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Against the Grain? 
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Our partners in Europe . . . have blocked all new biocrops because of unfounded, unscientific fears.  This has caused many African nations to avoid investing in biotechnologies for fear that their products will be shut out of European markets. European governments should join -- not hinder -- the great cause of ending hunger in Africa."  



 George W Bush (United States)

Introduction
Many governments, institutions and companies are promoting genetically modified (GM) crops as a solution to hunger in Africa and around the world. Biotechnology, it is claimed, could increase crop yields, feed the poor, reduce environmental degradation, provide nutritious foods and increase sustainable agriculture.   

These are bold claims that need to be discussed and analysed.  As a social justice organisation, African Initiatives is interested in two areas:

· Who benefits? Who Loses? An assessment of the environmental, social, political and economic impact of GMOs on African communities.

· The Right to Participation.  Communities, civil society and policy makers in Africa must be able to participate in the decision-making processes that affect their lives.


GM in Africa 

Genetic Engineering in Africa hit the headlines when US food aid to Zambia was rejected because it was Genetically Modified.  But what if GM gets into food production.  Around the world concerns are being raised about the potentially severe impacts GM could have on sustainable farming systems, biodiversity and local ecologies, social structures, and the more profound fears about who will own the food production processes.

The production of GM crops in Africa is minimal at present however they are increasing with South Africa the first country to release GM cotton and maize seeds for sale.  GM research is predominantly on export oriented, cash crops and not on local varieties e.g. flowers, cocoa, coffee and wheat.  Research and field trials are taking place throughout Africa, particularly in Kenya, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe and Uganda and it is likely that that these field trials will follow along the same path as in South Africa and lead to the eventual release of GM seeds into the market throughout Africa. 

GM Crops- The Threats

Environmental Issues – Cause for Concern

Researched and potential environmental impacts of GM crops are serious, especially given the violation of the principle of irreversibility –having been introduced they can never be withdrawn, either by democratic vote or scientific technologies.

· Intensive mono-crop GM production methods and pesticide applications constrain and reduce biodiversity, a necessity for achieving food security.  The affects of GM crops upon the local wildlife and biodiversity are unknown.  Many of the so-called pests that will be wiped out are essential pollinators of food crops.  For example, the production of GM maize is linked to an increase in the deaths of monarch butterflies in the US. 

· Through cross pollination, non-GM crops and weeds could be easily contaminated.  This would be irreversible.

· GM crops are engineered to work with strong applications of herbicides that will wipe out a wide range of plants.  The only plants that will adapt and survive will be ‘superweeds’ that will be even more difficult to breakdown.


· Intensive farming and mono-cropping has serious environmental consequences and will be exacerbated by Genetically Engineered seeds.  Nitrogen reserves in the soil will be exhausted and increased toxicity due to chemicals will destroy the soil’s natural fertility and structure and generating resistant pests

Economic Issues: Feed the World or Bleed the World

· The biotechnology companies have engineered plant species that will not germinate.  These ‘suicide seeds’ will ensure farmers will have to go back to the company to buy more.  In Africa 1 billion farmers are dependent on seed saving; in India it is 90% of all farmers.

· GM seeds are expensive and inaccessible to poorer farmers and women. In North America farmers are forced into contracts to only deal with the GM companies.  This is likely to lead to increased poverty, rural landlessness and inequality.

· GM crops reduce labour costs – but in rural Africa this is a major part of the local economy.  And where will the young people go, to the cities?  Labour saving = unemployment creating.

· GM crops are very unpopular in Europe, consumers have rejected them, there are little international trade opportunities and major supermarkets won’t supply them.

· Mono-cropping usually involves cash crops rather than subsistence crops leaving local farmers vulnerable to fluctuations in international market prices.

· There is no evidence that GM crops give consistently increase yield - except cotton.

· What is the impact of 4 large multinational companies controlling food production and 90% of all GM crops are grown by 1 company, Monsanto. These companies have been aggressively buying up seed companies all over the world.

· Through patenting (intellectual property rights) and technology control over global food production will rest with a very few multinational biotechnology companies accountable to no-one but shareholders in rich countries.

Human Rights: Cereal Killer

· Africans are being denied an opportunity to participate in the debate and research on GM.  Crops have been planted without consultation, monitoring or research into alternatives.  As always the poor are the last to be consulted.

· Indigenous knowledge held by local farmers about their environment and farming techniques will be ignored and wiped out. Restricting them through technology and trade rules (TRIPs) is a denial of the farmers’ basic rights.

· Research and academic institutions are being funded by the biotechnology companies reducing independent verification and monitoring. 

· ‘Suicide seeds’ have been designed by biotech companies to contain a sterile gene that prevents re-planting. The production of GM crops prevents farmers from replanting or sharing seeds, undermining traditional communal food systems. 
· Farmers are obligated to purchase herbicides and pesticides from the GM seed company. Farmer livelihood and food system becomes dependent upon, and in the hands of a few of biotech companies.
 Roots of Resistance

Biotechnology companies are marketing around the world, so opposition to GMOs become global.  But Africa needs a voice.

Indian farmers have protested across the country with civil disobedience campaigns, citizens’ juries, state governments halting field trials and court judgements.  The “Monsanto Quit India” slogan was announced on the anniversary of Mahatma Ghandi’s Britain ‘Quit India’ independence campaign.

15 African delegates to the FAO signed a statement on Plant Genetics (Tanzania and Ghana did not sign):

· Monsanto is one of the world’s largest agrochemical companies … Its major focus is not to protect the environment, but to develop crops that can resist high doses of its best selling chemical weed-killer ‘Roundup.’

