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Monsanto May Commercialize Terminator

Biotech Giant Revises Pledge on Sterile Seed Technology as Global Alliance Calls for a Ban.

Monsanto, the world’s largest seed and agbiotech company, made a public promise in 1999 not to commercialize ‘Terminator Technology’ – plants that are genetically engineered to produce sterile seeds. Now Monsanto says it may develop or use the so-called ‘suicide seeds’ after all. The revised pledge from Monsanto now suggests that it would  use Terminator seeds in non-food crops and does not rule out other uses of Terminator in the future. (1) Monsanto’s modified stance comes to light as the biotech and seed industry confront peasant and farmer movements, Indigenous peoples and their allies in an escalating battle at the United Nations over the future of Terminator.

In 2000 the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) adopted a de facto moratorium on sterile seed technologies, also known as Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs). But at next month’s high-level meeting of the CBD in Curitiba, Brazil (20-31 March 2006) the biotechnology industry will intensify its push to undermine the six-year old de facto moratorium. 

In response, over 300 organizations today declared their support for a global ban on Terminator Technology, asserting that sterile seeds threaten biodiversity and will destroy the livelihoods and cultures of the 1.4 billion people who depend on farm-saved seed.

“The world’s farmers and Indigenous peoples cannot trust Monsanto,” said Alejandro Argumedo from Asociación ANDES - Potato Park in Cusco, Peru “Monsanto’s broken promise is a deadly betrayal because Indigenous peoples and farmers depend on seed saving for food security and self-determination.”

Terminator technology was first developed by the United States Department of Agriculture and US seed company Delta & Pine Land to prevent farmers from saving and re-using harvested seed, forcing them to buy new seeds each season. (2) 

In October 1999, in response to worldwide opposition, Monsanto publicly pledged not to commercialize Terminator seeds. Then-CEO, Robert Shapiro, wrote an open letter to the Rockefeller Foundation, stating, “I am writing to let you know that we are making a public commitment not to commercialize sterile seed technologies, such as the one dubbed ‘Terminator.’”

Now, Monsanto has revised its commitment, pledging to keep Terminator only out of food crops – opening the door to the use of Terminator in cotton, tobacco, pharmaceutical crops and grass with sterility genes. Referring to new versions of GURTs, Monsanto’s ‘pledge’ now says, “Monsanto does not rule out the potential development and use of one of these technologies in the future. The company will continue to study the risks and benefits of this technology on a case-by-case basis.”

“Monsanto’s revised pledge resonates closely with the actions of a few rich governments that have been promoting Terminator at the UN recently,” points out Chee Yoke Ling of Third World Network. “It looks like Monsanto and other corporations are behind the strategy to unleash Terminator at the upcoming meetings of the CBD”.
Monsanto’s new stance on Terminator is part of an industry-wide attempt to undermine the de facto moratorium. In the past year, government delegates from Canada, Australia and New Zealand , working hand in hand with the biotech industry, have used UN meetings to introduce new text that will be considered at next month’s CBD meeting in Brazil. (3) This text recommends Terminator technologies be approached on a “case by case risk assessment” basis – echoing the language of Monsanto’s new ‘pledge.’ The intention behind the ‘case by case’ approach is to regulate Terminator just like any other genetically modified crop. This would ignore the uniquely devastating societal impacts of genetic seed sterility. 

“Terminator is a direct assault on farmers, Indigenous cultures and on the food sovereignty and well-being of all rural people, primarily the very poorest,” said Chukki Nanjundaswamy of India from La Via Campesina, an organization representing tens of millions of peasant farmers worldwide. “If Monsanto bullies the UN into allowing ‘case by case’ assessment of Terminator, it means farmers will be carried off the land coffin by coffin.”

“These companies have a clear and simple vision that nothing should be grown without a license from Monsanto and a few other masters of sterility and reproduction,” explains Benny Haerlin of Greenpeace International. “They pursue this strategy step by step or ‘case by case’ as they now call it. If governments at the CBD give in to Monsanto and erode the Terminator moratorium we will all have to pay the bill tomorrow and the collateral damage will be the integrity and fertility of nature.”
The Ban Terminator campaign today announces the names of over 300 organizations worldwide that are demanding a ban on Terminator technology. The list of organizations is available at www.banterminator.org/endorsements These organizations are from every region of the world and include peasant farmer movements and farm organizations, Indigenous peoples organizations, civil society and environmental groups, unions, faith communities, international development organizations, women’s movements, consumer organizations and youth networks. 

“We are particularly alarmed that Monsanto’s edited pledge no longer rejects commercialization of this dangerous technology.” said Lucy Sharratt of the international Ban Terminator Campaign. “We are calling on national governments to dismiss Monsanto’s tactic in favour of an all-out ban on Terminator. We invite all civil society and social movements to join with us for the battle against Terminator next month in Brazil.”
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Notes to editors:

1. Monsanto’s new pledge on Terminator and GURTs is online at http://www.monsanto.com/monsanto/content/media/pubs/2005/pledgereport.pdf. A full copy of their new and old pledges is available at www.banterminator.org
2. Delta and Pine Land refer to Terminator as Technology Protection System (TPS). Terminator is currently being tested in greenhouses and Delta and Pine Land vowed to commercialize it within the next few years.
3. In February 2005 at a meeting of the CBD’s Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Assessment  (SBSTTA) in Bangkok, Canadian government delegates  made a surprise attempt to overturn the moratorium by allowing Terminator to be field tested and commercialized. Last month, at another preparatory meeting in Granada, Spain (known as the Working Group on 8j), the Australian government, coached by a US State Department representative, also attacked the moratorium.    See  ETC Group news release  on 27th January 2006: “Granada’s Grim Sowers Plow up the moratorium on Terminator” available at http://www.etcgroup.org/article.asp?newsid=542
MONSANTO PR-RESPONSE

22 Feb 2006
Monsanto says it has no plans for commercialisation of Terminator Technology

Wednesday, February 22, 2006

In response to media enquiries (following unsubstantiated allegations that sterile seed technology could be commercialised), Monsanto in the UK responded: "Research on this technology remains incomplete, as it was in 1999 and any development still does not involve us; likewise, its potential future commercialisation is not part of our plans either." 
 
