engineered to be resistant to chemicals that, it 1s claimed, are less
persistent once they enter an environment and so do less lasting
damage to local wildlife. As an ecologist with a sound knowledge of
the interface between farming and the environment, this raises
several concerns: firstly, it is simple untrue that these chemicals,
primarily glyphosate and glufosinate, have an only minimal impact
on the local environment: increasingly, the evidence is that they can
damage soil micro fauna or microflora and can, like any chemical,
drift into other local habitats. Round-Up, a glyphosate based
herbicide, is toxic to earthworms, soil bacteria and beneficial fungi,
it may cause defoliation in trees and is known to be harmful to fish.
(‘Roundup: the world’s biggest-selling herbicide’ by J. Mendelson in
The Ecologist, vol. 28). The potential of drift for an all embracing
herbicide, even if its persistence is short lived, makes Rachel
Carson’s’ Silent Spring, seem all the nearer.

The potential for developing so called ‘superweeds’ by either the
cross-pollination of crop with wild plant of a similar type, of by
gradual resistance to change has attracted the accusation of hysteria
by the supporters of GE. Yet, such resistances have already occurred
with conventional crops; as I write, the National Institute for
Agricultural Botany (NIAB) in Cambridge have admitted that in
recent trials, GE oil seed rape cross bred with Wild Turnip, the
resulting hybrid being herbicide resistant. Discussing this point with
a GE supporter recently, I was told that if weeds resistant to a brand
name chemical developed, they could be quickly zapped by another
chemical to prevent the problem of them dominating a local habitat
and out-competing more fragile species (a common problem already
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with introduced species and crop escapes). This argument seems to
complete defeat the original point of developing GE crops so that
less chemicals can be used.

As biodiversity is important in habitats and ultimately to the
maintenance of life on Earth, so a diversity of crops has been a
feature if sustainable farming since time immemorial. For a small,
peasant or subsistence farmer, planting the widest range of crops
possible allows for survival whatever the vagaries of climate or pest;
in India, rural women use up to 150 different crops or varieties.
(‘Roundup: the world’s biggest-selling herbicide’ by J. Mendelson in
The Ecologist, vol. 28). Creating and planting crops that are
genetically very similar has, even in conventional agro-botany,
created significant problems: the Irish Potato blight in last century
being a case in point. Many people in the world rely not just on crop
diversity, but on wild plants; in West Bengal 124 ‘weed’ species
collected from rice fields help provide an income for farmers.

I have to admit to being an extremist in my views on agriculture:
the means of producing food has to be wrested from the hands of
giant corporations and wealthy property owners, so that we can
develop new, organic ways of producing local food for local needs,
taking as a prime concern the impact that the growing has on the
environment. GE is only the thin end of the wedge of industrialised
agriculture, which, although it does provide ‘cheap’ food in large
quantities cannot be justified in the light of its effects on people, the
environment, health and animals. To put it another way, a holistic,
sustainable, collective approach to agriculture is needed globally. GE
will not deliver it.

GE feeding the world?
“If you don’t have land on which to grow food or the money to buy
it, you go hungry no matter how dramatically technology pushes up
food production.” Food First report

The above quote, from an organisation well versed in global in the
hunger 1ssue, 1s in direct contradiction with the second of the major
arguments used by the defenders of GE — that novel crops will allow
farmers all over the world to get higher, more certain yields and so
hunger will disappear. When 1 first heard these words in the
promotions of a transnational company, old memories stirred; these
were words I has heard before, long ago, when studying the
development of agricultural societies in the south, words I had
encountered in my own travels in India, words connected to the
euphemistic ‘Green Revolution’.
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Before I look at the lessons taught by the Green Revolution and
seemingly about to be repeated in the name of GE, I thought it would
be worthwhile to have a cursory glance at the statistics of world
hunger: the question on how to feed the world and why more than
786 million people (and rising) go hungry everyday is an issue of 7he
Rawven all of its own. In this article I can only attempt a cursory
glance at the causes of world hunger and address why GE, as part of
a corporate stock of technofixes, is not the solution to feeding the
world, which, as every good anarchist knows is not the result of poor
global food crop yields — both food production and hunger are rising
— nor, according to research, is population increase the primary
cause of starvation (“Why biotechnology and high-tech agriculture
cannot feed the world’ by A. Kimbrell in The Ecologist, vol. 28).

Most development experts now agree that the reason people go
hungry is a process known as ‘food dependence’. Over the past
century, more and more countries have moved towards producing
food for profit, rather than for local consumption. This i1s a global
trend, deemed by many economists and politicians to be essential for
raising the money necessary for the dream of industrialisation. As
people become less self-sufficient, losing their food independence,
they become dependent on commercially grown food and on
becoming waged labour to obtain the money to buy these foods:
more dependent, therefore, on the state and national (ultimately
global) economy. As agriculture becomes more and more
industrialised and small farmers find they cannot compete, the rural
poor leave the land and quickly become the urban poor. Those
remaining on the land become waged labour for larger farmers and
do not have the time or land or access to resources to produce for
their own needs.

No longer able to produce for their own needs, these people, often
poorly paid to start with, become the victims of global economic
trends: so it happens that in so many cases of famine, from the
North American Dust Bowl to Ethiopia, that the country is full of
food, ships of it are vanishing overseas, but the people are not able
to eat it. Nor is this scenario so distant from our own shores. My
neighbours are small farmers who, several years ago, put all their
business eggs in the single basket of pig farming. All of their 100
acres are dedicated to growing wheat to feed their pigs, with not a
single square foot available for growing potatoes, cabbages or other
crops for their own consumption. Now the bottom has dropped out
of the pig market, they are considering getting jobs in the city and
renting their land to people with horses.
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So, what has the lecture of food dependence to do with GE crops?
Firstly, these are crops that will be grown specifically for profit, not
for local need, so they will be absorbed into the process of creating
food dependence. Secondly, they seem to be an extension of the
process of enclosure, whereby wealthy farmers enclose common
lands to grow crops for profit and employ former peasant farmers as
waged labour — in this case the patents on plants and animals
(preventing people from saving seed to plant next year’s crop), the
restriction of access to only those farmers who can afford the novel
seeds and the development of the Terminator Gene (so farmers are
physically as well as legally disabled from saving seed) will all reduce
food independence.

