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Friends of the Earth exposes what really happens in this highly secretive mechanism, and
explores what may happen now that the US has carried out its repeated threat to make a
formal complaint against the European Union over GM food.

There has been considerable noise generated by the US about the debate over genetically
modified foods (GM foods, that is foods containing ingredients that have been genetically
manipulated to contain DNA from more than one organism and/or food derived from GM
crops). Statements to the press about a possible trade dispute over GMOs may seem
worrying to anyone concerned about who makes decisions about the food we eat. [fn] Yet
US concerns about EU policies on GM are not new — the US has been threatening to
initiate a dispute over the EU’s de facto moratorium on approving new GM crops and foods,
and then backing off repeatedly, for years.

...What is new is the precarious position in which GM agricultural technology finds itself.
Apart from this new dispute, in August 2002 it was discovered that, for the second time, GM
contaminated oil seed rape seed had been supplied to and mistakenly planted in the UK.
[fn] Last year, US and EU biotech companies had to spend millions to defeat an official
ballot in the US state of Oregon to institute a tough labelling scheme for GM foods, and the
GM giant Monsanto had to warn for the second time in 12 months that their profits were set
to be lower than forecast.4 While Prime Minister Tony Blair continues to support the
technology, up to 70% of the European public have told pollsters they don’t want GM food.

...Launching a full-blown dispute through the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in the face
of such hostility will be a tricky affair. The hawks, including the powerful forces of global
agribusiness, want the dispute because they feel the EU is costing them money (either by
preventing GM foods from going to market or by insisting on special labelling). The wider
EU/US trade context shows fierce lobbying by a host of US big business interests
attacking EU regulations for introducing new products and technologies in areas
from chemicals to computes to cosmetics — GM food is only one battle in this
growing rift. [fn]6 Yet a row in the WTO over GM in the current climate would likely be
long and costly in more ways than one, and any victory for the US could prove pyrrhic, as it
may only serve to increase opposition to the technology and the powers that promote it.
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Use of precaution
As Commission Lamy explains use of the precautionary principle in relation to GM:

“Scientists everywhere in the world acknowledge that foods may be toxic, provoke allergies
or create environmental problems, be they GM or non-GM. On the human-health front, the
US approach is to allow marketing without prior testing of GM foods that are deemed to be
"substantially equivalent" to the non-GM variety. Many scientists question whether this is a
sufficient basis for requlatory approval. In Europe, we do more thorough testing on every
GM variety.” 39

As seen above, the WTO disputes resolution mechanism found use of the precautionary
principle to be in breach of WTO rules in importing of hormone-treated beef. There is little
reason to anticipate a change in that attitude, so the implications for GM are disturbing.
Clearly there is a considerable discrepancy between the EU approach to protecting human
health and the WTO approach to protecting trade. (Page 10)
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