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WAS raised in the tiny
fishing and logging village
of Winter Harbour on the
north-west tip of Vancou-

ver Island, where salmon spawned in
the streams of the adjoining Pacific
rainforest. In school I discovered
ecology, and realized that through
science I could gain insight into the
natural beauties I had known as a
child. In the late 1960s, I was trans-
formed into a radical environmen-
tal activist. A rag-tag group of activ-
ists and I sailed a leaky old halibut
boat across the North Pacific to
block the last hydrogen bomb tests
under President Nixon. In the pro-
cess I co-founded Greenpeace.

By the mid-1980s my interest was
in ‘sustainable development’ that
would take environmental ideas and
incorporate them into the tradi-
tional social and economic values
that govern public policy and our
daily behaviour. Every morning, 6
billion people wake up with real
needs for food, energy and materi-
als. The challenge is to provide for
those needs in ways that reduce
negative impacts on the environ-
ment while also being socially ac-
ceptable, and technically and
economically feasible. Compromise
and co-operation among environ-
mentalists, the government, indus-
try and academia are essential for
sustainability.

Not all my former colleagues saw
things that way, however. Many en-
vironmentalists rejected consensus
politics and sustainable develop-
ment in favour of continued con-
frontation, ever-increasing
extremism, and left-wing politics. At
the beginning of the modern envi-

I
ronmental movement, Ayn Rand
published Return of the Primitive,
which contained an essay by Peter
Schwartz titled ‘The Anti-Industrial
Revolution.’ In it, he warned that
the new movement’s agenda was
anti-science, anti-technology, and
anti-human. At the time, he didn’t
get a lot of attention from the main-
stream media or the public. Environ-
mentalists were often able to
produce arguments that sounded
reasonable, while doing good deeds
such as saving whales and making
the air and water cleaner.

But now the chickens have come
home to roost. The environmental-
ists’ campaign against biotechnology
in general, and genetic engineering
in particular, has clearly exposed
their intellectual and moral bank-
ruptcy. By adopting a zero-tolerance
policy toward a technology with so
many potential benefits for Mankind
and the environment, they have
lived up to Schwartz’s predictions.
They have alienated themselves
from scientists, intellectuals, and
internationalists. It seems inevitable
that the media and the public will,
in time, see the insanity of their po-
sition. As my friend Klaus Ammann
likes to hope, ‘maybe biotech will be
the Waterloo for Greenpeace and
their allies.’ Then again, maybe
that’s just wishful thinking.

On 15 October 2001, I found
myself sitting in my office in
Vancouver after Greenpeace activ-
ists in Paris successfully prevented
me from speaking via video-
conference to 400 delegates of the
European Seed Association. The
Greenpeacers chained themselves to
the seats in the Cine Cite Bercy au-
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More importantly, the proposal
also puts the spotlight on many other
organizations that allegedly operate
for the benefit of farmers, and which
have developed ‘stakeholder relation-
ships’ with the ACF. The National
Farmers’ Federation itself has entered
into a partnership with the ACF on
water and salinity. And the ACF uses
this relationship heavily in its
fundraising campaigns.

As Water Campaigner for the
ACF, Tim Fisher has ensconced him-
self as a member of a raft of boards
and committees, including: Murray–
Darling Ministerial Council’s Com-
munity Advisory Committee; Land
and Water Australia (a director); an
advisory board for Pratt Water;
Murray-Darling ‘Living Murray’ pro-
cess; Community Reference Panel
Native Vegetation Program Commit-
tee; Watersmart (Victoria) Strategy
Committee; National Action Plan for
Salinity and Water Quality NRM
Reference Group; Land and Water—
Australia’s River Contaminants Pro-
gram, Social and Institutional
Research Program Management
Committee, Board Audit Committee;
Future Landscapes Program Manage-
ment Committee (chair); Riparian
Lands Committee (chair); and the
Myer Foundation’s Water and Envi-
ronment Committee.

One has to wonder why the ACF,
which seeks the demise of modern ag-
riculture and which appears to want
to facilitate class-action suits against
farmers through the Waterkeepers Al-
liance, has been appointed (and paid
in most cases by taxpayers) as a stake-
holder to the farming community. In-
deed, just why the ACF should have
such a pervasive and perverse influ-
ence across a range of institutions
needs a clear response.

The last thing Australia needs is
the ACF importing and orchestrating
a litigious body such as Waterkeepers.

Dr Mike Nahan is Executive Director of the Institute
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ditorium and threatened to shout
down the speakers. The venue was
hastily shifted elsewhere, but the
videoconferencing equipment
couldn’t be set up at the new loca-
tion, leading to the cancellation of
my keynote presentation.

