Report from April 23, 2006 Strategy Meeting

On April 23, 2006, over 20 people met in Shutesbury to discuss the past, present, and future of municipal action on genetic engineering. The event contained presentations, a panel of former town meeting advocates, and some great food provided by Scott Tilly. 

Jack Kittredge (NOFA/Mass)- The Case for Why Resolutions against Genetic Engineering are Relevant for Town Meeting 

Kittredge talked about the reasons that bringing a vote on agricultural biotechnology to a town meeting is perfectly appropriate. 

For one, there has been a conscious decision at the federal level not to regulate this technology, and the states have not challenged this failure. If our federal and state governments are not protecting us from this threat in our food and on our soil, then we have a right to call on local government to use what limited powers it has. The right to petition is one of those. 

Second, there is broad precedent for bringing issues of more than local importance to town meetings. Recent calls for withdrawal from Iraq and even presidential impeachment have been brought to town meetings and passed. Town meetings can deal with resolutions on whatever they want, including taking positions on issues which affect people and for which no redress is available. Only the townspeople, by voting down a resolution, have the ability to decide whether it is appropriate for that town.

Lastly, town meetings provide an excellent forum for public education. Having to take sides on an issue is a wonderful inducement to spending a little time learning about it. The impending vote enables both sides to marshal their arguments, present their opinions in forums, newspaper columns, leaflets, and creates a climate of public discussion, enhancing local democracy. 

Ben Grosscup (NOFA/Mass)- Addressing the Scientific Authority of the "Experts" 

Grosscup's presentation articulated why issues of science policy like genetic engineering belong at town meeting to be discussed by scientific amateurs and experts alike. Scientists are not the only people who are qualified to speak about genetic engineering. All of us have a stake in the issue, because this affects the food we eat and the farmers in our communities. We can broaden people's understanding of this issue by highlighting issues that don't fit within a strictly defined "scientific" domain. For example, farmers face legal problems with genetic contamination and patent infringement lawsuits. Moreover, there are serious political problems with how the companies that promote GE technology have so much control over regulatory policy and how this influence results in such poor regulatory oversight over them. These political problems affect the entire public because they have brought about a situation where this new technology has been marketed without undergoing thorough, long-term, and independent scientific testing.

Although one doesn't need a PHD to talk about GMOs, scientists also have a very important perspective in this debate. Scientists like Arpad Pusztaï , Ignacio Chapela, and Mae-Wan Ho have raised serious questions about the safety of genetic engineering, ecological threats, and the stability of the technology. These important figures have argued that thorough and independent science -- not corporate profit -- should inform policy.

Bill Wenzel- Why Farmers Should Support Local Resolutions Against Genetic Engineering 

Bill Wenzel of the Farmer to Farmer Campaign on Genetic Engineering gave a presentation on how farmers fit into these debates on GMOs. He cautioned the non-farmer activists in the room that farmers are business people and they are oftentimes guided by the need to cut costs and increase productivity. In the case of GE wheat, it was quite easy to make the argument to farmers that adopting this technology would go against their economic interests. That's because 50% of the wheat grown in the Northern Plains in exported to countries where there are restrictions on GE food. As a result of tremendous pressure, Monsanto's efforts to commercialize GE wheat took a major setback in 2004 when the company was forced to indefinitely postpone development of GE wheat. 

The economic argument is more complex in New England, where the main GE crop is corn, and its main use is cow feed. An argument that is more relevant in New England is the threat to the organic market, which is the fastest growing sector of agriculture in Massachusetts and other parts of New England. It is possible to point out that independent research has shown serious yield loss for GE herbicide tolerant crops, but one risks the common counter argument from the industry that: "GE crops are being grown by many farmers. To say that these crops lead to yield losses is to say that these farmers are incompetant business people." Despite these reported yield losses, herbicide tolerant crops are valued by some farmers because of the "convenience" they provide. But in the long term, serious economic and ecological problems with the technology remain, because Monsanto has been mixing new chemicals into round-up (the company's leading herbicide) to counter the increased resistance of many weeds to the herbicide.

The Farmer to Farmer Campaign has tried to talk about the issue in terms of the fundamental issues that genetic engineering presents to farmers: this technology is about taking away control over seeds from farmers and giving it to massive agribusiness corporations that don't care one bit about the long term survival of family farms. 

One interesting idea that came from the audience during the discussion was that as a way for towns to start addressing the problem of genetic engineering and industrialized agriculture more generally, they could set aside certain funds that could be granted to farmers that convert to organic.

For more information from Farmer to Farmer see: 
http://www.centerforfoodsafety.org/Monsantovsusfarmersreport.cfm



Betsy Corner (Colrain), Mary King (Orange), and Ed Stockman (Plainfield)- 
Great Tips from those with Past Experience as Town Meeting Organizers 

The people on this panel had done work in their towns to bring forward the issue of genetic engineering. These are some of the key points that panel participants brought up.

-KNOW WHO MAY SPEAK IN OPPOSITION TO YOUR ARTICLE AND TALK WITH THEM BEFOREHAND. If there are key people in town that may either support or oppose your resolution, now is the time to talk to them -- before the article comes to a vote. Oftentimes, an honest statement of your intentions can diffuse potential opposition from people, because it puts a face on the people who are involved.
http://www.nffc.net/issues/geissues.html

 

For more information on the liability threats to farmers from companies like Monsanto: 

-KNOW WHO WILL SPEAK IN FAVOR OF YOUR ARTICLE AND TALK WITH THEM BEFOREHAND. Make sure you know who is committed to speak in favor of your article. There may be others who spring up spontaneously to support your article, but it is best not to assume that and to have an idea of who will speak before the vote. 


-BE AWARE OF WHERE YOUR ARTICLE IS IN THE ORDER OF THE WARRANT. Sometimes, but not always, resolutions will be put toward the end of the meeting. If there are quorum requirements, it is important that a sufficient number of citizens remain present. Furthermore, the tenor of debate over one article in a town meeting sometimes carries over into debates on entirely different articles. 


-WHEN SPEAKING, EMPHASIZE YOUR PERSONAL CONNECTION TO THE ISSUE. One does not need to try to be an expert on this issue, or to cover every aspect of it, because the issue is incredibly multifaceted. What's most important to explain is why this issue is important to you and why you think it is important for the town to take a position on it. Whatever way you put yourself forward -- as a farmer trying to make a livelihood, a person concerned about what's in the food you and your family are eating, a citizen concerned about unaccountable corporate interests and public health, or all of the above -- you have an important perspective to offer on this issue. Just state it clearly so others can understand it. 