It 1s at this point that the alarm bells of the Green Revolution start
to ring. The Green Revolution was, in the briefest terms, the
development of primarily wheat and rice strains by conventional
plant breeding techniques that were highly responsive to chemical
fertilisers. The varieties were developed in conjunction with global
chemical companies and actively promoted throughout the South.
As now, the claim was that these crops would produce higher yields
and solve world hunger. In fact, although the Green Revolution of
the 1970s did increase yields in some areas, it has clearly not
prevented famine, not has it not reversed the trend of food
dependence. Instead, many farmers became beholden to chemical
companies to buy all their inputs, were unable to save seeds as they
required special handling, discovered that wild plants or animals,
which are often part of the staple diet disappeared under the
application of chemical, that growing acre upon acre of the same
variety increased susceptibility to disease and that many small
farmers were forced off the land.

To counter the effect of the Green Revolution, many schemes have
now been put in place to encourage small scale growing, gardening
by women, crop diversity and the rediscovery or re-application of
traditional methods in a more modern context. Although we in
Britain were not subjected to the Green Revolution as an explicitly
choreographed programme, we have undergone, over a longer time
scale, a similar process in the industrialisation of agriculture and to
counter this, money from Europe is now being diverted towards
organic growing and better farmer-consumer links to benefit small
scale producers. All this evidence seems to point in one direction —
that the easing of food dependence and ultimately of hunger lies not
in greater technological fixes, but at small scale approach, allowing,
at the very least, some independence from global and national
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economics. It is this vision of agriculture, however idealistic, that is
supported by environmentally minded anarchists.

Many may counter with the often voiced argument that low-tech
agriculture cannot feed the world. Studies (“Why biotechnology and
high-tech agriculture cannot feed the world’ by A. Kimbrell in The
Ecologist, vol. 28) show that organic production is not far behind
inorganic and doesn’t have the hidden costs of damage to marginal
habitats, health and wildlife, which has already been discussed as
important food sources in their its own right.

As a science

As a trained botanist, I have some knowledge of plant science,
evolution and genetics. It is from this perspective that I raise
questions about the actual science of GE crops, which I am sure is
very exciting for those sitting in laboratories, experimenting with the
mechanics of plants and animals Firstly, comes the attestation that
GE i1s just an extension of conventional plant breeding; clearly plants
could never, conventionally, be impregnated by specific ¢ genes from
a fish (as in the case of GE tomatoes) or scorpions (as in the case of
GE cabbages). GE 1is clearly different from conventional
hybridisation and this is not just an ethical dilemma, I have already
discussed the fact that the application of conventional plant breeding
1s not without its problems.

Secondly, the claim that GE is a precise science is simply untrue:
the effects of implanted genes and their reaction with existing
genetic material is still largely unknown. The further consequences
of these experiments once the plants are released for consumption
and into our environment are, therefore, unlikely to be predictable.
In the USA, material moved from Brazil Nuts to Soya Beans was not
thought to not contain the specific material that triggers allergies to
Brazil Nuts, yet the resulting spate of allergic reactions proved,
tragically, otherwise.

Personally, I consider GE something of an old science. resting on
the old world view of reductionism, of looking at things in parts that
can be broken up and moved around. It is not an attempt to be
holistic (a word tarnished by its appropriation by lazy self-obsessed
hippies, but still relevant) which is only truly responsible way of
looking at the world for an environmentalist and I believe for an
anarchist. GE crops, even by their most ardent advocates, are
promoted as little more than a sticking plaster over the gaping
wound of the world’s problems. As a scientific argument for solving
problems GE fails in its application, ranking with the petrol free car
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(still needs roads, causes congestion and requiring precious minerals
to build) or selling organic food in supermarkets — a useful stop-gap
for consumers but not an answer the problems of shipping food
around the globe and the lack of effective links between local small
scale producers and local consumers.

Further to this, GE is a bad science, in that it is led by profit more
than the motivation to do good, however hard the advocates argue
otherwise (Genetic Engineering Dreams or Nightmares?, Ho, 1997).
The only reason a corporation like Monsanto invests in a risk like
GE crops i1s in the belief that it will bring them a financial return.
This 1s not cynicism, it is economic reality and as most scientists
working in the field GE are, ultimately, paid by one of the world’s
large corporations, then it clearly fails the scientific tenet of
objectivity. In 1994 shareholders report for Monsanto mentions that
GE will offer “significant opportunities for sales growth” to
herbicide manufacturers. It is the issue of profit-led science, as well
as the consequences of application, that has cause such dissent
amongst genetic scientists. (“Why biotechnology and high-tech
agriculture cannot feed the world’ by A. Kimbrell in The Ecologist,
vol. 28).

World corporate power

Increasingly, over the past few years, world corporations and trade
agreements have become the focus for environmental protests, as
activists recognise the destructive nature of their pursuit of profit
and the key role that global corporatism plays in the exploitation of
people and planet. Many of us believe that the hierarchical control
of corporations is even worse than that of the state as it is less visible
and more global in its influence: corporations have control of supply
and demand and in the case of those involved in GE, such as Cargill
and Monsanto, have ownership of almost every link in the food
processing chain. At the time of writing 70% of the 300-plus UK GE
test sites were controlled by four companies: Monsanto, AgRevo,
Nickerson/Hilleshog and Sharpes (‘Hiding Damaging Information
from the Public’ by S. Gorelick in The Ecologist, vol. 28).

