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HANDS OFF
OUR MAIZE!

Murals celebrating maize as part of the resistance against GE maize in Mexico. Photo: Prometeo Lucero.

The threat of Mexico’s largest cities being inundated with transgenic maize,
with or without commercial planting permits, still looms. We are seeing the pro-
liferation of authoritarian crop intensification systems whose ultimate result is to
contaminate native maize varieties in the very centre of origin of this crop — one
of the four most important crops in the history of humanity.



n a previous report (“Red alert! GMO avalanche in

Mexico”),! we recounted the circumstances leading

up to the imminent threat that genetically engineered
(GE) organisms (also known as GMOs, genetically modi-
fied organisms, or transgenics) might be introduced into
Mexico and several other Latin American countries. The
whole continent is seeing a wave of measures, such as
seed and intellectual property laws, designed to facili-
tate control of agriculture by multinational companies.
Unfortunately, these efforts are finding an echo in inter-
national organizations like the FAO and CIMMYT and
in “development” foundations like the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation.

With or without the approval of commercial planting
permits, the threat of Mexico’s largest cities being inun-
dated with transgenic maize still looms. We are seeing
the proliferation of authoritarian crop intensification sys-
tems whose ultimate result is to contaminate native maize
varieties in the very centre of origin of this crop — one of
the four most important crops in the history of humanity.

Public protest

The approval of permits for the commercial plant-
ing of GE maize in the states of Sinaloa and Tamaulipas
had seemed imminent, but thankfully this did not come
to pass during President Felipe Calderdn’s final months
in office. Yet the threat remains under the new admin-
istration of Enrique Pefa Nieto. He may try to use his
“National Crusade Against Hunger” as a pretext to dis-
tribute GE maize, claiming that it is needed to fight hun-
ger.2 He might also invoke the Crusade s an excuse for
land grabbing, monoculture, and industrial agriculture
with its typical package of agrotoxins, intellectual prop-
erty rights, and criminalization of native seeds.®

Approval was neither granted nor published, the dates
for a ruling expired, and the planting season for irrigated
maize for northern Mexico, where the permits were
requested, is over for the time being.

This success is a significant achievement on the part
of Mexican and international organizations. Months of
effort, initiative, and coordinated mobilization have gone
into this. Information has been disseminated through the

1. GRAIN, 21 November 2012,
http://www.grain.org/article/
entries/4621-red-alert-gmo-avalanche-in-mexico.

2. Rosa Santana, “Admite Sagarpa que México importa
soya y maiz transgénicos”, Proceso, 5 April 2013, see
Inset 1.

3. Graziano Da Silva, Director General of the FAO, will
soon visit Mexico again at the President’s invitation, in
order to publicize this campaign. See Insets 1, 2, and 3.
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Details of the demonstration in Berlin
against the GE maize invasion of
Mexico, December 2012.
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Poster to publicize the campaign against GE maize.

newspapers, social networks, meetings, assemblies,
workshops, international petition campaigns, sit-ins and
fasts, public debates, and radio spots by well-known
activists, intellectuals, and artists. Countless opinion
pieces, news stories, billboards, and Web video and
radio interviews have appeared. The national and inter-
national political cost in terms of public opinion contin-
ues to rise. On another level, the legal and administra-
tive tangle through which various government bodies are
attempting to navigate has made it very difficult for them
to act in a coordinated fashion. But it would be a mistake
to assume the threat no longer exists. When planting
time (irrigated or seasonal) rolls around again in northern
Mexico, we will find out whether the corporations think
they have their winning conditions in place. Applications
for new permits have already been filed, covering as
much as 36 million ha.*

As the new administration took power, a coalition of
student, community, and environmental organizations,
both urban and rural, held an event on the steps of the
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Rural Development,
Fisheries, and Food (Sagarpa), which has final authority
over GMO permits.® Flyers were handed out and speak-

4. See Silvia Ribeiro, “Acta de proteccion a Monsanto”,
La Jornada, 6 April 2013; “Cruzada transgénica contra
los hambrientos”, La Jornada, 20 April 2013.

5. Participating were the RDM, the Yo Soy
#132-Ambiental student movement, Jovenes Ante la
Emergencia Nacional, the Unién Popular Revolucionaria
Emiliano Zapata (UPREZ), the Movimiento Urbano
Popular, UNORCA-Via Campesina, and the Asamblea
Nacional de Afectados Ambientales (ANAA), with
assistance from Colectivo por la Autonomia, Centro
de Estudios para el Cambio en el Campo Mexicano
(Ceccam), Centro de Analisis Social, Informacién y
Formacion Popular AC (Casifop), ETC Group, Centro
Nacional de Apoyo a Misiones Indigenas (Cenami), and
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Promotional material for the Yo Soy #132
student organization, environmental section,
with a drawing by Rini Templeton.

ers took turns urging the Ministry to take responsibility for
preventing imminent contamination.® At the same time,
solidarity groups in Berlin, some of them associated with
Via Campesina International, peacefully demonstrated in
front of the Mexican Embassy “to demand that the gov-
ernment of Mexico refrain from issuing large-scale GE
maize planting permits for commercial purposes.””

