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This briefing summarises information collected by GeneWatch UK using requests under the
Freedom of Information Act and the Environmental Information Regulations (known as Fols).
It demonstrates close co-operation between the GM industry and the UK Government,
including a joint strategy to promote GM crops and foods in the press and media.

The documents:

¢ Reveal how foreign multinational GM companies are running the Government's PR
strategy on GM crops by controlling how public and private money will be invested in
research;

o Show that taxpayers’ money is being spent on PR for the GM industry rather than
delivering better food and farming;

e Suggest close co-operation with GM soya importers to pressure retailers to allow
meat and dairy suppliers to use Monsanto’s RoundUp Ready GM soya for animal
feed and prevent consumers from accessing GM-free fed meat and dairy products;

¢ Highlight the extent to which the GM industry’s role in Government policy is being
kept hidden from the public.

Background: the ABC and “Going for Growth”

On 26™ June 2012, the Agricultural Biotechnology Council (ABC)* joined Science Minister
David Willetts and Lord Taylor (then a junior Defra minister, subsequently promoted to the
Home Office) at a roundtable meeting, with an agenda based on the ABC's "Growing for
Growth" report. Documents from this meeting obtained from a Freedom of Information
request by GeneWatch UK revealed the GM industry’s plan to promote GM crops in Britain.?

The GM companies Monsanto, Syngenta, Bayer and BASF and the ABC attended the
meeting with academics from UK universities, such as Reading and Edinburgh, and
research institutes, such as Rothamsted Research and the John Innes Centre and
representatives of the National Farmers Union (NFU). The MP George Freeman hosted the
meeting. Freeman was the Government Adviser on Life Sciences from 2011 to 2013, before
being made a trade envoy in 2014. He chairs the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science
and Technology in Agriculture (funded and used by the GM industry to lobby for its
interests®), launched the ABC’s “Going for Growth” report in June 2012, and published a
2014 report arguing that EU red tape was stifling growth in GM crops and foods.”

The summary of the meeting, written by the ABC, shows plans to:
e Spend more taxpayers' money on R&D for GM crops and on "education”;
¢ Promote GM crops in developing countries;
¢ Remove regulatory and political barriers.

Recommended action includes Government working with industry to provide an “improved"
regulatory framework and more investment, whilst academics counter criticism from anti-GM
groups and build "better on the ground presence in Africa, perhaps by working with
universities".
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Following the release of these documents, GeneWatch UK undertook a series of Freedom of
Information requests, seeking to establish the extent to which the UK Government had
followed up the meeting. These requests are summarised below, together with links to the
sources of the information.

Follow-up by the Department of Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)

GeneWatch UK first requested copies of all communications between the ABC and its
member companies (BASF, Bayer, Dow AgroSciences, Monsanto, Pioneer/DuPont and
Syngenta) on 16™ April 2013. We did not receive any documents until 17" December 2013,
following a series of delays that Defra has since admitted were unacceptable. The
documents released contain significant gaps and we have now appealed to the Information
Commissioner’s Office (ICO), following an internal appeal that was only partially successful.®

Unusually, Defra has not posted the released documents on the Defra website. We have
therefore posted the released emails’ and the response to our appeal.®

The emails released to us reveal that a telephone conference took place between the ABC
and Defra’s Agri-tech Strategy team on 10th June 2013 but state “no note kept”. In its
response to our appeal, Defra continues to claim that "no notes, minutes, action points exist"
of the conversation. The phone conference took place days before, on 15" June, the Prime
Minister indicated that Government policy on GM should move to a “pro-science” policy® and
on 20" June, Environment Secretary Owen Paterson made a major pro-GM speech at
Rothamsted Research.' Invitations to the ABC member companies to this event are
included in the released documents. Separately, we requested a full list of attendees at the
Rothamsted event, which includes only two civil society organisations (Oxfam and Which?)
alongside all the major GM companies, Cargill, the Food and Drink Federation, retailers and
biotech researchers.

