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Howa US 'Gadf_ly
Anda Green Activist
S_{;art_ed_ a Food Fight

| gntibiotéch?ff;t Bloomed

* Despite Litfle Funding.
And Lack of Consensus

Who' Shoad Phy God?

By STEVE Steckrow " M. Rifin began making fesulir b4 ps t

; ) EVE STECK . Mr. : makin i
mﬁ&a??%&%ﬁl gem STREET Joumnar  EUrOpe, seeking morg refllllil:sr Wh:i(:
s tng in Washington - emerged was an unusual coalition of envi-

13-years ago that led Benedikt in to -
. >énedikt Haerlin to -
,;g(]):; up the fight against bioengineered
Mr. Haerlin, then a . Qe
Party member serving inmprgzg :

.ronmental, consumer, farm, church and
nature groups. And by the time the Euro-

Morisanto Co. to begin selling geneticall

. Parli : - modified soybeans in Europe ik |

a dé?gg:ﬁ&;nha?omme to Washington with ~ network was already wellﬁre'rgélagl?tfé '
. programs. He wasdlms(a" SOCl_alfewrity # issue and ready to pounce.

bouse, and-one-of the tengafs g c - oo 1NE MOVement has since created wide-

that be Tmight want (o meet her bosy . national s g ARy mult-

. hational corporations and governri
off-guard. Concerned that big:engide:ﬁetg‘
-food crops such as corn and soybeans could
have unintended -environmental and
health effects, activists :
stir up consumers and prod European food"

potential risks of .

biotechnol i :
" 1976, but Q'%ﬁ?ﬁ'ﬁ g manufacturers -and retailers to reformu-
success. Mr. Rifkin ° late thousands of products — everything
 briefed the young 2 |~ fromhamburger rolls to chocolate — to riq-
: | - them of genetically modified i ients,

" German on his cop-
cerns. . .
. “The thing that
remember {ouched
_me most was that . 4
there was a. ‘com-
-pletely new and ar-
- tificial way to alter
-and -“create crea-
says over lunch in Berlin. “And that jf was. -

i~the U.S., where
o i sumers are awaken-
= ing to the European.
controversy. Ameri-
tan ' farmers' and
~ food exporters,
- threatened by a loss:

~are now rethinking

- actually being done without a Jot of + § their  widespread -
really Knowing o caring about it * 7, ! 5 Caly altred coese.

. .Thit meeting had a profound impacton .

Mr. }’{ae'riin'. — and,” ultimdtely, l;:]tn lﬁg

world’s agricultural and biotech indys.-

tries. Mr Haerlin went on to lead Green- i i i

;B r§§§ S:-lntel_‘ﬂaflonal campaign to stop the .- n fgrgd hﬁ'tmbm

- Production and sale of biogngineered food. particularly wellorganized or mghljre?;-l :
.nanced (Greenpeace International has

the campaign
dgainst  bioengin-

pean Union decided in April 1996 to allow -

have managed to

This, in turh, hashad reverberations in
once-indifferent con- "

of sales to Europe, |

“As it turns out, -

budgeted just $250,000 for it this year).
Indéed, many organizers were slow .o
‘respond, doubting at first that they could
have much impact; some remain surprised -
by the magnitude of their success..
Ironically, it was an American who
© stirred their interest. Before his meeting
. with Mr. Haerlin, Mr. Rifkin had been a
i voice in the wilderness. In 1977, he'and a
| partner were running.a nonprofit educa--
tional organization called the Peoples
Business Commission," a group that de-
scribed itself as “dedicated to challenging:

! the ‘abuses of corporate power and.to

- mobilizing public support for democratic-
" alternatives to the present economic sys-
tem.” A 4
That year, Mr. Rifkin and his parfner
published “Who Should Play God?” — a

' deliberately alarmist book that told of new

" advances in genetic éngineering that could
i lead to the creation of new life forms.
‘Those life forms “‘may be as destructive to
humanity as the horrors of nuclear holo-
.caust,” the book warned. - :
The book made few mentions of geneti-
cally engineered food; what references
i - there were focused mostly on a bizarre-

Co. scientist to create a special tablet that
{ could allow people to “‘eat and digest hay,
: - like cows.” The book noted that the tablet.
"~ “might even be introduced, initially, as a
new food alternative for welfare recipients
on food stamps.” iy

-at Chicago, says the book gave an overly
simplistic description of his project, which
was ultimately scrapped. He says that he
never suggested targeting welfare recipi-
ents. “This is what he invented to incite
people,” he says of Mr. Rifkin. Mr. Rifkin
says he stands by the book’s account.