From 15 to 17 January 2013, the Red en Defensa del
Maiz (RDM - the Network in Defence of Maize), made up
of more than 1200 communities in 22 states of the union,
held its first assembly of 2013. It issued a concise sum-
mary of the current situation and reiterated the people’s
firm resolve to interdict GMOs:

We the communities, organizations, and people
identifying with the Red en Defensa del Maiz for
the past eleven years, raise our voices once again
to reject the introduction, movement, marketing,
exchange, research, storage, and planting of all
transgenic crops.

We reject the whole GE maize paradigm as a
direct attack on over 10,000 years of stewardship
of native maize; on the agricultural and subsist-
ence strategies of peoples and communities; on
Mexico’s food security and sovereignty; on free
and autonomous food production from native,
patent-free, non-genetically modified seeds, and
on public health.

We have said it before, but it must be repeated:
Mexico and all Mesoamerica (and beyond) are
the centre of origin and diversification of maize.
We reject the government’s attempts to legislate

GRAIN.

6. “Prohibir el maiz transgénico: Demandan las organi-
zaciones sociales, rurales y urbanas frente a Sagarpa”
10 December 2012.

7. México Via Berlin, Colectivo de Teoria, Organizacién
y Accién Politica hacia una Doble Via Critica, 7
December 2012.
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geographically circumscribed alleged “centres of
origin” which presuppose the existence of many
other sites where transgenic crops could be
planted. We stand for the political, biological, and
territorial integrity of Mexico as the centre of origin
and ongoing diversity of maize, as embodied in the
continuing vitality of its indigenous peoples.

Today, after eleven years of resistance, we raise
our voices along with the many others who have
sounded the alarm against the threat of permits
being granted for commercial planting of GMOs
on over 2.4 million hectares in the states of Sinaloa
and Tamaulipas. These are states in which great
quantities of maize are planted for human con-
sumption. Our cities would be inundated with
contaminated maize that has been studied in other
countries and proven to be associated with health
harms — which is precisely what our communities
and organizations have been saying for the past
eleven years.?

RDM has maintained a three-pronged strategy
throughout this time: 1) to keep GMOs out of their com-
munities, regions, and country, whether they come in
the form of foreign imports or government aid, and 2) to
defend the lives, livelihoods, and self-determination of
the peoples who are stewarding maize (which means that
the communities actively stand watch over their territo-
ries and autonomy) and 3) assume a state of continual,
perennial monitoring and action, come what may. The
organization recently stated:

8. Statement by Red en Defensa del Maiz, 17 January
2013.
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Poster advertising
a public debate on
GE maize at the
science faculty of
the Universidad
Nacional Auténoma
de México (UNAM),
7 February 2013.

'-.5'?’1“

Antonio Turrent

Porsidente de la Unite de Ciestifcon
s Sociedad.

1.-.;,.4-':.':-.11..&

m,\‘.:‘_"lgv Ribelro..  CIBIOGEW

; '{Wﬂ[". Mena_ B
TR SEMARNAT
Peter Rosset e R Mot

Asesor e La Via Campesing

Auditorio Alberto Barajas

il.com fwww 1MLz or

CONTACTO: 1 Jibon

We salute all those communities and organiza-
tions working at the local and regional levels that
have reached agreements, or passed bylaws and
regulations, posing a real barrier to the entry of
GMGOs into their localities; all those people who
have stayed alert and rejected unknown, alien or
hybrid seeds provided by government programs
and companies who try to bribe the people with
programs or projects.

This active moratorium has been kept up
for eleven years, and Mexico continues to be a
country where GMOs have not prevailed. This is
why, given the emergency we are now facing, it is
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http://redendefensadelmaiz.net/2013/01/17/

Closing ceremony of the Red en Defensa del Maiz, Mexico City, January 2013. Zapotec leader Joel Aquino speaks to the assembly.

so important to redouble our efforts to preserve
and fortify native seeds and the trusted channels
through which they are exchanged, through which
their diversity is preserved. At the same time, we
must root out all alien or unknown seeds, espe-
cially if those seeds are promoted by the govern-
ment and the companies.