The released documents include a blank email: “15 April 2013 — email from ABC Message
on media suggestions”. In its response to our appeal, Defra stated that this email was sent to
us in error and therefore it did not intend to supply any further information about the content
of the message or the topic of the media suggestions. On 18" April, the Government’s Chief
Scientific Advisor, Sir Mark Walport, told the press that GM crops were needed to feed the
world, and blamed EU regulation for slowing the introduction of GM crops.**

The released documents include an exchange of emails about a presentation by Syngenta
at a meeting of the Advisory Committee on Releases to the Environment (ACRE) held on
21° March 2013, at which Syngenta presented proposals for weakening GM crop regulation
by limiting the extent of the environmental risk assessment needed.*? The then ACRE Chair
Prof Chris Pollock met Defra Minister Lord De Mauley prior to the next ACRE meeting on
2nd May. A short note of this meeting was released to us as the result of a separate Fol.*® It
records that Pollock “feels there will not be progress on GM until the UK has renegotiated
the regulations and feels that a regulatory approach based on process is not appropriate”.
This means that GM crops should not be regulated just because they are GM (the GM
industry’s position). In August 2013, ACRE published a series of reports supporting the
industry’s position in favour of weaker regulation.***>'® This position has subsequently been
backed by the Government’s Council for Science and Technology (CST), which
commissioned an additional report, backed by a letter to the Prime Minister from Chief
Scientist Sir Mark Walport, arguing for changes in GM regulation.*’

The released documents include: “8 February 2013 — email to GM team from Monsanto
Subject: Livestock industry requests to retailers
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As discussed. | understand AIC are taking the lead in ongoing discussions”.

Despite our appeal the information referred to “as discussed” continues to be omitted, as
does any follow-on to this discussion. The AIC means the Agricultural Industries
Confederation which represents member companies Bunge, Cargill, Dreyfus and Archer
Daniels Midland (ADM), the commaodity traders which ship Monsanto’s RoundUp Ready GM
soya to Britain for use as animal feed. The request to retailers refers to demands for the
retailers to stop requiring suppliers of meat, milk and dairy products to their stores to use
non-GM animal feed, especially for poultry. On 11" and 12" April 2013, Tesco, followed by
the Co-Op, Marks and Spencer and Sainsbury (except for its Taste the Difference range)
caved in to pressure to stop requiring suppliers of eggs and poultry to use non-GM feed,
allowing Monsanto’s RoundUp Ready soya to be used instead.*® Although retailers blamed
lack of non-GM supplies, Brazilian exporters of certified non-GM soya stated that they were
puzzled by the supermarkets’ claims, as there was no shortage of non-GM soya to supply.*
The Ecologist recently cited a supermarket source claiming: "It's a nightmare trying to source
non GM feed. The reality is that trying to source it on the scale needed [by large retailers] is
very difficult. The feed companies own the boats, the mills, they control the supply chain."®
Cargill owns the soybean crush and refinery in Seaforth Liverpool and also owns and
operates the imported feed ingredient terminal at Seaforth dock.?*

A further Fol to Defra reveals lobbying from the AIC on the issue of the industry’s demand
for Low Level Presence (LLP) of unapproved GM crops to be allowed in shipments.? The
documents also include Secretary of State Owen Paterson’s speech to the AIC on 14™
November, in which he welcomes the AIC’s role in the “Feeding the Future” report (working
with the AHDB, NFU and TSB) to consider future requirements for agricultural R&D for the
Agri-Tech Strategy and criticises the EU’s slow approvals process for GM crops. He states
“Defra will want to work with the industry to establish a pragmatic coexistence regime [for
GM and non-GM crops], and I'm sure that the AIC will be an important partner in taking this
forward”.

BIS’ lists of ministerial meetings show that Science Minister David Willetts had lunch with the
AIC on 15th April 201323, although commaodity imports would seem to have little to do with
science policy. Cargill also joined a July 2013 meeting with Willetts (together with the
National Institute of Agricultural Botany, Pepsico, Scotland Rural College) to discuss the
Government’s Agri-Tech Strategy.” BIS has requested more time to answer GeneWatch’s
Fol about these meetings.