The issue, in this case, was the
application of biotechnology to ag-
riculture and genetic modification.
The conference in Paris was a meet-
ing of delegates from seed compa-
nies, biotechnology companies, and
government agencies involved in
regulation throughout Europe.
Surely these are topics covered by
the rules of free speech.

Had those rules not been vio-
lated, I would have told the as-
sembled that the accusations of
‘Frankenstein food’ and ‘killer toma-
toes’ are as much a fantasy as the
Hollywood movies they are bor-
rowed from. I would have argued
that, if adding a daffodil gene to rice
in order to produce a genetically
modified strain of rice can prevent
half a million children from going
blind each year, then we should
move forward carefully to develop it.
I would have told them that
Greenpeace policy on genetics lacks
any respect for logic or science.

In 2001, the European Commis-
sion released the results of 81 scien-
tific studies on genetically modified
organisms conducted by over 400
research teams at a cost of US $65
million. The studies, which covered
all areas of concern, have ‘not shown
any new risks to human health or
the environment, beyond the usual
uncertainties of conventional plant
breeding. Indeed, the use of more
precise technology and the greater
regulatory scrutiny probably make
them even safer than conventional
plants and foods.’ Clearly my former
Greenpeace colleagues are either
not reading the morning paper or
simply don’t care about the truth.
And they choose to silence by force
those of us who do care about it.

The campaign of fear now waged
against genetic modification is based
largely on fantasy and a complete

lack of respect for science and logic.
In the balance, it is clear that the
real benefits of genetic modification
far outweigh the hypothetical and
sometimes contrived risks claimed
by its detractors.

The programmes of genetic re-
search and development now under
way in labs and field stations around
the world are entirely about benefit-
ing society and the environment.
Their purpose is to improve nutri-
tion, to reduce the use of synthetic
chemicals, to increase the produc-
tivity of our farmlands and forests,
and to improve human health.

Those who have adopted a zero-tol-
erance attitude towards genetic
modification threaten to deny these
many benefits by playing on fear of
the unknown and fear of change.

The case of ‘Golden Rice’ pro-
vides a clear illustration of this. Hun-
dreds of millions of people in Asia
and Africa suffer from Vitamin A
deficiency. Among them, half a mil-
lion children lose their eyesight each
year, and millions more suffer from
lesser symptoms. Golden Rice has
the potential to greatly reduce the
suffering, because it contains the
gene that makes daffodils yellow, in-
fusing the rice with beta-carotene,

the precursor to Vitamin A. Ingo
Potrykus, the Swiss co-inventor of
Golden Rice, has said that a com-
mercial variety is now available for
planting, but that it will be at least
five years before Golden Rice will
be able to work its way through the
byzantine regulatory system that has
been set up as a result of the activ-
ists’ campaign of misinformation and
speculation. So the risk of not allow-
ing farmers in Africa and Asia to
grow Golden Rice is that another 2.5
million children will probably go
blind.

What is the risk of allowing this
humanitarian intervention to be
planted? What possible risk could
there be from a daffodil gene in a
rice paddy? Yet Greenpeace activists
threaten to rip the GM rice out of
the fields if farmers dare to plant it.
They have done everything they can
to discredit the scientists and the
technology, claiming that it would
take nine kilos of rice per day to de-
liver sufficient Vitamin A. Potrykus
has demonstrated that only 100
grams of Golden Rice would provide
50 per cent of the daily need.

Golden Rice is not the only ex-
ample of civilization being held hos-
tage by activists. Since its
introduction to Chinese agriculture
in 1996, GM cotton has grown to
occupy one-third of the total area
planted in what is northern China’s
most important cash crop. This par-
ticular variety, called Bt cotton, has
been modified to resist the cotton
bollworm, its most destructive pest
worldwide.

On 3 June 2002, Greenpeace is-
sued a media release announcing the
publication of a report on the ‘ad-
verse environmental impacts of Bt
cotton in China.’ In typical
Greenpeace hyperbole, we were ad-
vised that ‘farmers growing this crop
are now finding themselves engulfed
in Bt-resistant superbugs, emerging
secondary pests, diminishing natu-
ral enemies, destabilized insect ecol-
ogy,’ and that farmers are ‘forced to
continue the use of chemical pesti-
cides.’