Of course, it is no longer just a problem of care-
ful planting, harvesting, and exchange of seeds
through trusted channels. We must now pay close
attention to the origin of all the maize we con-
sume, knowing that it is found in a great variety of
processed foods. We must heighten our efforts
to reject processed products containing industrial
maize ingredients, since they are bound to be
transgenic.®

Shortly afterward, the international organization
AVAAZ published a petition against GE maize, with more
than 42,000 signatures from people around the world, as
a result of a campaign launched in conjunction with the
Mexican organizations involved.™

From January 21 to 31, members of UNORCA, a Via
Campesina affiliate in Mexico, began a fast in protest
against the proposed commercial planting permits for
GMOs. Its press release states:

9. Ibid.
10. See Silvia Ribeiro, “La guerra del maiz” La Jornada,
26 January 2013.
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With this act of voluntary mortification as a civic
gesture, we honour those 30 million of our com-
patriots who go hungry or cannot get enough food
every day. We wish to share our concern for the
health, culture, and economy of our nation, which
are being degraded by a development model that
favors a minority, including those transnational cor-
porations that are now conspiring to take control
over one of the greatest treasures of our peoples:
maize.

We wish to express our indignation at the
immense crime that would be committed against
the Mexican people if GE maize were approved for
commercial planting. We demand that the federal
government put the interests of rural people and
the majority of Mexican farmers above those of the
transnationals.’”

In late September 2012, broad-based organizations
from both rural and urban areas held a sequence of grass-
roots workshops in the working-class neighborhoods of
several cities to inform the public about the prospect of
a transgenic invasion, create opportunities for dialogue
and strategizing, and prepare themselves to fend off such
an invasion if it should materialize.

Between January and March of this year, a whole
range of activities took place with a view to strengthen-
ing national and international alliances among grassroots

11. UNORCA, 21 January 2013.
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organizations as well as spearheading analysis of the
disastrous implications of GMOs for maize diversity in
its centre of origin, and thus for peasant agriculture and
public health.

Perhaps there has never been a time in Mexico when
theimportance of defending maize and keeping out GMOs
have been so firmly understood by the general public.
The “Yo Soy #132” student organization and other youth,
student, and urban activist organizations, alongside
the RDM and the Asamblea de Afectados Ambientales
(Assembly of the Environmental Aggrieved), held a panel
discussion on 7 February 2013 at the UNAM Faculty of
Science, hoping for attendance by officials of Sagarpa,
the Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources
(Semarnat), the Interministerial Commission on Biosafety
of Genetically Modified Organisms (Cibiogem), and the
National Biodiversity Commission (Conabio) — the author-
ities involved in approving and advising on GMO-related
matters and for issuing permits for pilot, experimental, or
commercial planting of GMOs in Mexico.

None of them showed up or even formally responded
to the invitation. Sagarpa, in a phone conversation,
declined to attend because it is allegedly waiting for
direction from the new government before taking a policy
position.

Conabio did not attend either, even though in October
2012 it had published a report clearly stating its doubts
about the merits of approving GMOs: “We are, as a coun-
try, confronting a serious problem without an obvious
solution: that of introducing a new technology involving
living organisms without clear evidence that it can be used
safely under conditions guaranteeing minimum impact
on the environment, biodiversity, and food security.”'?
But it gave no official response to the invitation.

The panel discussion featured Antonio Turrent,
President of the Unién de Cientificos Comprometidos
con la Sociedad (UCCS), the Mexican counterpart of the
US-based Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS); Silvia
Ribeiro of the ETC Group; Peter Rosset, a researcher
at the Colegio de la Frontera Sur and an adviser to Via
Campesina, and Alvaro Mena, a Maya peasant from the
Yucatan Peninsula and a beekeeper who has watched
his colonies collapse and his honey be banned from the
European Union because it contained traces of geneti-
cally modified material, all due to the agroindustrial model
of conventional and GE soya monoculture which uses a
great deal of agrochemicals. Mena announced that the
community has lost 1,500 hives due to the spraying of

12. Conabio, October 2012, Documento base sobre

neighboring monocultures.™

The discussion was attended by over a thousand peo-
ple. Turrent stressed that there is no need for GMOs in
Mexico, where there are plenty of native seed varieties.
All that is needed is support for peasant farming, which
can meet the population’s food needs. A few days later,
Turrent and the UCCS’s Alejandro Espinosa elaborated
on their position:

Mexico is the centre of origin of maize and the
region with the greatest existing genetic diversity
in this crop and its wild relatives. The world’s seed
banks hold a trillion maize seeds, each geneti-
cally unique, and this is only a small fraction of the
world’s maize biodiversity.

In comparison, Mexican peasants plant about
100 billion maize seeds every year, representing 59
native landraces. They harvest 20 trillion grains of
maize, all of it exposed to adaptive environmental
forces during the season. Peasant women then
select another hundred billion maize seeds for the
following season’s planting and the rest serves as
food.