During the 1980s, Mr. Rifkin continued
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" "sounding experiment by a General Electric |

~ The scientist, A.M. Chakrabarty, now
a professor at the University of Illinois
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hammering the biotechnology issue, while
turning his organization info more of a
think tank. The organization, renamed the
Foundation on Economic Trends, became
“less pop and much more pdlicy oriented,”
- ‘he says. His intent, he adds, was to stir up

public debate on what he views as a radical -

‘experiment on the natural world that is dri-
ven by commercial interests.

Mr.- Riflin organized protests and
mounted legal attacks on the biotech in-
dustry and the federal government, chal-

~. lenging gene patents and stalling several
_“‘research ‘projects, including testing of a
genetically engineered, iceresistant bac-

terium that was to have been sprayed on :
- strawberry plants and potatoes. He also or- .

ganized, with some success, a boycott of
. bovine growth hormone, a biotech milk
booster for cows that later was banned in
Europe, thoughnot in the U.S.
: 'I‘he Royal ‘We’ :
.- JAlthough Mr. lehnoftenwasquotedm
thenewsmedla and talks of ‘his work in
_ those years in the royal “we,” he failed to
gamthesxmportofmostmajorennm
mental groups, which were focusing in-

stead on petrochemical pollution, nuclear - edgeer Rifkin in the 1993 book “The ,

power and other issues, “We worked fairly
alone,” he says. “It was rough.”

At that time, “most environmental :_F‘rance The contrarian treatise laid ouf a

groups, especially in Europe, were hopeful
: that genetically modified crops could re-
duce pesticide use, Mr. Rifkin says. In fact,
some bioengineered corn and other altered
. crops do contain built-in- insecticides. But

Mr. Rifkin arid many groups argue that the -

" technology has failed to live up to its early

promise. They say that making every plant *
into a bug-killer is equivalent to dousing -

every stalk with insecticide, and increases
the likeliliood of killing beneﬁaal insects.
Moreover, they Tiote, some bioengineered

. soybeansamdesagneﬂtomstherbmdﬁ. =
allowing farmers to blanket a field with.
chemicals mthout killing the soybean -

plants. .
. -Some Europeans, notably Mr. Haerlin,
apreed with Mr. Rifkin early on. When Mr.
. Haerlin met Mr. Rifkin in. 1986, the Ger-
man activist hadn’t yet started working for
. Greenpeace. But he was impressed by Mr.
Rifkin's arguments, and when he returried
to Germany, he founded the Gene Ethics
Network, a small group that distributed in-
formation about biotechnology. .

' The Specter of Eugenics
The group initially focused on broad

topics, such as whether.companies should :

be allowed to receive patents on genes,

modified food as an issue to be fought down.
the road. A fund-raising leaflet sent to
Greenpeace members in Britain in 1991
presciently titled ‘Batiles Yet to'Come,”
predicted, “Issues surrounding genetic en-

_ gineering may well become the central bat-

tleground of environmental campaigning
in the last years of this century.”
~ Meanwhile, Mr. Rifkin was slowly find-

ing new converts in Europe. One of them .

was Sir James® Goldsmith, the Anglo-
French corporate raider who, after a ca-
reer of acquiring timber, paper, oil and

*other inferests, devoted his final years to’

_environmental causes and politics. Mr.

" Rifkin says the billionaire invited him to .
his vast Mexican compound in 1990 to dis- *

cuss biotechnology. “Jimmy waskéenonit ™ __

and saw it was going to become a big issue

in Europe. Averybxgissue“lu[r Rlﬂcm_

-says. -

" “The Trap’

Soon affer, Sir James begau conmlmt- :

ing about $30,000 a year to Mr. Rifkin's
foundation. Until that time, Mr. Rifkin
says his organization was funded largely
.'through his own lecture fees and book roy-
alties.

" Sir James, who died in 1997, acknowl-

we got,” says Patrick Holden, a Welsh
farmer and the group’s director. The group
successfully lobbied .the British govern-
ment, and later the European Union, £o re-
guire that an organic food product, by defi-
nition, couldn’t contam any bloengmeered =
ingredients.