The Defra documents include a “14 January 2013 — email from ABC to GM team” which
encloses a letter to the European Commissioner Tonio Borg (responsible for GM crops at
DG SANCO), the content of which has been withheld. The ABC also includes a link to a
response to a consultation by EuropaBio and BIO (the US biotech industry association)
regarding trade negotiations with the US. The industry argues for “low level presence” (LLP)
of unapproved GM crops to be allowed to enter the food chain. The email also includes a link
to an industry document criticising the EU for delaying approvals of GM crops.

An October 2012 letter from the ABC to Defra ministers David Heath (who left Government
in the October 2013 reshuffle), Lord de Mauley and Secretary of State Owen Paterson -
requesting meetings — is included in the Defra documents. The letter congratulates ministers
on their appointments and states that the ABC supports Defra, BIS and public research
institutes and the agricultural sector “in their efforts to develop a UK strategy focused on the
responsible development and application of agricultural innovations, including GM”. The
letter highlights that this activity follows on from “Going for Growth” and Defra’s “Green Food
Project” and states: “GM crops are not a ‘silver bullet’ for all challenges facing world
agriculture. However, GM should be considered alongside a range of other tools as part of a
long-term comprehensive strategy for food”. One reply is included from David Heath which
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states “I am very much looking forward to tackling a vast range of issues and to working with
abc to achieve our aims”. In response to our appeal, a further reply from Lord de Mauley
offering a meeting was released but Defra stated that the meeting he offered the ABC was
never actually set up. However, a meeting between the ABC and David Heath MP (then
Minister of State) took place in January 2013 "To discuss role of agri-biotech including GM,
in the UK and particularly food security and economic opportunities" according to Defra's
ministerial meetings list which has now been published.? Not only did Defra not reveal this
meeting to us in response to our original request, in its response to our appeal it states: "An
email origination [sic] from Assistant Private Secretary to David Heath and circulated to a
number of Defra officials was withheld under regulation 12(4)(e) of the EIRs. Also withheld
under the same regulation was an email circulated internally about a meeting with
Agricultural Biotechnology Council — Summary and Questions".

A follow-up Fol made to Defra for communications with the ABC about the Agri-Tech
strategy (also posted on the GeneWatch website®®) includes a 4™ September 2013 email
from the ABC “abc - introduction and offer of support”, which makes it clear that the ABC has
been involved in the Agri-tech Strategy from the start, as the follow-on from “Going for
Growth”, and that the author has been in regular contact with Defra and with the BIS
communications team. The email asks for a date to be set soon for the second “Going for
Growth” roundtable. These documents also state that two meetings were held on 17"
January 2013 with the ABC, at which the Agri-Tech Strategy was discussed. This clearly
includes the meeting with the then minister David Heath (information which was previously
withheld, apparently on the grounds that the topic was the Agri-Tech Strategy, rather than
GM). The extract from the note provided from this meeting states only “ABC thanked Defra
for the support they have received from the ministerial team and commented how engaged
they were with the Defra-BIS Agri-tech strategy”. A second extract of a note of the meeting
with officials records some (vague) interest in increased public-private partnerships involving
the UK and other countries to tackle “global challenges” (whilst making it clear that a single
company would not bear all the risk). The note also states that the ABC was extremely
interested in the Agri-Tech Strategy’s Leadership Council and made suggestions for its role
and membership. Other emails, copied to BIS, discuss co-operation on media messages for
the Strategy (discussed further below).

An additional Fol request, seeking contacts between Defra and the Science Media Centre
(SMC) (also posted to the GeneWatch website?’) shows that Defra passed contacts to the
SMC on 19" June 2013 to provide endorsement for Paterson’s speech on 20" June.

Our original Fol request to Defra did not include any meetings in 2014. However, a meeting
between Secretary of State Owen Paterson and BASF was reported in the Times in January
2014.% In response to a further Fol, Defra provided the letter from the Secretary of State
requesting a meeting with BASF but withheld any further information.?® GeneWatch UK is
appealing this decision.