In other words, every year sees Mexican peas-
ants managing twenty times the biodiversity
contained in the world’s seed banks, with tremen-
dous selection pressure (one of every 100 seeds)
favouring those morphological traits most prized
by Mexico’s many different cultures. Producers
exchange seeds within the community, and some
sell their seeds locally or regionally.

This dynamic, unparalleled mega-experiment in
indigenous plant breeding is one the peoples of
Mesoamerica have been carrying out ceaselessly

13. Much more research remains to be done, but damn-
ing data is emerging. GE soybeans and cotton were
released for commercial use in Mexico, with immedi-
ate and disastrous consequences. Among others, the
beekeepers of the Yucatan Peninsula watched many of
their colonies collapse and lost export markets for their
honey. They reacted rapidly and vigorously. Soybeans
are a well-known plague in Bolivia, Uruguay, Paraguay,
Argentina, and Brazil, causing soil depletion, land grab-
bing and concentration, extreme agrochemical con-
tamination, and empoverishment and the forced ser-
vitude of people and communities. Required reading:
Elva Mendoza’s three-part series in Contralinea, “Soya
transgénica invade México”, “Soya transgénica ries-
gosa para la biodiversidad mexicana”, and “Conabio

solicitudes de liberacion comercial de maiz genética-

perdioé el caracter vinculante de sus opiniones durante

mente modificado en México.
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http://contralinea.info/archivo-revista/index.php/2013/03/11/conabio-perdio-el-caracter-vinculante-de-sus-opiniones-durante-el-panismo/

for over six thousand years. It is they who deserve
the credit for today’s maize diversity.™

The host organizations issued a press release that
joins the hundreds of other statements and documents
that together present an edifice of irrefutable argument.
Their first grievance was that not a single government
official was in attendance, even though invitations were
sent out well in advance.

The authorities’ indecision is appalling, given the
wealth of information available about the potential
risks of genetically modified organisms to human
health, productivity, and local and national econo-
mies, as well as their impacts on soils and wildlife.
This is why we are demanding that the Mexican
government follow the recommendation of the UN
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Olivier
de Schutter, who in 2011 urged the authorities to
reestablish the moratorium on field trials and com-
mercial cultivation of genetically modified maize in
order to protect biodiversity.

We reject GE maize not only because of the
threat it poses to world biodiversity but because
of the likelihood of irreversible genetic contamina-
tion of native varieties; the certainty of seeds being
concentrated in the hands of a few companies,
making Mexican farmers captive consumers of
their inputs and jeopardizing food security and sov-
ereignty; the prospect that the history and culture
of the diverse Mexican peoples will be destroyed,
and many other considerations beyond the scope
of science as such.™

Via Campesina, the ETC Group, and GRAIN wrote let-
ters directly to the FAO and the Biodiversity Convention,
calling on these agencies to prevent a catastrophe
from occurring in the centre of origin of maize. The FAO
repeated its response of two years ago:

The position of the FAO has always been to
recognize that genetically modified organisms raise
difficult issues and that member countries and their
citizens must make their own decisions in regard to

14. Alejandro Espinosa and Antonio Turrent,
“Transgénicos y contaminacién de maiz nativo”, La
Jornada, 11 February 2013.

15. Press release issued by the organizations and per-
sons convening the debate on transgenic maize in
Mexico, 7 February 2013, at the Universidad Nacional
Auténoma de México.
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Second Gathering in Defense of Native Maize in the
Mountains of Guerrero, April 2013.

planning, investment, marketing, research, training,
and use of genetically modified organisms. Policy
and decision-making responsibility on GMOs rest
with the government of each country.’®

This response is far removed from the one given in a
letter to the same organizations by Braulio Ferreira de
Souza Dias of the Biodiversity Convention:

In view of the applications received by the
Government of Mexico regarding the environmen-
tal release of various genetically modified maize
varieties, | have written to the country’s national
focal points for both the Biodiversity Convention
and the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety. In the
letter, | reminded them of their obligations under
the Convention and the Biosafety Protocol and |
particularly stressed the importance of Mexico as
a centre of origin of maize, the fundamental role of
maize in world food security, and the importance
of preserving the genetic diversity of the species
faced with the challenges of climate change and
other environmental pressures. | hope that the
government of Mexico will take account of the
concerns of all interested parties and will make
appropriate decisions.’”

16. Letter from Clayton Campanhola of FAO to Alberto
Gdémez (Via Campesina North America), Pat Mooney
and Silvia Ribeiro (ETC Group), and Henk Hobbelink
(GRAIN), 17 December 2012.