The opposition of corporate power in relation to GE crops has also
raised questions around the control of information: Monsanto, the
developer of Round-Up Ready Soya, has issued threats of suing for
libel to magazines and organisations publishing information on their
activities, has threatened to sue companies in the USA for labelling
milk treated with their growth hormone BST and in the UK issued
crippling legal threats to individuals involved in legitimate protests
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against them. (‘Hiding Damaging Information from the Public’ by
S. Gorelick in The Ecologist, vol. 28). All this is, of course, a painful
echo of the McLibel case, in which another giant corporation sought
to silence two penniless activists leafleting information about their
industry. In an act of strange marketing hyperbole, Monsanto says,
in glossy adverts, that it wants people to be “fully aware of the facts
before making a purchase”: this rhetoric is clearly not borne out by
their resistance to labelling and reaction to their opposition.

Consumer distrust

The current wave of environmental protest is the antithesis of, if not
a reaction to, the green consumerist wave of the 1980s. Most radical
environmentalists are opposed to consumerism as incompatible with
the protection of the environment and workers rights. However, we
do take some satisfaction in the extensive consumer distrust
displayed for GE foods: 77% of consumers appear to be against the
foods (MORI poll of British people questioned), whilst 82% showed
support for labelling. Similar studies throughout the
developed world show that people’s distrust increases as they know
more about the issue — countering claims of many corporations that
people only have distrust as a consequence of not knowing enough
about the issue.

As well as demonstrating their distrust for GE crops, consumers
are also demonstrating their increasing demand for organic
foods, out of concern for their own health if not for the environment
and workers.

Continuing Action

I firmly believe that GE is part of the corporate terrorism exercised
on our bodies, our environment and on the poor people of the world.
All over the globe and for many centuries, poor rural people have
demonstrated against the stealthy industrialisation of agriculture:
from the Swing Riots in East Anglia’ where crops and farms were
torched by enraged and displaced workers of the 1800s to the
burning of fields of GE crops in Karnataka, India. In the UK. The
planting of GE crops has gone ahead without adequate consultation,
so sabotage has become an obvious response for those frustrated
with reformist methods, those committed to economic sabotage as a
valuable tool in opposing corporate power and to remove the crops
from the environments they threaten. In this, the sabotage of GE
crops is the same tactic as used at Twyford Down, Whatley Quarry
and many, many other sites of ecological destruction.
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It must be said that direct activists do not view direct action as a
last resort: it 1s part of their philosophy of personal responsibility,
and of the rationale that it 1s essential for someone to take -
revolutionary steps, if only in the hope that the odds for reformist
change will be increased as a consequence of shifting the middle
ground. Yet, as I said at the beginning, the global opposition to GE
foods has been demonstrated not just through direct action, but
throughout the setting in place of radical alternatives, all essential to
the opposition of global corporate power — it is not enough merely
to object and demonstrate, but also to learn to live without them and
as far outside their laws and power as is possible. It is sad that, in
Britain, the ‘lifestyle’ approaches of vegetable box schemes and
organic gardening are belittled as hippie activities, when they are
radical departures from the corporate ruled consumerist world, and
that we so i1dealise similar actions taken in other nations, such as the
cooperatives established by Movemento Sem Terra in Brazil.
Growing your own food is an act of revolution, so too 1s buying from
workers co-ops, farmers markets or box schemes, so too are the
community seed banks established by small scale growers in Brazil
and the return to traditional varieties and methods of growing in
India, Latin America and Cuba (‘Return of the Seed Savers’ by
M-W. Ho in The Ecologist, vol. 28).

All these actions, from sabotage to consumer power, demonstrate
not just opposition to GE crops, but a willingness to provide viable
alternatives to industrialised agriculture, alternatives that put
people and the environment higher on the agenda of concerns.
These actions are, in short, a revolution in the making, a revolution
in practice.
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Mick Cropper
Halt! Who Goes There, Friend or Foe!

At the time of writing the shit has really hit the fan. ‘Genetical
Engineering’ is very much in the news. Spin doctors have moved
into a sphere of action circling aimlessly, panic stricken. The shadow
cabinet desperate to be noticed yet not too much. After all, people
might recall past events when they were in power.

Sensationalism is the very life-blood of the media. It is scarcely
credible that the tabloids will rationally debate the enormously
complex subject of GM. The cartoonists are in their element. A
cursory glance through the papers will give illustration to my
meaning. Suggesting that mad scientists are creating bugs as big as
buses, vegetables that walk and talk, rabbits that roar and, according
to Dr Simon Lyster, we might have giant triffid-like lettuces. I mean,
what can one do? How do I stop em! If they can be killed what
wonderful compost material they would make. Come on, Dr Lyster,
We want answers now.

Well, I guess that the silly season has to start somewhere, even if it
1s a little early. The present government could very well have to leave
the ‘House of Fun’ if they botch this one. As the song says, ‘Summer
dreams ripped at the seams’. We live in hope.

Yet again it is the alternative press that will debate this controversial
1ssue of genetical engineering. I would like to add my pennyworth.

As usual, where huge profits are at stake the already-rich are first
at the trough. One little piggy that we are all familiar with 1s Lord
Sainsbury, close friend of Tony Blair. Other major players in this
cosy little sty are:

* David Hill, veteran Labour spin doctor (still in orbit?) who now
advises Monsanto, gets £100,000 with PR firm Bell Pottinger
Good Relations and is still on good terms with Labour MP Jack
Cunningham, Cabinet enforcer who chairs the biotechnology sub-
committee which is the key Whitehall battleground. A chemist by
profession, he cancelled a meeting scheduled on 11th February
1999,

* Stan Greenberg, Labour election adviser paid huge fees to help
Monsanto with its propaganda. A US strategist who shuttles
between London and Washington, he is a business partner of Tony
Blair’s advertising guru Philip Gould.
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* Geoffrey Norris, a key link between Downing Street and big
business, the Number 10 policy adviser is described as a bio-
enthusiast by friends. He sits on Dr Cunningham’s biotechnology
body and acts as Tony Blair’s eyes and ears.

* Nick Palmer MP, Labour, paid up to £5,000 a year to advise life
sciences giant Novartis. He used to be a computer scientist with
the leading GM company. Source of information from The Mirror,
17th February 1999.