Page 29 of our 2005 Pledge Report includes confirmation that we stand by our 1999 commitment not to commercialise sterile seed technologies in food crops, and how we "constantly re-evaluate this stance as the technology develops".

THIS IS NOT NEW, AS WE ALSO SAID IN THE 1999 OPEN LETTER...."We are not currently investing resources to develop these technologies, but we do not rule out their future development and use for gene protection or their possible agronomic benefits" 

Monsanto UK's Director of Corporate Affairs, Tony Combes commented "We have NOT changed our policy and it is nonsense to suggest farmers in developing countries cannot trust us.

Over 8 million did last year, along with other biotech companies, and that number increases each year as millions of growers in developing countries realise the environmental, economic and personal benefits of this scale-neutral technology on their land.

If you don't plant GM seeds, you don't pay anything towards the technology. It is bunkum and balderdash to suggest otherwise".

Copyright 2006 Monsanto Company

REPLY FROM THE BANTERMINATOR CAMPAIGN 
February 22, 2006

From: Lucy Sharratt-Terminator Campaign 
Subject: Request for Clarification re: Terminator for non-food crops
To. Tony Combes, Director of Corporate Affairs, Monsanto UK Ltd.

Dear Mr. Combes,

I am writing on behalf of the Ban Terminator Campaign, endorsed by over 370 organisations across the world, to request an urgent clarification regarding Monsanto’s new position on Terminator Technology, particularly regarding its development and commercialisation in non-food crops.

In a press statement issued yesterday, Wednesday 22 February 2006, you referred to page 29 of Monsanto’s 2005 Pledge Report saying, “We stand by our 1999 commitment not to commercialise sterile seed technologies in food crops”. However your 1999 public commitment, as made in an open letter to the then-President of the Rockefeller Foundation, did not limit Monsanto’s commitment to ‘food crops’. This appears to be a new qualification by Monsanto and a significant change to your pledge.

Could you please clarify whether Monsanto’s ongoing commitment not to commercialise sterile seed technologies extends to all crops or is now simply limited to ‘food crops’?

If Monsanto’s pledge not to commercialise Terminator now excludes non-food crops from its scope, could you also please explain why you have chosen to make this alteration and which stakeholders were consulted and engaged in this decision-making process?

Could you also please clarify whether Monsanto currently has any development underway involving sterility traits in cotton, grass, trees, flax or other non-food crops?

In yesterday’s statement, you also say that the development of Terminator Technology “does not involve us.” Despite this, we notice that your colleague Dr. Roger Krueger has been a highly visible advocate of this technology at successive meetings of the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity: SBSTTA 9 in Montreal (March 2003), COP7 in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia (March 2004), the meeting of SBSTTA 10 in Bangkok, Thailand  (February 2005), and the Working Group on 8j in Granada Spain (January 2006), as well as on the “Ad-Hoc Technical Expert Group on the Potential Impacts of Genetic Use Restriction Technologies on Smallholder Farmers, Indigenous and Local Communities and Farmers’ Rights.” Dr. Krueger also co-authored the International Seed Federation's 2003 paper on GURTs which argues that Terminator is "a technology with large potential benefits to farmers of all sizes and economic conditions throughout the world." Can we also expect Monsanto’s involvement in discussions on Terminator at the upcoming meetings of the CBD in Curitiba next month?

We look forward to your response.

Yours sincerely
Lucy Sharratt.
Coordinator, Ban Terminator Campaign
APOLOGIES FROM MONSANTO

Email from Diane Herndon, Director of Public Policy, Monsanto, to Lucy Sharratt, Ban Terminator Campaign
Date: 27 February 2006

Subject: FW: Request for further clarification from Monsanto.
Dear Ms. Sharratt,
We apologize for any confusion caused by the added language "in food crops" that appeared in the discussion of Genetic Use Restriction Technologies (GURTs) in our last Pledge Report. We stand by our commitment to not use genetic engineering methods that result in sterile seeds. Period. The intent of the article was to distinguish the "terminator" technology -- which as you know is one type of GURT -- from other GURTs that can use biological means to address important stewardship and business mandates -- such as the type that would turn off the expression of the biotech trait in the next generation of seed while not affecting all other characteristics of the seed and keeping the seed viable in subsequent generations (specifically, the T-GURTs, as you point out). The 2005 Pledge Report now appears as a PDF of the printed book, but we are in the process of reworking our Web site and will be able to remove the confusing language as part of the redesign.
Thank you for bringing this to our attention. Please reaffirm our commitments with those in your networks.
Sincerely,
Diane Herndon , Director, Public Policy, Monsanto
Note: copies of the email above sent to: Hugh Grant, CEO Monsanto Company. Judith Rodin, President, The Rockefeller Foundation. Gordon Conway, Chief Science Advisor, UK Department for International Development, and Former President, The Rockefeller Foundation
More details:

http://www.banterminator.org/news_updates/news_updates/monsanto_apologizes_and_returns_to_original_pledge