17. Letter from Braulio Ferreira de Souza Dias, Executive
Secretary of the Secretariat of the Biodiversity
Convention, to Alberto Gémez (Via Campesina North
America), Pat Mooney and Silvia Ribeiro (ETC Group),
and Henk Hobbelink (GRAIN), 13 December 2012.
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The legal morass

Caught up in the whirl of events and the crush of dead-
lines for granting or denying permits on the commercial
planting permits that Monsanto, Dow Agrosciences,
and Pioneer (PHI Mexico) applied for in September, the
organizations involved in the fight against GMOs turned
to legal channels. Conflicting interpretations of the regu-
lations were circulating. One said that since fifty days had
elapsed without the assessing agency issuing a recom-
mendation to the decision-making agency, that meant
commercial planting of GMOs had been approved by
default. Another countered that since four months had
elapsed since the filing of the applications, the permit
was deemed to have been denied.®

With approval still a serious threat, the groups resumed
their mobilization efforts. On March 16, Greenpeace
and UNORCA-Via Campesina held a forum in Culiacan,
Sinaloa (where GE crops would be planted if the permits
were approved) to discuss the implications. The forum
featured Percy Schmeiser, a Canadian farmer who was
sued by Monsanto for violating the company’s intellec-
tual property, when in reality the farmer should have been
the aggrieved party since his fields were contaminated.
After years of litigation, Schmeiser lost the case and the
company was strengthened.™

The environmental section of Yo Soy #132 and
Jovenes ante el Desastre y la Emergencia Nacional,
another youth activist group, appealed directly to the UN
High Commissioner for Human Rights.202!

On March 25, a federal access to information request?
elicited a response from Mikel Arreola, head of the
Federal Health Risk Protection Commission (Cofepris),
an agency of the Ministry of Health, to the effect that
“the approved marketing of 56 transgenic maize seeds
has not given rise to any reported harm to health” but

18. See Administrative Procedure SEMARNAT-04-012;
see also Ley de Bioseguridad y Organismos
Genéticamente Modificados, section 57. According to
these sources, the applications have lapsed.

19. Matilde Pérez, “Usar las semillas transgénicas de
Monsanto somete al agricultor”, La Jornada, 18 March
2013.

20. “Yo soy #132 pide a OACNUDH apoyo contra maiz
transgénico”, la informacion.mx, 20 March 2013.

21. “Exigen al gobierno federal rechazar siembra de

Maize offering at the Second Gathering in Defense of Native
Maize in the Mountains of Guerrero, April 2013.

insisting that planting in Mexico was not yet approved.
His comment added to the confusion surrounding the
bewildering variety of reports, opinions, approvals, sanc-
tions, and decisions to be obtained from different gov-
ernment departments, agencies, and institutes. His bald
assertion that GMOs are harmless belies his insistence
that approval has not been granted because “the suit-
ability of planting transgenics in this country has not yet
been determined.”?

In the face of this confusion, a number of civil soci-
ety organizations took preventive action by filing a com-
plaint with the National Human Rights Commission
against President Pefia Nieto and other officials “for the
potential approval of commercial planting applications,
since if approval is given, these persons will be violat-
ing Mexicans’ right to health, food, and a healthy envi-
ronment as well their cultural rights.” Greenpeace stated
that “the complaint filed by the organizations can be
replicated by any individual citizen or organization, since
the rights of every Mexican are in jeopardy.” So there are
still legal channels available in the event that commercial
planting of GMOs is authorized.?

Eternal vigilance

A lawyers’ collective formed by the Asamblea de
Afectados Ambientales, the Colectivo por la Autonomia,
the ETC Group, the Centro de Estudios para el Cambio
en el Campo Mexicano, the Centro Nacional de Misiones
Indigenas, and GRAIN researched the implications of the
legal and administrative morass that provides the con-
text for the authorities’ decision-making on commercial

maiz transgénico en Sinaloa y Tamaulipas”, Proceso,
19 March 2013.

22. “IFAl ordena a Cofepris buscar estudio sobre
riesgos de maiz transgénico”, Noticieros Televisa, 17
March 2013.
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23. “Descarta Cofepris dafos a la salud por maiz trans-
génico”, 25 March 2013.

24. www.greenpeace.org/mexico/Global/mexico/
Docs/2013/QUEJA-CNDH/queja CNDH machote%20
ONG final.doc.
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planting. The collective assessed the need to take pre-
ventive legal action and took stock of recent successes:

1. In recent years, Mexican activists have put the
grave problem of GE contamination in the cen-
tre of origin of maize on the radar screen in this
country and abroad. No one can now ignore the
crucial importance of the number one food staple
of the Mexican people and many other peoples
around the world. The issue has gone international.