Owen Paterson also accepted an invitation to attend industry body EuropaBio’s “Growing
Voices” event in Brussels on 22" January 2014*, but was unable to attend due to ill health.

BIS and the Agri-Tech Strategy

The Government’s Agri-Tech Strategy was launched by Science Minister David Willetts on
22" July 2013, with support from Defra and the Department for International Development
(Dfid).** The Strategy is expected to set the agenda for both public and private R&D
investments in this area in future, including via public-private partnerships.** The
Government will invest £70 million through the Technology Strategy Board (TSB) and the
Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and Dfid to establish an
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Agri-Tech Catalyst and £90 million over five years to establish a small number of Centres for
Agricultural Innovation. A Leadership Council has been set up to oversee the Strategy, with
members including Cargill and Syngenta.

GeneWatch UK submitted an Fol to BIS for its communications with the ABC regarding the
Agri-tech Strategy. This Fol response appears to have been omitted from the BIS site so we
have posted it on the GeneWatch one.**

The documents released by BIS include the following:

1. Extensive emails copied to BIS, Defra, Dfid and the research funders the BBSRC and
TSB, which show that the ABC is effectively acting as an outsourced Government
department.

2. Emails and a 19" June 2013 meeting run by PR company Blue Rubicon, which show how
media messages for the Agri-Tech Strategy were developed jointly with the industry, with the
ABC providing extra information and red flags, sharing press releases, highlighting "potential
pitfalls" and highlighting in red "journalists who have been negative towards biotech".

3. Emails from the ABC in October 2013 asking for a second “Going for Growth” roundtable,
leading to a meeting with BIS’ Deputy Director on 18" December 2013. BIS states “There
was no agenda, papers, notes etc.”.

Two members of the ABC attended the Blue Rubicon meeting; other industry
representatives were from the Food and Drink Federation (FDF) and Pepsico. The NFU, the
research funders ADHB, BBSRC and TSB, and the Met Office also attended alongside civil
servants from three departments (BIS, Defra and Dfid).

The evidence of a jointly developed strategy is strengthened by BIS’ published list of
ministerial meetings which shows that Science Minister David Willetts had four meetings with
Syngenta in summer 2013 (one in May, two in July and one in September) to discuss the
Agri-Tech Strategy and science and research. The following meetings are listed>>=®:

1. In May 2013: with G’s Fresh Group, Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board,
National Institute of Agricultural Botany, Scotland’s Rural College, Sainsbury’s, Pepsico,
Syngenta: To discuss science and research;

2. In July 2013: with G’s Group, Pepsico, Syngenta: To discuss Agri-Tech;

3. In July 2013: with Syngenta: To discuss science and research;

4. In September 2013: with Syngenta: To discuss science and research.

BIS informed GeneWatch UK that its Fol about these meetings exceeded the cost limit. We
have resubmitted a narrower request.

The Cabinet Office and Trans-Atlantic Trade

In September 2013, the Minister without Portfolio, The Rt Hon Kenneth Clarke MP met with
the ABC and other bodies including the Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board
(AHDB), the National Farmers Union (NFU) and other major food industry representatives to
discuss the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP).*’

The GM industry in the USA sees the TTIP negotiations as a major opportunity to weaken
GM regulations and increase exports of GM crops and foods to the European Union (EU).*®
In addition, a controversial proposed Investor-State Dispute Resolution mechanism could
allow the GM industry to take European governments to court if they seek to block imports or
cultivation of GM.*
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BIS has informed GeneWatch UK that our Fol request about this meeting and any further
communications with the ABC exceeded the cost limit. We have resubmitted a narrower
request.

Conclusions

Documents obtained using Fol requests reveal the extent of the Government’s collusion with
the GM industry, as well as its attempts to hide this information by delaying responses and
withholding documents.