Many environ-
mentalists rejected
consensus politics
and sustainable
development in

favour of continued
confrontation,
ever-increasing
extremism, and

left-wing politics

▲



12 MARCH 2004

E V I E WR

Let’s examine these allegations
one at a time:
• Bt-Resistant Superbugs: There is

not a single example or shred of
evidence in the Greenpeace re-
port of actual bollworm resis-
tance to Bt cotton in the field.
There is evidence from lab stud-
ies in which bollworms were
force-fed Bt cotton leaves, but
any scientist knows that this kind
of experiment will eventually re-
sult in selection for resistance.
Greenpeace, however, is claim-
ing selection for resistance has
actually happened to farmers in
the field. According to Professors
Shirong Jia and Yufa Peng of the
Chinese National GMO
Biosafety Committee, ‘no resis-
tance of cotton bollworm to Bt
has been discovered yet after five
years of Bt cotton planting. Re-
sistant insect strains have been
obtained in laboratories but not
in field conditions.’ So much for
the superbugs.

• Emerging Secondary Pests:
Greenpeace points out that there
are more aphids, spiders, and other
secondary insect pests in fields of
Bt cotton than in conventional
cotton. This is called an ‘adverse’
impact in their report. The fact is,
because Bt cotton requires much
less chemical pesticide than con-
ventional cotton, these other in-
sects can survive better in Bt cot-
ton fields. For the scientifically lit-
erate, this reduction of impact on
non-target insects is actually con-
sidered one of the environmental
benefits of GM crops. How
Greenpeace figures this is ‘adverse’
is beyond comprehension.

• Diminishing Natural Enemies:
The Greenpeace media release
states that there are fewer of the
bollworm’s natural predators and
parasites in Bt cotton fields com-
pared to conventional cotton, and
calls this an ‘adverse impact.’
Again, a careful read of the report
comes up with no evidence for this
claim. And again, according to
Professors Jia and Peng, ‘as of to-

day, there are no adverse impacts
reported on natural parasitic en-
emies in the Bt cotton fields.’ And
after all, isn’t it a bit obvious that
if using Bt cotton reduces boll-
worm populations, that bollworm
parasite populations will also be
reduced? Will Greenpeace now
embark on an international cam-
paign to ‘save the bollworm para-
sites’?

• Destabilized Insect Ecology: This
one is a hoot. To speak of ‘insect
ecology’ in a monoculture cotton
field that was sprayed with chemi-
cals up to 17 times a year before
the introduction of Bt cotton is
ridiculous. The main impact of Bt
cotton has been to reduce chemi-
cal pesticide use and therefore to
reduce impacts on non-target spe-
cies.

• Farmers Forced to Continue Us-
ing Chemical Pesticides: This
claim gets the Most Misleading
and Dishonest Award. No, Bt re-
sistance does not provide 100 per
cent protection. Because second-
ary pests sometimes need to be
controlled, farmers using Bt cot-

ton usually use some pesticides
during the growing cycle. Profes-
sors Jia and Peng sum it up this
way: ‘The greatest environmental
impact of Bt cotton was … a sig-
nificant reduction (70–80 per
cent) of the chemical pesticide
use. It is known that pesticides
used in cotton production in
China are estimated to be 25 per
cent of the total amount of pesti-
cides used in all the crops. By us-
ing Bt cotton in 2000 in Shandong
province alone, the reduction of
pesticide use was 1,500 tons. It not
only reduced the environmental
pollution, but also reduced the rate
of harmful accidents to humans
and animals caused by the over-
use of pesticides.’
The Greenpeace report is a clas-

sic example of the use of agenda-
based ‘science’ to support misinfor-
mation and distortion of the truth.
Once again, Greenpeace demon-
strates that its zero-tolerance policy
on genetic modification can only be
supported by distortions and false
interpretations of data—in other
words, junk science.

A hunger strike led by Green-
peace finally ended in Manila on 22
May 2003 after 29 days. Activists
were protesting the introduction of
Bt corn into the southern Philip-
pines. In order to whip up media at-
tention, activists have spread scare
stories that GM corn ‘would result
in millions of dead bodies, sick chil-
dren, cancer clusters and deformi-
ties.’ Thankfully, the government did
not give in to these fools and stood
by its decision, based on three years
of consultation and field trials, to
allow farmers to plant Bt corn. Al-
ready there are indications of higher
yield and improved incomes to farm-
ers who chose to use the Bt corn.

For six years, anti-biotech activ-
ists managed to prevent the intro-
duction of GM crops in India. This
was largely the work of Vandana
Shiva, the Oxford-educated daugh-
ter of a wealthy Indian family, who
has campaigned relentlessly to ‘pro-
tect’ poor farmers from the ravages

The risk of not
allowing farmers in
Africa and Asia to

grow Golden Rice is
that another 2.5

million children will
probably go blind….