2. Activists marshaled a wide range of responses
to GMOs and to what had seemed to be the
unquestionable authority of government officials
and scientists. The coalition includes concerned
scientists and academics, students, human rights
advocates, neighborhood activists, religious and
health activists, social reform and protest move-
ments, environmental victims, and peasant and
indigenous farm and community organizations.
Even unaffiliated citizens have come to recognize
the importance of the struggle to their own well-
being, and in particular the identity, food security
and sovereignty, and national sovereignty aspects
of this struggle. They grasp the need for resistance.

Mural celebrating maize as part of the resistance against GE maize in Mexico. Photo: Prometeo Lucero.

3. Thedeadlines for processing and then approving
or denying the commercial planting permits in ques-
tion have clearly expired. Any new attempt will have
to proceed accordingly, through the proper legal and
regulatory channels.?® This is a real achievement, one
that sets a benchmark for further Mexican activism.
It is a significant and straight-ahead victory in a con-
text in which disinformation and institutional opacity
have been the norm. After all, activist organisations
have had to make numerous requests for informa-
tion, going as far as to appeal to the Federal Access
to Information Institute, before they could obtain a
useful response from any government department.2®

4. However, with institutional silence continu-
ing to weigh heavily around the approval or denial
of the permit applications (which, we stress, have
now expired), the main question the movements
are pondering is: What will we do if and when the
permits are finally approved, through either legis-
lation or exploitation of legal loopholes, and cor-
porations actually start planting? The answers are
clear.For many organizations, it will be important to

25. Silvia Ribeiro, “La guerra del maiz.”
26. “IFAl ordena a Cofepris.”



prepare legal challenges, even if commercial plant-
ing of GMOs is asserted to be permitted under laws
— such as the Biosafety and Genetically Modified
Organisms Act or the Seed Production, Certification,
and Marketing Act — which the Mexican people con-
sider to represent central violations of their rights.
Precisely which steps are to be taken domesti-
cally and internationally will depend on the circum-
stances of the approval, assuming it takes place.
Still, it is clear that such legal remedies or com-
plaints will never be the centrepiece of a strategy
to resolve a conflict pitting the population against
the corporations and the government. At best, legal
action will serve as a short-term fulcrum towards
broader, fiercer, and more deeply rooted resistance.

5. What with the many injustices represented
by these two laws, Mexican activist organiza-
tions are looking at initiating domestic and inter-
national legal challenges to have them overturned.
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Panorama of the science faculty auditorium at the Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México where various Mexican
organizations held a debate in defence of maize and against the GE invasion, 7 February 2013.

6. Evermore people are speaking up in Mexico and
internationally to say that the Mexican government’s
injustices against the people deserve to be judged
by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights or the
Permanent People’s Tribunal, a body with a long
track record of morally authoritative decisions.?”
With the inauguration of the Tribunal in Mexico
in October 2011, seven cases were in fact filed,
including one complaining of the “violence done to
maize, food sovereignty, and peoples’ autonomy.”

27. See Comité promotor del Capitulo México del
Tribunal Permanente de los Pueblos, Petitoria formal al
Tribunal Permanente de los Pueblos, Fundacién Lelio
Basso, encaminada a instaurar un Capitulo México
donde podamos ventilar los nexos entre libre comercio,
guerra sucia y derechos de los pueblos, 17 February
2011; “Carta de la sociedad civil nacional e internac-
ional en apoyo a la instalacién de un Capitulo México
del Tribunal Permanente de los Pueblos”, October
2011.
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Artworks depicting maize in resistance and “maize of death,” at information meeting held outside the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock,
Rural Development, Fisheries, and Food in Mexico City, December 2012.

7. As part of the TPP process, new spaces
known as pre-hearings are emerging in which peo-
ple and communities in Mexico can work towards
an understanding of aspects of the domes-
tic and global situation that are harming them.
Pre-hearings provide an opportunity to discover
the governmental bodies, corporate groups or
individuals responsible for these injustices and to
discuss ways to remedy the situation. Aggrieved
parties submit cases to persons of recognized
moral authority and independence who proceed
to corroborate the factual nature of the grievances
and confirm that the cases are well-founded. One
planned pre-hearing concerns the transgenic con-
tamination of native maize and the liability incurred
by companies and governments in this regard.
Another seeks to demonstrate that companies
have knowingly attempted to disrupt the relation-
ship between people and their sources of subsist-
ence (land, seeds, water, earth, biodiversity, and
other parts of the commons). This case argues that
the companies are either undermining or outright
attempting to prohibit ancestral and contemporary
strategies that people can use to take care of their
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own subsistence — what people call peasant farm-
ing, which can simply be defined as independent
or independent-minded farming methods. A third
case considers seed-related laws and regulations.
It contends that the Mexican Seeds Act is deliber-
ately designed, as are similar acts throughout the
Americas, to criminalize native seed saving, planting,
exchanging and trading. This pre-hearing will also
discuss intellectual property and privatization pro-
cesses as they relate to seeds and plant materials.
A fourth case will document the invasion of trans-
genic soybeans, and in particular the well-docu-
mented contamination of beekeeping operations
in the Yucatan Peninsula. A fifth case will establish
the role of government programs, such as imposed
agricultural models, privatization, and compulsory
individualized landholding, in the dismantlement of
peasant life. A sixth case is designed to shed light
on the corrupt relationship between public research
institutions and private companies. PPT organizers
say that the more people there are contributing their
experience and vision to the analysis of the difficul-
ties facing peasants — not to mention the outright
attacks on them - the clearer the path ahead will
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be. These new forums are helping to strengthen ties
between organizations, communities, and regions.
It is an important time for popular strategizing
throughout the country, similar to what occurred
in Colombia when the Tribunal held sessions there
from 1989 to 1991 and again from 2005 to 2008.%