No doubt there will be more porkers in the farmyard not come to

light yet. Only time will tell.

The informed already know the role of the transnationals and how
they tell governments what to do. The Guardian of Thursday 18th
February 1999 confirms this by its exposé of Monsanto’s influence
in Clinton’s ‘welfare to work’ programme. A Monsanto board
member chaired Clinton’s presidential campaign. The company also
donates heavily to both main political parties. The GM revolution
has been accepted completely by the American people, we are told.
Oh yeah! Tell that one to the Marines. In fact a later edition of The
Guardian (20th February) points out that US activists against GM
have been protesting since 1994 when Bovine Growth Hormone was
brought out. We can expect more protest from farmers worldwide
when they realise how they have been conned. The self-destruct seed
called ‘The Terminator’ will work minds wondrously when
the farmers realise they will have to rely on Monsanto and Zeneca
for fresh supplies of seed. It is a daunting thought that allotment
holders like myself won’t be able to save our seed from the previous
year’s crop as we do now. As it is, already my fellow allotmenteers
cannot save seeds like they could if they grow F1 hybrids. These
would just not grow true to form. Taste has been sacrificed for
conformity of shape, so beloved by supermarkets for the cosmetic
effect. Happy shoppers are gullible customers. Vegetables ain’t what
they used to be.

Monsanto and its apologists tell us that their product will be so
benign. Less pesticides and weedkillers will be needed. Really! Then
what will they do with the millions of gallons of ‘Roundup’ that 1s
stockpiled throughout the world? It is my contention that the
manufacture of this weedkiller will triple. Other sources have
suggested that genes will be introduced to crops to withstand any
amount of this chemical. Another nice little earner for our corporate
friends. No mention of the effect on our wildlife, let alone us. In a
certain hedgerow not far from where I live, as a child in the 1940s I
counted 85 chaffinch nests in one afternoon. In the spring of 1975
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five nests were found: two linnets and three chaffinches. We now
know that the dieldrins* and intensive farming have been the cause
of such low numbers. I merely point this out to try and show what
is here and now. According to the government’s own report, GM
technology could accelerate the decline in bird populations, and
presumably organisms that live within the top four inches of the soil.
These microscopic creatures all have a role to play in soil fertility.
Under a microscope in an inch of soil lives a remarkable world
occupied by rather bizarre looking inhabitants of which I know so
little. In my order of priorities I have alas to turn my quest for
knowledge on to more humdrum things and away from the magic
world of the microbiologist.

Back to basics then. Rather, I will continue to offer my support to
the groups that oppose GM whether they be under the Rainbow
Alliance or whatever. No fascists thank you. Whether your god be in
the trees or on cloud nine, beltane, pagan, christian, muslim,
buddhist, this atheist will tolerate your beliefs. Look forward to
seeing you. Oh, the greatest untruth of all would be ‘market forces’
with the worship of mammon.

Recently I came across this piece of wisdom by William Jones in the
1890s lifted from the economic historian George Unwin as quoted
in Joan Thirsk’s book Alternative Agriculture: a History from the Black
Death to the Present Day (Oxford Press, 1997, £25) which is surely
very relevant to this essay:

“As for me, my bed 1s made; I am against bigness and greatness
in all their forms, and with the invisible, molecular, moral
forces that work from individual to individual, stealing in
through rootlets or like the capillary oozing of water, and yet
rending the hardest monuments of man’s pride if you give
them time. The bigger the unit you deal with, the hollower, the
more brutal, the more mendacious is the life displayed. So I am
against all big organisations as such, national ones first and
foremost, against all big successes and big results; and in
favour of the eternal forces of truth which always work in the
individual and immediately unsuccessful way, underdogs
always, till history comes, after they are long dead, and puts
them on the top.”

* Dieldrin, an insecticide used in the 1960s, caused birds to lay eggs with brittle
shells — Editor.
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Richard Griffin

Genetic Engineering, Anarchism and
the Pursuit of Science

Introduction

Anarchism has always had a paradoxical relationship with science
and technological progress, something the present debate about
genetic engineering (GE) draws out in sharp focus. The purpose of
this article 1s not to debate the merits or otherwise of GE food, but
rather to consider anarchists’ reaction to perceived scientific
progress in light of the debate on GE within the anarchist milieu. I
should, however, make my own position on GE clear from the start
which is that I strongly oppose and attempt to avoid genetically
engineered food where ever possible (not an easy task with as much
as 60% of processed food contains GE food and with very little
labelling).

Anyone reading the exchange of correspondence in the letters page
of Freedom towards the end of 1998 and the start of this year on GE,
would have detected a common theme within those writing in favour
of the technology. To simplify the argument somewhat, it is said that
humans have long improved on nature, the result of which has been
to provide tangible benefits for human kind, (medicine is a prime
example). GE food is the latest in a long line of scientific ‘break
through’. Friends of the Earth, in a pamphlet arguing against GE,
set out the benefits claimed for it by its proponents. GE foods “are
claimed to be safe and environmentally friendly, reducing the need
for chemicals, whilst still helping to feed the world ‘s poor”. Some
anarchists accept such claims at face value. The problem for them is
not the technique itself but the fact that it is controlled by a handful
of global capitalist companies who exploit it for profit rather than
social good. Science itself 1s neutral and can be trusted, the problem
lies with capitalism.

Scientific Progress

This positivist attitude towards science lies at the heart of
modernism and is something that anarchism (in common with other
modern ideologies, perhaps most notably Marxism), has carried
with it since the eighteenth century. Modernism has been defined as
“the social order that emerged following the Enlightenment ... the
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modern world 1s marked by its unprecedented dynamism.
Modernity’s forward-looking thrust relates strongly to belief in
progress and the power of human reason to produce freedom”
(Lyon, 1994, pagel8).