Other, - better- known envlmnmental
groups were much slower fo act. As re-
cently as 199% some’organizers within-
Greenpeace still weren't sure the bioengi-

- neered-food issue was worth fighting, be-

cause a few bioengineered products al- -
ready were headed for the marketplace.
“Some people thought, isn’t that a done
deal alread)ﬂ Can we make any difference

an}'more‘?" Mr. - Haerlm recalls. The :
group’s U.S, affiljate—beset by poor man- ~
agement, staff cutbacks and "declining
membershlp—essentw.lly deécided to sit

* out, he adds.

Trap,” whlclltapp@danervemtheEmo-i
peanpsycheandbecameabestseﬂerm-

series of arguments against genetically en- :
gineered food: In-one chapter, titled ‘“Mod-

ern Agriculture and the Destruction of So-

ciety,” he-positéd that insects would build
uprmstancetob:otechseeds resulting in _

themcreaseduseo(pwhc:des

Slersbmﬂler,'Deddy.alongﬁme ;

enmumentalactlmtmmtam also took .

up the cause against bioenginéered food.

. “The Ecblogist,” a magazine he has pub- .

lished for three decades, devoted an entire |
:ssuelastyeartomachnguonsanto in
response to-a pro-biotech public-relations -
campaign by the U.S. company in Britain. -

. The issue, reprinted in other languages,

hasbeenmdelydjsmwtedinmmpc

: 'ﬂﬁ%atto Organi¢ Farming -

TeddyGoldsmlth.asdf-profaﬁedradl
ca.lwhoarglmsthattheteallssueo{bi&

engineered food is .“corporate domina-- -

tion”" of agriculture by the handful of com-

-panies thaf design the seeds, says his fam- -

ily’s foundation has uiderwrjtten several

organizations that are battling bioengl-
- neered‘food, including Greenpeace and -

Friends of the Earth. The groups say. the:

_.contributions have been modest, .about
".-$50,000 each; Teddy Goldsmith and his

rather than on the issue of genetically mod-

ified food. In Germany, Mr. Haerlin says,

the debate dver biotechnology largely cen- -
tered on human applications, such as gene *

screening for diseases and artqﬁc:al repro-
duction. That’s because those issues raised
the specter of eugenics, always a'sensitive-
issue in the country where Hltler had
dwmploned the idea of a masterrace.
~ When Mr. Haerlin joined Greenpeacein
. 1991, he became a coordinator for the Ger-
.man otﬁce s campaign against toxic chem-
_jcals-and pesticides, At that time, thé en¥i-
_ronmental organization viewed genetically

family’s foundation® dedme to speclfy the

z amounts. ;
: One unhkely beneﬁmrx was the Soil _

. Assoc;ahon, .a b3-year-old British orgam-

zation-of organic farmers, producers and .
consumers that rarely got involved in ac:
tivist campaigns. Although the group ini-
tially took a neutral position, by 1994 it had

decided that bioengineered food posed & .

threat to’ organic farming, in part out of
fear that the crops could introduce danger-
ous riew traits to wild species or soil bacte-

‘ria. “The more we knew, the more worried

" Friends of the Earth also opted to hold
off. “We didn’t prioritize it, because there
were just so many other thmgs going on:

tropical rain forest, cfimate change, tox-

. fes, road building, domestic waste issues

and recydmg” says Tony Juniper, the.
gtumspohcydlmctormlmdon :
Springing Into Actwn

Thata]lclmngedml%ﬁandl%? when
"food containing genetically modified in-
gredlentsbeganappeanngmﬁm'opeanm
" permarkets, and consumers-took notice. At -
that point, activists in Greenpeaoe

Friends of the Earth and other groups be-
gan taking the issue much more seriously.

- Greenpeace, with about 15 full-time
.campaigners led by Mr. Haerlin, began ed- -
ucating consumers, organizing boycotts.of
genetically modified products and staging
demonstrations in Britain, Germany and
Denmark, among other actions. Nature *
groups ‘in Britain urged the government .
not to approve ‘the pla.ntmgn{ genetxcally
“modified crops. s,

Despite the. pubhaty. Mr: Holden says,
as of early last year most British con-

_sumers had only a “vague idea” about bio-
- engineered food and, as in the U.S., many.

didn't really care about the issue.
-But -in June- 1938, Britain's Prince

" Charles, who practices organic farming
-himself and is the patron of the Soil Associ-

auon, attacked genetxcally modified food -
in an emotional article in Britain’s Daily
Telegraph. Explaining that he wouldn't eat
such food or knowingly give it to his family
or guests, he wrote, “I'happen to believe -
that this kind of genetic engineering takes
mankind into realms that belong to God
antl God alone.””