8. Ultimately, the most trenchant lesson to
be derived from these months of uncertainty is
that people maintain a focus on what RDM has
been advocating all these years: a comprehen-
sive strategy in which defending maize means
planting it, and thereby defending the lives and
livelihoods of the peoples who treasure maize.
People must establish strict and effective GMO-free
zones at the community and regional levels, and
keep out GMOs from any source, whether govern-
ment or corporate. People must keep or restore
community control over ancestral and modern
strategies for independent agriculture. People must
defend our land, native seeds, water, knowledge,
social systems, and systems of justice. Whether it is
done legally, illegally, clandestinely, or cynically, the
invasion of GMOs and the contamination of native
varieties would be a tough blow. But over the long
term, people will keep up the fight for native maize.
We will decontaminate and strengthen it until the
end of time. As necessary people will resort to mobi-
lization, collective strategizing, day-to-day work, or

legal action. In short: the fight is far from over. The
future is unwritten. Native maize in San Pedro Atlapulco, Edomex, Mexico.

28. Tribunal Permanente de los Pueblos, Empresas
Transnacionales y Derechos de los Pueblos en
Colombia, 2006-2008.

The “Crusade against Hunger”
in Mexico and the FAQ

There is a danger that the new Mexican federal government will use its so-called National Crusade
against Hunger, which it is trumpeting to international agencies and public opinion, as a Trojan horse for GE
crops. Among its allies, it seems, we find some of the elements that have been promoting GMOs as a way
to increase productivity, deal with climate change, and offers scientific solutions for agriculture.! The new

Minister of Agriculture, Livestock, Rural Development, Fisheries, and Food (Sagarpa), Enrique Martinez y
Martinez, recently admitted that millions of tons of maize and soybeans imported by Mexico for human

1. Mr. Graziano Da Silva, Director General of the FAQO, is slated to visit Mexico soon, at the invitation of President Pena, to pursue the
work on the campaign; see Juan Luis Ramos, “‘Acelerén’ a la cruzada contra el hambre”, 24 Horas, 3 April 2013.
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consumption have been genetically modified. “It turns out that Mexicans have been eating this genetically
modified corn coming from abroad for many, many years.” He opined that biotechnology is necessary “to
confront hunger in Mexico and the world” and that “we have to get more and more competitive and look for
genetically improved seeds, if you want to call them that, which will give us seeds that are able to withstand
drought, pests, and frost.”?

In order to promote the objectives of “eliminating hunger among people living in extreme multidimensional
poverty and lacking access to food, and increasing food production and incomes for peasants and small
farmers,” the Crusade will bring together all levels of government, “the public, social, and private sectors,
and international agencies and institutions.” It is public knowledge that food giants Nestlé and PepsiCo have
enthusiastically joined the Crusade.* In April, 2013, a joint press release by the African Centre for Biosafety,
the ETC Group, FoodMatters Zimbabwe, and CTDT, sounded the alarm by reporting that 25,000 tons of
South African GE maize were being exported to Zimbabwe and another 150,000 tons were being exported to
Mexico.®

President Pefia met with the Director of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQ), José Graziano
da Silva, in Rome to discuss ways of coordinating government action with civil society and private sector
participation.