· Rather than stretching a helping hand to farmers, Monsanto threatens them with lawsuits and jail.

· Rather than developing technology that feeds the world, Monsanto uses GE to stop farmers replanting seeds and further develop their agricultural systems.
In Brazil, Rio Grand do Sul declared itself a GM free state after environmentalists highlighted underhand tactics to introduce GM crops.  Consumer groups have won landmark legal actions against Monsanto and peasant, the landless and indigenous peoples’ organisations are calling for a 5-year moratorium.

A Right to Food: Alternatives to GM
Hunger is a political and economic problem - to reduce global poverty there are more proven and less damaging strategies.  

· Land rights and reform and pro-poor community natural resource management.  

· Increasing sustainable agriculture and farming production through low environmental and economic inputs

· Reviewing international trade laws, especially Intellectual Property Rights, that favour multinational food producers over local, subsistence farmers.  

· Challenging and restricting the consumption patterns in the rich countries.

· Advocating for the economic, social, political and legal rights of women. 

· Cancel third world debt, review economic policies (e.g. Structural Adjustment) that force farmers into unsustainable food production.

· A worldwide 5 year Moratorium on the commercial introduction of any GM crops.
ACross species


This is not the straight-forward use of hybrid seeds because GM goes across species.  The gene from a fish has been has been inserted in a tomato to stop it getting damaged by frost; a gene from the Chinese hamster into the tobacco plant.





INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY AND TRIPS


Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) is an agreement signed by the WTO in 1994 that granted the right to patent ‘inventions’. Inventions include farming methods and crops communities in the developing world have been using them for generations.





Basmati is a profitable, popular rice grown in India.  The US biotech company Ricetec applied for a patent on Basmati rice in India. If the patent is granted, the farmers would have to pay royalties to Ricetec to produce rice that has been the basis of their farming and food system for centuries. 








In 2001 Monsanto took Percy Schmeiser, a Canadian farmer to court for growing the company’s GM herbicide resistant canola without licence. Under the TRIP’s agreement this is illegal. The court ordered Percy Schmeiser pay Monsanto $85,000 for its user fees. Percy Schemeiser argues that Monsanto’s GM seeds from near-by farms contaminated his own seeds, and his production of GM crops was not consciously carried out.





Community Empowerment


Social Justice








The Jury is out IN INDIA


 ‘Citizen Juries’ in India made up of community members and farmers were convened to discuss Genetic Engineering. Representatives of the biotech companies were unable to provide guarantees and evidence to farmers that their lives would improve. The company representatives were sent away and told to only return if they could make such guarantees. In a few states in India Genetically Modified seeds are banned. 





Feed the World - Food For Thought


Almost 1 billion people in Africa are directly involved in farming.  Millions more are employed in related sectors (transport, restaurants, markets etc..).  The vast majority of its’ citizens are dependent on locally grown food.





The biotechnology industry claims GM crops can solve the problem of world hunger, improve health and sustain the environment.  So why aren’t African citizens consulted?  Have the poor once again lost their right to participate in decisions that most affect them?





While African peoples will face the biggest impact of GMOs African civil society, government and farmers are not able to participate in the debate and analysis surrounding them.  As a social justice organisation that promotes the rights of all people to participate in the political, social, economic and environmental decision-making processes that affect them, this Discussion Paper aims to democratise the debate of GMOs and get African voices and choices heard.











Defining GM


Biotechnology – the application of biological science to living things for human gain. Chemical industry + seed industry = Biotechnology.





Genetic Modification (Engineering) – the transfer of genes from one species to another, from animals to plants in some cases.





GM Crops – crop varieties that are created through the GM process and carry specific engineered qualities. GMOs are Genetically Modified Organisms.





Biodiversity – the variety of life; species, ecosystems, humans, genetic diversity.











Debunking Modern Agriculture


“When measured in terms of nutrition per acre, and from the perspective of biodiversity, the “high yields” of industrial agriculture of industrial fisheries do not imply more production of food and nutrition. Planting multiple crops in a mixture will have low yields of individual crops, but will have high total output of food. Research has shown that small, biodiverse farms can produce thousands of times more food than large industrial monocultures. And diversity, in addition to giving more food, is the best strategy for preventing drought and diversification.”


Vandana Shiva; Indian academic and researcher.











Genetic Modification: 


A Threat to African Food Security?





“If we thought that colonialism was a gross violation of human rights, we have to wake up to what is awaiting us down the road of biopiracy, patenting of life and genetic engineering”


(Dr Vandana Shiva, India)





American Experiences/African Lessons


Growing GM crops across North America has been an environmental and economic disaster. 


Low profitability- GM seeds are more expensive than non-GM and market process lower. 


GM crops produce lower yields than non-GM. 


GM crops are mainly herbicide-resistant making farmers reliant on herbicides which have detrimental impacts on environment 


Farmers have no choice about how they farm as a result of GM crops. They are at risk of being sued by biotech companies if found to be growing GM crops that contaminated their non-GM crops without their knowledge.


Cross pollination of GM crops has detrimental impacts upon the environment and biodiversity. 





Linga Reddy is a farmer in India. In 1998 his daughter-in-law, Saguna, committed suicide. After the introduction of GM cotton as a replacement to traditional millet production by the biotech company MAYHCO his family became increasingly impoverished. Instead of increased production and trade opportunities as promised, GM cotton increased the risk of pests, production failed, and costs increased as the obligation to re-buy seeds from MAYCHO each planting season meant that Linga Reddy and his family were forced to take out more and more loans that they were unable to pay back. This is why Suguna committed suicide.