The industry’s PR strategy is to focus on future claims of benefits from GM crops that are not
yet commercialised and are unlikely to ever be delivered, using non-industry scientists to
promote these claims. This avoids discussion of the leading crops on the market, which are
genetically engineered to be tolerant to company’s own-brand herbicides, such as
Monsanto’s RoundUp Ready soya and maize, genetically engineered to be resistant to the
weedkiller RoundUp. Herbicide tolerant GM crops raise major environmental concerns
because blanket spraying with weedkiller destroys habitats for wildlife such as birds and
butterflies.*>***? Resistant "superweeds" also develop which cause major problems for
farmers, significantly increase the use of herbicides and require more toxic weedkillers.*

The documents show the Government and the GM industry collaborated on media
messages and targeting (or avoiding critical) journalists, in an attempt to portray GM crops in
a positive light and ignore these problems. They also highlight how supposedly independent
scientists became a key tool in the industry’s PR strategy, promoting the industry’s claims
that GM crops are necessary to feed the world and that GM regulation should be weakened,
in return for promises of R&D investment (which has not actually materialised). The
Government’s approach to developing its Agri-Tech Strategy means that scientists are
inevitably compromised by the need to promote the GM industry’s messages in order to get
funding. Thus, evidence that non-GM farming in Europe has outperformed GM farming in the
USA simply gets ignored.*

In reality, herbicide-tolerant GM crops are the only GM crops in the pipeline for commercial
growing in the UK (the other main commercial trait, Bt crops, i.e. pest-resistant crops, are not
suitable for growing here). These crops are on the market for two reasons: the first is that
selling weedkillers with the patented GM seeds is how the GM companies make money; the
second is that most other GM crops trials have ended in failure, because complex traits such
as drought-tolerance and blight-resistance are easier to deliver with non-GM approaches.
The next-generation of GM crops, developed to deal with widespread ‘superweeds’ in
countries where RoundUp Ready GM crops are grown, are tolerant to more toxic
weedkillers, such as 2,4-D.*”

At the EU's March 2014 Environment Council meeting, Environment Secretary Owen
Paterson supported a proposal which would fast-track GM crops for commercial cultivation in
pro-GM countries, whilst allowing anti-GM countries to opt out. If this proposal is endorsed
by other EU countries at the next Environment Council meeting on 12th June, and later
backed by the European Parliament, Monsanto's or Syngenta's GM RoundUp Ready maize
could be planted in England as early as Spring 2015.% It is difficult to conclude this is
anything other than a political deal, offered in the vague hope of a return in R&D investment
from Monsanto or Syngenta as an anticipated payment for colluding in the industry’s PR.
Paterson was appointed Secretary of State in September 2012 and has reversed the UK
Government’s position on the opt out (with was previously opposed as damaging to the
single market). Presumably he hopes the offer of planting RoundUp Ready GM crops in
England will lead to GM industry investment in UK scientific institutes. As well as harming
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the environment, growing RoundUp Ready GM crops will add to conventional and organic
farmers’ costs, because of the need for segregation and the risk of GM contamination.

The Government has also encouraged its supposedly independent advisors, ACRE, to
develop proposals to weaken GM crop regulation, along lines proposed by the GM company
Syngenta.

At the same time, important questions must be asked about Government discussions with
commodities importers such as Cargill whilst retailers were under pressure to limit consumer
choice to buy meat and dairy products fed on non-GM feed. Restricting access to non-GM-
fed meat and dairy products directly contradicts the Conservative Party’s 2010 manifesto
commitment to “ensure that consumers have the right to choose non-GM foods through clear
labelling”*’, undermines strong consumer demand for non-GM feed and for GM-fed meat
and dairy products to be labelled*®, and causes environmental harm such as the devastating
loss of Monarch butterflies in the USA.* The main beneficiary of retailers’ backtracking on
commitments to use non-GM feed supplies is Monsanto, because most imported GM feed is
Monsanto’s RoundUp Ready GM soya.

GeneWatch UK
60 Lightwood Road, Buxton, Derbyshire, SK17 7BB
Phone: 01298 24300
Email: mail@genewatch.org Website: www.genewatch.org
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