Anarchists from Godwin onwards have believed in the benefits of
technological progress, but, crucially, anarchists (in contrast to
Marxists) have argued that alongside the harnessing of science and
technology for the benefit of society as a whole (rather than just the
capitalist class), the very landscape of society itself must be radically
altered. The huge, sprawling, smoke belching steel or iron plants that
so dominated our perceptions of communist countries (and which
so mirrored capitalist industry) have had no place within anarchist
visions of the future.’

This tension between embracing scientific progress and optimism,
but not the forms of industrial and social organisation science helps
to create, can be seen clearly in Kropotkin’s work. In The Conqguest of
Bread Kropotkin firmly places his faith in technological progress. In
the coal mines of the future, he believed that “ventilators will always
be working and there will never be explosions”. He went on to say
that “it is evident that a factory can be made as healthy and as
pleasant as a scientific laboratory”. Rapid technological change, as
evident at the turn of the century when Kropotkin was writing as it
is now, would not be restricted to the work place. In the home
“machinery will undertake three quarters of domestic tasks”,
Kropotkin wrote. Kropotkin did not wish, however, to see the
working classes just gain control of commanding heights of the
economy. He also wanted to dismantle industrial society and replace
it with decentralised small scale craft and commodity production.

Many anarchists have, then, on one hand seen human control
(domination) of nature and scientific and technological progress as
beneficial but on the other hand have opposed the way technology
has been deployed and controlled as well as the sort of society it has,
in the hands of capitalists, created.’

This is the paradox I have referred to in anarchism’ relationship
with science. It should also be noted, as green anarchists (influenced
by deep ecology thinking) point out, that such a view 1is
anthropocentric. Humanity 1s central, separate and superior to
nature with a right to dominate and control it. Man is both the
object and subject (Lyon, 1994, page 15). Nature is just a tool for
man (and occasionally women) to use for their benefit. The most
extreme version of this can be seen in Descartes’ vivisection
experiments in which he believed that the howls of pain from the
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animals that he was dissecting were just the noises of machines he
was dismantling. .

This modernist notion of science — linear, neutral, human centred
and representing progress — is what many anarchists seem to accept.
It 1s, though, under attack from a number of directions including,
most fundamentally, from within the scientific community itself. It
is not an understatement to claim that a new scientific paradigm is
evolving.

Cultural Relativism

The world view of science since Newton published his Principia in
1687 has been that the natural world can, like a machine, be broken
down and analysed rationally and that laws can be discovered that
predict behaviour such as the motion of the planets or flow of
liquids. Marx claimed that historical materialism meant that the very
course of human history could be predicted with accuracy. The
medieval world of magic was replaced by the world of reason.
Proudhon alludes in a letter to Marx to anarchism being a “religion
of logic and reason”. Reason and logic can be trusted in a way that
intuition and beliefs cannot. I would argue that those supporting GE
technology accept this science modernist world view. With GE, it is
claimed, humans have discovered the means by which they can
improve on nature (food crops in this case). Scientists have carried
out tests and can reassure us that this technology is safe. We can trust
scientists because they are objective and driven by the pursuit of
knowledge. The only issue is who benefits from and controls the
technology.

This 1s, though, a very poor reason to accept GE (or any other
scientific claim). The history of science is littered with a plethora of
truth-claims that have subsequently been abandoned. Quine and
Feyerabend have gone as far as to argue that: “truth is just a product
of localised beliefs whose origin should be sought in the cultural
context or in the socio biographical history (the professional interests,
careerist moves, childhood experiences, religious convictions and so
on) of the scientists who hold them”.

Ulrick Beck in his book Risk Society claims that science’s monopoly
on truth and rationality has, in the face of growing risks from
(amongst other things) pesticides, acid rain, nuclear reactors,
chemicals and fertiliser-intensive mega agriculture, been broken. He
goes on to point out that: “many scientists do go to work with the
entire impetus and pathos of their objective rationality, and their
effort to be objective grows in proportion to the political content of
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their definitions. But at the centre of their work they continue to be
reliant on social and thus prescribed expectations and values™ (1992,
page 29).

A good example of this cultural relativism can be found in Stephen
Jay Gould’s 1989 popular science book Wonderful Life in which he
describes the original attempt to classify the fossil fauna found in the
Burgess Shale in Canada at the start of the century by Charles
Walcott. At the time because scientists believed that the classification
of species already developed was correct the newly found fossils of
the Burgess Shale were forced into these existing classifications even
though in reality represented amongst them were a number of
completely new species (including the distant ancestor of humans).
The possibility of new distinct species could not, a hundred years
ago, be accepted, however, because they did not fit in with science’s
then world view. Other examples abound. The claims made for the
benefits and safety of nuclear energy is another good example.
Science only decided asbestos was unsafe when enough workers had
died through exposure to it. Think also of DDT, or more recently
BSE, or further back in time Galileo’s conceding to the view of the
church.

This is not to say as some do that there is no such thing as scientific
truth, but as Rose ez al point out just because science has “so often
said true things about the world, we are in danger of forgetting that
sometimes the claims of those who speak in the name of science are
rubbish” (1984, page 31). The fact that I am writing this article
using software on a PC is one example of the fact that science can
and does produce scientific truth claims that are right. The point 1s,
however, that we should be sceptical about truth claims particularly
when there are vested interests involved and where the technology
interacts with complex systems. Both of these occur with GE.
Billions of dollars have been invested in the technology and GE
crops are interacting with local environments, extremely complex
ecosystems.

Complexity and Chaos

The watch words of the old scientific world were °‘rational’,
‘progress’ and ‘reductionism’. Nature was imagined as a machine —-
predicable, understandable, able to be reduced to its basic
components. Man was placed at the centre of the universe where
once God (another masculine figure) sat. This, of course, reflected
the new industrial society that was being created.
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“It 1s the ... machine image that has come to dominate science
and to act as the fundamental metaphor legitimating the
bourgeois world view ... The machine is as much the
characteristic symbol of bourgeois productive relations as the
‘body social’ was of feudal society” (Rose et al, 1984, page 45).

This machine image of science and society is now in retreat.