Yet Greenpeace
activists threaten to
rip the GM rice out

of the fields ….
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of multinational seed companies. In
2002, she was given the Hero of the
Planet award by Time magazine for
‘defending traditional agricultural
practices.’

Read: poverty and ignorance. It
looked like Shiva would win the GM
debate until 2001, when unknown
persons illegally planted 25,000 acres
of Bt cotton in Gujarat. The cotton
bollworm infestation was particularly
bad that year, and there was soon a
25,000 acre plot of beautiful green
cotton in a sea of brown. The local
authorities were notified and decided
that the illegal cotton must be
burned. This was too much for the
farmers, who could now clearly see
the benefits of the Bt variety. In a
classic march to city hall with pitch-
forks in hand, the farmers protested
and won the day. Bt cotton was ap-
proved for planting in March 2002.
One hopes the poverty-stricken cot-
ton farmers of India will become
wealthier and deprive Vandana
Shiva of her parasitical practice.

Until recently, the situation in
Brazil was far from promising. A
panel of three judges managed to
block approval of any GM crops
there. Meanwhile, the soybean farm-
ers in the south of the country have
been quietly smuggling GM soybean
seeds across the border from Argen-
tina, where they are legal. The fact
that Brazil was officially GM-free has
allowed European countries to im-
port Brazilian soybeans despite the
EU moratorium on the import of
GM crops. But recently things have
changed.

With the election of President
Luiz Inacio ‘Lula’ da Silva of the
Workers Party in 2002, the Green
elements within the party pressed the
government to enforce the ban on
genetically modified organisms.
There was something ironic about a
‘workers party’ enforcing a policy
that will damage farmers who have
come to enjoy the benefits of bio-
technology. In the end, the Brazil-
ian farmers rebelled like those in
India. In 2003, the government re-
lented and allowed GM soybeans to

be planted. The soybean farmers of
southern Brazil have become pros-
perous, bringing benefits to the en-
vironment and their local
communities.

Surely there is some way to break
through the misinformation and hys-
teria and provide a more balanced
picture to the public. Surely if rea-
sonable people saw the choice be-
tween the risk of a daffodil gene in a

rice plant versus the certainty of mil-
lions of blind children, they would
descend on Greenpeace offices
around the world and demand to
have their money back. How is it
that these charlatans continue to sty-
mie progress on so many fronts when
their arguments are nothing more
than wild, scary speculation?

The main reason for the failure
to win the debate decisively is the
failure of supporters of GM technol-
ogy to act decisively. The activists
are playing hardball while the
biotech side soft-pedals the health
and environmental benefits of this
new technology. Biotech companies
and their associations use soft images
and calm language, apparently to lull
the public into making pleasant as- API

Once again,
Greenpeace

demonstrates that
its zero-tolerance
policy on genetic
modification can

only be supported
by distortions and

false interpretations
of data—in other

words, junk science

sociations with GM products. How
can that strategy possibly hope to
counter the Frankenfood fears and
superweed scares drummed up by
Greenpeace and so many others?

Just from a brief scan of the
Monsanto, Syngenta, and Council
for Biotechnology Websites, it is
clear that these companies and or-
ganizations are trying to project posi-
tive, clean, and calming thoughts.
This is all well and good, but it is no
way to turn the tide. Stronger medi-
cine is needed. Imagine an advertis-
ing campaign that showed graphic
images of blind children in Africa,
explained Vitamin A deficiency, in-
troduced Golden Rice, and demon-
strated how Greenpeace’s actions are
preventing the delivery of this cure.
Imagine another ad that showed im-
poverished Indian cotton farmers,
explained Bt cotton, and presented
the statistics for increased yield, re-
duced pesticide use, and better lives
for farmers—followed by the clear
statement that activists are to blame
for the delayed adoption of the tech-
nology.

How about an ad that graphically
portrays the soil erosion and stream
siltation caused by conventional
farming versus the soil conservation
made possible by using GM soy-
beans? And another one that shows
workers applying pesticides without
protection in a developing country
versus the greatly reduced applica-
tions possible with Bt corn and cot-
ton? What if all these ads were
hosted by a well-known and trusted
personality? Wouldn’t this change
public perspectives? The biotechnol-
ogy sector needs to ramp up its com-
munications programme, and to get
a lot more aggressive in explaining
the issues to the public through the
media. Nothing less will turn the tide
in the battle for the minds, and
hearts, of people around the world.

Patrick Moore is chairman and chief scientist of
Greenspirit Strategies, an environmental consulting
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