Insult to European democracy

GM-free Ireland, Michael O’Callaghan, 19 Jan 2010
http://www.gmfreeireland.org/news/index.php

This article refers to a report published last week by the US Department of Agriculture
attaché in Rome, Cynthia Barmore, with the revealing title "How to Influence Public Opinion
about Agricultural Biotechnology” [1].

The report is an insult to ltalian democracy, and to European farmers, food producers,
retailers and consumers. It is also riddled with misinformation which AgriMoney.com failed to
correct.

The USDA describes Italians who oppose GMOs as a "minority composed of fringe groups”
and talks of the need for the US to "educate” Italian consumers about food! The anti-GM
"fringe groups” which the USDA hopes to educate include:

- The ltalian Government, whose Minister for Agriculture, Luca Zaia [2] said "A new ethics
for agriculture is needed if we truly want to feed the world. My opposition to GMOs is well-
known, in fact | do not believe that they are the solution to the hunger problem. We are
with the farmers and always with those who work.” [3]

- 16 of Italy’s 20 Regional Governments - together with 41 provinces and 2,446
municipalities - that have declared themselves as GMO-free zones; [4]

- ltaly’s main farming union Coldiretti, with 18 regional federations for 98 provinces, 765
area offices, 9,812 sections, and over 568,000 farms; [5]

- Italy’s biggest retailer, Coopltalia; [6] leading Italian food brands that have adopted GM-
free supply chains such as the giant meat and poultry producer BovinMarche [7], Amadori
(one of Europe’s biggest producers of chicken and turkey) [8], and the poultry producer
Fileni; [9]

- the national multi-stakeholder initiative ItaliaEuropa Liberi da OGM [10] involving 28
organisations representing farmers, large distribution, small and medium sized
businesses, consumer, environmental, scientific, cultural and international cooperation
interest groups opposed to GM food and farming. During two months in 2007, ItaliaEuropa
organised a National Consultation on GMOs which collected 3 million votes against
GMOs; [11]

- the University of Gastronomic Sciences [12], a government-backed international research
and education centre for the renewal of farming methods, the protection of biodiversity,
and the development of an organic relationship between gastronomy and agricultural
science;

- Slow Food International [13], the Italian-based globally influential eco-gastronomic
network which campaigns for good, clean, fair and GM-free food and farming with 100,000
members in 132 countries - whose founder Carlo Petrini was described by the UK'’s
Guardian newspaper as one of the "50 people who could save the planet.”

USDA wrong about the facts

The USDA report describes a Eurobarometer survey from 2005 as "the most recent data” on
EU public opinion towards agricultural biotechnology, and claims that 65% of ltalians
"support biotechnology”.

In reality, Eurobarometer’s most recent survey on GMOs was published in 2008: it found that
58% of Europeans - incuding 55% of ltalians - are "personally opposed” to GM food and
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farming, while only 21% support their use [14]. The most recent Italian survey - carried out by
Coldiretti-SWG in 2009 - found that 63% of Italian consumers believe that GM foods are less
healthy than traditional foods, up from 52% in 2003. [14] The report’s claim that most Italians
"support biotechnology” is also misleading, because the vast majority of Europeans have no
objection to non-GM biotechnology applications such as Marker Assisted Selection (MAS) of
beneficial crop traits, and the production of insulin and other medicines from the contained
use of GM bacteria in sealed vats in biosecure laboratories. No objection to these forms of
biotech does not indicate support for GM crops!

Vatican not in favour of GMOs

The USDA’s claim that the Vatican is a ”vocal advocate’ of GM crops as a way of easing
hunger in Africa” is sheer propaganda that was first disseminated after GM industry-funded
scientists infiltrated an organisation called the Pontifical Academy of Sciences in a failed
attempt to convice the Vatican to endorse GM farming in 2009. [15] Unless its diplomats are
utter idiots, the USDA and the US embassy in Rome must surely know that the Pontifical
Academy does not represent the views of the Vatican. Vatican policy can only be declared by
the Pope, the Secretary of State, or the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, and none of
these bodies have ever given the Vatican’s endorsement to GM food and farming.

Far from endorsing GMO'’s, Pope Benedict XVI has stated "The campaign to promote GM
sowing, that pretends to grant food security [...] risks to ruin small farmers and to suppress
their traditional crops, making them dependent on GM production companies” [16]. The Pope
reiterated this view on 1 January 2010 when he expressed his support for "suitable strategies
for rural development centred on small farmers and their families” [17]. The official
Instrumentum Laboris (agenda) of the Synod of Bishops’ Second Special Assembly for Africa
held on 3-4 October 2009 makes this opposition to GM crops explicit: "Farm workers, on
whom a great part of the African economy depends, are victims of injustice in marketing their
products. They are often paid a very low price for their goods. Paradoxically, in some parts of
Africa, the cost is even set by the buyers themselves. Populations already suffering from a
disadvantage are thereby further impoverished. The seeding campaign of proponents of
Genetically Modified Food, which purports to give assurances for food safety, should not
overlook the true problems of agriculture in Africa: the lack of cultivatable land, water,
energy, access to credit, agricultural training, local markets, road infrastructures, etc. This
campaign runs the risk of ruining small landholders, abolishing traditional methods of seeding
and making farmers dependent on the production companies of OGM [i.e. GMOs]”. [18]

Scientific evidence of GM health risks

The claim that "Doctors and academics may prove more effective advocates [for GMOs] than
government or industry figures” reflects the US Government’s ignorance of science.

Medical and scientific groups and NGOs which have raised the alarm over the health
dangers of GM feed and food include the Committee for Independent Research and
Information on Genetic Engineering (CRIIGEN), Consumers International, the Union of
Concerned Scientists, the International Commission on the Future of Food and Agriculture,
the Independent Science Panel on GM, the African Centre for Biosafety, the Indian Research
Foundation for Science, Technology and Ecology, the US Centre for Food Safety, the
Canadian ETC Group, the British Institute of Science in Society, the German Foundation on
Future Farming, the Norwegian Institute of Gene Ecology, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth,
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GeneWatch, GM Watch, GM Free Cymru, GM-free Ireland, numerous other NGOs and
university scientists around the world.

Despite suppression of scientific research and cover-ups by Monsanto and other agribiotech
companies [19], at least 50 scientific papers have already reported on the health dangers of
GM animal feed and food [20], including the hidden use of GM feed for the production of
meat, poultry, eggs, fish and dairy produce that is still sold in the EU without a GM label to
inform consumer choice [21]. As Prof Gilles-Eric Séralini of CRIIGEN points out, if the
industry’s secret risk assessment data on the health dangers of GMOs held by the European
Food Safety Authority were made available for scientific peer review, all GM feed and food
would be withdrawn from the market immediately. [22]
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