“Instead of being a machine nature at large turns out to be
more like human nature: unpredictable, sensitive to the

surrounding world, influenced by small fluctuations” (Capra,
1996, page 187).

Where once there was certainty, understanding and control there 1s
now complexity, chaos and co-operation. It is surprising that these new
scientific ideas have not been embraced more readily by anarchists,
particularly as they provide some basis in nature for concepts such
as non hierarchical organisation and decentralisation. “In nature
there 1s no above or below and there are no hierarchies. There are
only networks nestling within networks” (Capra, 1996, page 35).

There 1s not sufficient space to discuss at length all the new
scientific paradigm. Capra’s Web of Life is a good summary. To take
just one issue that is relevant to the debate on GE - it is now
recognised that systems, whether subatomic particles, the biosphere
or economies are extremely complex making it impossible to predict
accurately the outcome of any change in that system (the so-called
‘Butterfly Effect”). Once it was believed that the economy could be
managed through changes in government investment and interest
rates for instance. The Philips curve even predicted levels of
unemployment for any given level of inflation. It is now recognised
that attempting to predict the behaviour and reaction of millions of
consumers and producers to, say, a reduction in interest rates, is
impossible with the sort of accuracy that was once claimed. The
more complex a system the harder to predict outcomes.

Even if current tangible benefits can be found for GE food, this 1s
not enough to declare them safe. We cannot be sure that within GE
technology lies no future risk. Of course some will argue that if
hazards do materialise in the future science will find a solution to them.
Those who argue about future risks are dismissed as-irrational and
alarmist (no doubt in the same way those who claimed the world was
round were once treated). “Critiques of science and anxieties about
the future are stigmatised as irrationalism” (Beck, 1992, page 45).
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GE crops are interacting with local eco systems — other plants,
trees, soil, water, air, animals and insects. It is impossible, as some
scientists have claimed, to predict that there will be no negative
effects from this. The processes are too complex to accurately
predict. Side affects may take a considerable amount of time to
materialise. Those still influenced by the old scientific paradigm will,
though, readily accept that such accurate predictions can, in fact, be
made. This appears to be the position of at least some anarchists who
support GE.

Anarchism and Science

The French anarchist Emile Henry just before he went to the
guillotine wrote “beware of believing anarchism to be a dogma, a
doctrine above question or debate, to be venerated by its adepts as
i1s the Koran by devote Moslems, No ! the absolute freedom which
we demand constantly develops our thinking, raises it towards new
horizons ... takes it out of the narrow framework of regulation and
codification”. It seems, though, that for many anarchists their
attitude to science and progress, illustrated by the current GE
debate, is constrained by a ‘narrow framework’ derived from the old -
scientific paradigm.

In assessing whether or not GE technology i1s a good or bad thing,
anarchists need to consider its effect in terms not just of its impact
on humans alone, but to take a more holistic approach. It 1s also
essential to be sceptical about science truth claims, particularly
when vested interests are involved. Research on the effects of GE
potatoes on rats was claimed, initially, to be inaccurate. The scientist
responsible resigned. Later twenty international scientists called for
Dr Pusztai to be reinstated, arguing that he had been °‘shafted’,
although they were not arguing that his research was either correct
or incorrect, just that he should have been allowed to continue his
experiments.

Anarchism has always adapted. It needs to do so now. Crucially I
believe this means shedding its modernist past, including out dated
notions of scientific progress. Noam Chomsky has described
anarchists as people who question authority. Unfortunately it seems
that some anarchists are unwilling to question the authority of
science. In addition to reflecting anarchism’s adherence to
modernism this also, I think, shows a reluctance to accept green
thinking. Green philosophy has certainly shorn itself of modernism.
At its most extreme it has completely rejected technology, progress
and civilisation. However it 1s not necessary to accept the position



314 Raven 40

that, for example, Green Anarchist takes to recognise the value of
seeing the world through non modernist spectacles.

Notes

1. The fact that anarchism has represented the negation of much of capitalism ‘s
structures as well as its values may be a major reason why anarchism has survived the
collapse of the Berlin Wall not only intact but strengthened. Most communist states
rather than negating capitalist structures appropriated them instead. If you mimic
something you are bound to be compared to it and certainly since 1945 there is little
doubt that capitalist countries out performed communist ones economically, as well

as creating freer social systems. Why sign up to an inefficient copy when you can have
the real thing ?

2. Science in modern society underpins its ideological foundations as much as
Christian religion underpinned feudal society. Darwin’s evolution theory which
seemed to emphasise the ‘survival of the fittest’ was used, in the nineteenth century
to justify not only capitalist exploitation but also Western imperialism. Richard
Dawkin’s modern reading of Darwin and his concept of the selfish gene has been used
by some to justify greed and individualism, particularly in the 1980s. Greed is good
because it is in our genes. Anyone who has actually read Dawkin’s books will know
that his arguments are not as extreme as this. In fact in The Selfish Gene he provides,
using game theory, a scientific grounding for co-operation (1976).
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Jonn Roe

Genetic Manipulation:
who benefits, who suffers?

There i1s an undeclared war going on at the moment: it 1s between a
handful of huge multinational companies, which aim to maximise
their profits at whatever cost, and the consuming public. In this war
not only national governments (the US in particular) are on the side
of the multis, and not of their voters/citizens, but sad to say,
scientists in general are, too. This trahison des clercs has two basic
reasons. One 1s the need of all scientists for finance, nowadays less
and less to be expected from the state, and therefore more urgently
needed from capitalism. The other is the false ethos of science’s
supposed ‘search for truth’, which, when it has carried out its own
‘tests’, recognises no morality above that of itself.

The hidden ethical (or non-ethical) assumption behind science is
Jewish-Christian, deriving from the Old Testament. Here it is stated
that God gave the Earth to men to do what they like with. Man has
the ‘dominion’ over not only plants and minerals but animals, birds
and all living things. Spiritually supported by this blanket
permission, Western science has refused to recognise any bounds to
its interference with the way the world — indeed, the Universe —
works. No other religion gives this carte blanche to man’s
predatoriness. What Christians are pleased to call Native or
Primitive religions revere the earth, and preserve what lives by it:
they worship idealised forms of animals, or the sun (the fount of all
energy — a ‘discovery’ scientists delightedly used this century to
massacre, and pollute the atmosphere with radiation). A religion
such as Buddhism would not dream of attacking the biosphere,
whose delicate equilibrium permits man to live within it. But the
Western scientific attitude has already blasted holes in the ozone
layer, has developed methods of hunting and killing animals and fish
— and breeds of animal, made extinct — and other humans — far ‘in
advance of’ anything the primitives had or wanted; and has
delightedly bred creatures with two hands or six legs, fowls which
consist almost entirely of chest (good to sell and eat) and animals
which have no parents.

The ‘superiority’ of Western science lies in 1ts superior
destructiveness: no advance in moral stature can be observed in man
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since Renaissance experimentation took over. It is thus not
surprising that scientists once again line up on the side of arrogance
and the ‘improvement’ of nature; nor is it amazing that their allies
are the totally immoral and unscrupulous neo-liberal, globalised,
capitalist mega-companies whose aim is to supersede nations and
control the activities of the world, without even the figleaf of
democratic control.

In love, war and the application of scientific discovery, all’s fair.
Indian farmers have been duped into planting GM crops without
knowing; Monsanto in Britain has planted areas not even observing
the lax and favourable ‘rules’ laid down — for example, leaving
insufficient no-man’s-land between the experimental crops and others.
I have not seen any studies at all on the effect on base water of the
region where this kind of plantation takes place — though much of it
1S to permit virulent pesticides to be used in vast quantities.

Do you imagine that government scientific commaittees will protect you: will
filter the ‘scientific discoveries’to make sure that no future harm can occur?
On the Advisory Committee on Releases into the Environment, eight
of the thirteen members have direct links with the biotechnology
industry, and six are paid by organisations allowed by the committee
to grow genetically manipulated crops. Nigel Poole, who works for
Zeneca, has had six applications to the committee approved — but he
‘left the room’ when his company’s application came up. So that’s
alright, then. As a matter of fact, not one application to release
genetically modified organisms has been refused by the committee
since it was set up in 1992. The head of the British Environment
Agency, Lord de Ramsey, is one of a number of landowners being
paid by Monsanto to have crops tested on his land. Lord Sainsbury,
the Science Minister, owns the patent of a gene used in GM.

Dr Vyvyan Howard of the University of Liverpool commented on
the audit report into Dr Puzstai’s research (see later), which cleared
him of alleged fraud but considered that his findings were not
supported by the data: “A major problem with the audit report is
that the authors have been selective with the data they have
included, which makes an objective appraisal of their conclusions
impossible from solely reading the report. I have the impression it
was hastily compiled and systematically biased toward brushing
aside your experimental finding”.

In the US, the FDA’s biotechnology coordinator has said that the
FDA “would not require things to be on the label just because a
consumer might want to know them”. The FDA rules on GM mean
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that even risk-assessment data can be withheld as ‘confidential
business information’; in some states food companies can sue
competitors under ‘veggie libel’ laws, if they label their products as
having no genetically-engineered ingredients, on the basis that this
might imply superiority to GM products. (Guardian, 26th February
1999).

Is the use of GM merely another development in crop improvement’ such
as has been going on for centuries (hybrids, etc.)?

Michael Pollan, growing Monsanto potatoes, writes in the New York
Times: “All domesticated plants are in some sense artificial — living
archives of both cultural and natural information that we in some
sense ‘design’. A given type of potato reflects the values we’ve bred
into it — one that has been selected to yield long, handsome chips or
unblemished round crisps ... Some of the more delicate European
fingerlings I’m growing alongside my New Leafs imply an economy
of small market growers and a taste for eating potatoes fresh. Yet all
these qualities already existed in the potato, somewhere within the
range of genetic possibilities presented by ‘solanum tuberosum’.
Since distant species in nature cannot be crossed, the breeder’s art
~ has always run up against a natural limit of what a potato is willing,
or able, to do. Nature, in effect, has exercised a kind of veto on what
culture can do with a potato.

My New Leafs are different. Although Monsanto likes to depict
biotechnology as one more in an ancient line of human
modifications of nature going back to fermentation, in fact genetic
engineering overthrows the old rules governing the relationship of
nature and culture in a plant. For the first time, breeders can bring
qualities from anywhere in nature into the genome of a plant — from
flounders (frost tolerance), from viruses (disease resistance) and, in
the case of my potatoes, from °‘bacillus thuringiensis’, the soil
bacterium that produces the organic insecticide known as Bt. The
introduction into a plant of genes transported not only across
species but whole phyla, means that the wall of the plant’s essential

identity — its irreducible wildness, you might say — has been
breached.”

“The regulation of food is nothing like as strict as the
regulation for drugs. And when you start tinkering around with
the genetic structure of food you have to move towards
thinking of them as pharmaceuticals.” — Professor Jonathan
Rhodes, University of Liverpool
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Does ‘scientific procedure’ protect us?

A typical instance comes from the University of Vermont, where
Monsanto was spending nearly half a million dollars to fund test
trials of rBGH, and the researcher leaked information about severe
health problems affecting treated cows, including mastitis and
deformed births. The ‘scientist’ heading the research had already
made numerous public statements to state lawmakers and the press
indicating that treated cows suffered no abnormal rates of health
problems. (The rogue researcher was subsequently found to be
correct in all details). In fact, three independent British scientists
analysed the same data as Monsanto’s team published and found the
hormone was linked to increased pus and bacteria counts in milk —
something Monsanto’s scientists hadn’t noticed. More, Monsanto
tried to block publication of these new facts. Monsanto, by the way,
are the people who brought you Agent Orange, widely used in
Vietnam, and PCBs, which are now banned after having called
untold damage through being released as soon as developed, for
profit reasons.

On the basis that what doesn’t look odd or taste odd and doesn’t
cause a stomach upset immediately after eating, must be OK, fans
of Flavr-Savr tomatoes boast “I have eaten a genetically manipulated
tomato, and nothing has happened to me.” You remember those T-
shirts that came out after the 3-Mile Island disaster with, on the
front, “I survived 3-Mile Island” and on the back, “... I think”. I
don’t know if BSE meat zasted different from any other.

Some nations are trying to be cautious. Austria, Luxembourg and
Greece have temporary bans on specific GMO releases, and Austria
and Luxembourg have banned the use or sale of Novartis ‘Bt’ maize
(which 1s engineered three ways to make it herbicide — and antibiotic
— resistant as well as poisonous to insects). The European Parliament
(largely powerless) 1s hostile to GM. In Blair’s England, however,
new regulations have halved the number of trials needed to test new
plant and seed varieties; and Monsanto has been pleased to note that
though 80% of the public hates it, MPs and Influential Persons are
much more favourable (so much for democratic control).

What will be the effect of GM products on you and me?

1. We do not know whether they will trigger allergies, or affect the
human immunological system. Remember that we shall be eating
these products which have been spliced to resist high doses of poison
and antibiotics.
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2. The seeds may transmit their genetic material to other species
and cause super-plagues. (This would be greatly to the advantage of
Monsanto etc., for they could then sell new toxic sprays. Their GM
seeds are already programmed to resist Monsanto’s best-selling
‘Roundup’ agrotoxin, so that this can be sprayed ad lib on
surrounding weeds and whatever, giving Monsanto double profit).

3. Insects and animals in the environment will be affected in
unknown ways by their eating and living with these new strains, and
also by the high levels of poisonous spraying thus permitted.

4. The research of Dr Pusztai’s team at Rowett Research Inst.,
showed that rats fed on GM potatoes changed the size and weight of
their bodily organs ‘worryingly’, the brain began diminishing, and
the immune system was weakened. Attempts to throw doubt on the
research — including the terminating of funding, and the sacking of
Dr Pusztai — have failed. Dr Pusztai has said on television that he
would not eat GM food. He is the leading authority — in the world —
on lectin research and glyco-proteins in plants.

The British Royal Commission on this subject reported: “The full
consequences of genetic engineering cannot be foreseen. It 1is
possible now to do things that were inconceivable 20 years ago.
Ingenious people in the future may be able to use the tools at their
disposal, for example, to develop organisms whose impact may be
quite unlike anything previously known.”

Remember that these ‘ingenious people’ will be working for one of
the huge transnational companies that recognises no law other than
its own profit. |

An even more alarming development, once again with Monsanto
behind it, i1 1s the ‘terminator’ gene. This is spliced into crops grown
from Monsanto seed so that future seed cannot be used again by the
farmer — the seed commits suicide, or ‘terminates’. Thus the farmer
is compelled to keep buying the Monsanto product which, you will
understand, does not come cheap. So much for the help to be given
to farmers in the Third World and Monsanto’s drive to diminish
hunger.

In any case, Monsanto already forces farmers to sign contracts
undertaking not to use seed from Monsanto-sold crops, and thus to
buy again.

Our question ‘Who benefits’ thus has a reasonably clear answer.
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Background on Monsanto, the most powerful GM company
Currently Monsanto and its subsidiaries hold the patents on half of
the 36 genetically engineered whole foods being marketed in the US.

“Monsanto has built much of its corporate empire upon the
back of one chemical: glyphosate. Marketed mainly as the
herbicide Roundup, sales are worth $1,200 million a year. In
1994 it was used on almost 800,000 acres in the UK. This
Monsanto flagship product continues to generate a remarkable
annual growth of about 20% year after year. There 1s, however
a natural barrier to continued significant increases in the use of
Roundup. Obviously the use of too much of the herbicide on
any crop will not only destroy unwanted weeds but also the
crop itself. Monsanto’s solution to this dilemma has been to
create crops resistant to the herbicide. It’s a double financial
win for Monsanto in that they can now sell the herbicide-
resistant plants and ever more amounts of Roundup, (but)
despite advertising claims that Roundup is safe for humans,
pets and wildlife, and is benign to the environment
symptoms of acute poisoning in humans following ingestion of
Roundup include gastrointestinal pain, vomiting, swelling of
the lungs, pneumonia, clouding of consciousness, and
destruction of red blood cells. A series of suicides and
attempted suicides in Japan during the 1980s using Roundup
herbicide allowed scientists to calculate a lethal dose of six
ounces. The herbicide is 100 times more toxic to fish than
people, toxic to earthworms, soil bacteria and beneficial fungi.

While it is claimed that glysophate is inactivated in soil
rapidly, it is more accurate to say it is usually absorbed into soil
components. Thus glyphosate remains active in soils, and
residues have been found in lettuce, carrots and barley planted
one year after glyphosate treatment. Roundup-Ready crops
will allow farmers to use Roundup on a much wider and less
discriminatory manner. Whereas fields were once sprayed with
Roundup in pre-plant weed emergence situations, Crop
producers will now be able to apply Roundup to the genetically
engineered crops throughout the contamination season.
Not only does this create obvious water, air and food
contamination problems, it also threatens herbicide-
resistance.” — Joseph Mendelson, in The Ecologist special on
Monsanto
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“Conventional maize-breeding programmes will always
outperform hybrids given the same research investment. The
only advantage to hybrids lies in their profitability for
companies.” — Jean-Pierre Berlan (French INRA), Richard
Lewontin (Harvard) and Jack R. Kloppenburg Jr. (Wisconsin
University)

“By April 1998 there were 332 test sites in the UK, 70% of
which are controlled by just four companies: Monsanto,

Agrevo/BGS, Novatis/Hilleshog and Sharps Seeds Ltd.” — The
Ecologist

“Once a particular course of technological development 1s set
iIn motion, it can have much wider consequences than its
creators could have predicted: the more powerful the
technology, the more profound the conseq<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>