“No one can walk the path to food security alone. It is important for government at all levels, plus civil soci-
ety and the private sector, to coordinate their efforts and take action together. FAO can help to identify and
build synergy among those who are working to fight hunger, so that they can better direct those efforts,” said
Graziano da Silva. He accepted the president’s invitation to come to Mexico in the near future, stating that
“FAO fully supports the objectives of the Crusade.”®

It is not the first time FAO has backed Mexico’s biotech-friendly policies. In March 2010, the same year
in which the Calderon administration revoked the moratorium on GE maize that had been in effect since
1999, the FAO held a meeting in Guadalajara in conjunction with the World Bank and the CGIAR “with the
goal of promoting biotechnology as a workable solution to the problems of hunger in the world,” according
to its stated aims - in short, to promote genetically engineered crops. The preliminary FAO documents for
the meeting argue that “coexistence” between GMQOs and conventional crops does not entail risks, and that
organizations, communities, and scientists “who are exaggerating and polarizing the debate over GMOs” are
being overcautious.”®

2. Rosa Santana, “Admite Sagarpa que México importa soya y maiz transgénicos”, Proceso, 5 April 2013.

3. See http://cruzadacontraelhambre.gob.mx/.

4. See Emmanuel Gonzalez Ortega, “El hambre como botin politico y de beneficios corporativos”, Pagina 3, 11 April 2013.

5. See ETC Group, African Centre for Biosafety, FoodMatters Zimbabwe, and CTDT, “South Africa Exports ‘Unapproved’ GM Maize
to Zimbabwe, Continues to Export to Mexico, Contaminating Both the Region and Centre of Origin”, 16 April 2013. for the list of
genetically engineered maize varieties being exported by the government of South Africa, see www.nda.agric.za/doaDev/sideMenu/
biosafety/doc/GMO %20permits %20-%202013(no%20marker).pdf.

6. FAO, “Coordinated action key to Mexico’s Crusade Against Hunger” 20 March 2013.
7. See “En México la humanidad camina en el filo de la navaja,” in El maiz no es una cosa: es un centro de origen, Colectivo por la

Autonomia, GRAIN, Casifop, published by Editorial itaca with the support of CS-Fund, January 2012, 241-2; FAO International Technical
Conference, Guadalajara, Mexico, 1-4 March 2010, Doc. ABDC10/9 [Issues-Recommendations]: Agricultural Biotechnologies for Food
Security and Sustainable Development: Options for Developing Countries and Priorities for Action by the International Community,
January 2010.

8. FAO International Technical Conference, Guadalajara, México, 1-4 March 2010, Doc. ABDC10/9 [Issues-Recommendations]:
Agricultural Biotechnologies for Food Security and Sustainable Development: Options for Developing Countries and Priorities for

Action by the International Community, January 2010.
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The Gates-Slim factor

Amidst the misinformation swirling around the question of whether permits for large-scale planting of GE
maize in Mexico will be approved or denied, it is important to make the links between two developments: 1)
the Mexican government’s so-called “Crusade against Hunger” and the support this program is receiving
from the FAO, an agency with a known history of advocacy of biotech and “responsible investment” in agri-
business and land grabbing, and 2) the concurrent action by multibillionaires Bill Gates and Carlos Slim to
build new biotech labs at the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) and to support
Mexican research on weed-resistant GE maize for export to Africa.

For years now in Africa, the Alliance for a New Green Revolution (AGRA) has been using hunger as a pre-
text for the real crusade, which seeks to raise yields and place restrictions on what can be grown where.!

Gates and Slim claim that their initiative involves “the development of high-yielding maize and wheat
varieties equipped to withstand the vicissitudes of climate change.” “Combining the latest breakthroughs in
agricultural science and farming practices with digital technology, Mexico’s innovative efforts will enable even
the poorest farmers to grow and sell more crops.” In interviews, the two men have boasted of the amounts
they spent on remodeling the CIMMYT facilities.®

CIMMYT, it may be recalled, was at the centre of the so-called Green Revolution of 50 years ago, a fact the
Gates Foundation mentions in its newsletter: “Fifty years ago, Mexico’s leadership in agricultural innovation
helped lift hundreds of millions of people in Latin America and Asia from hunger and poverty.... The world is
counting on Mexico to continue leading the way in agricultural research and sustainable farming practices to
ensure global food security. Meanwhile, the global community must do its part by aligning around a new set
of goals - including an agricultural productivity target — and achieving measurable outcomes that improve the
lives of the world’s poorest people.™

A reporter from the Guardian interviewed CIMMYT director Thomas Lumpkin:

“CIMMYT’s revamped facilities are designed to increase the centre’s capacity for transgenic research.
While insisting that transgenics will remain a relatively minor part of the Mexico programme, probably reach-
ing about 10% in the next five years, Lumpkin argues it could prove critical where manipulation of natural
diversity proves insufficient....

Lumpkin claims that when delivered by non-profit organisations such as CIMMYT, genetically modified
organisms (GMOs) can help tackle rural inequality by spreading technology that is currently largely limited to
the developed world.

CIMMYT is already working with experimental GMO maize crops in Kenya and several other African coun-
tries using “tried and tested” traits provided for free by multinational companies under special agreements.
Lumpkin says companies such as Monsanto are willing to do this when the varieties produced are designed
for markets that are not commercially significant.

In Mexico, CIMMYT’s GM research is limited to wheat, but the new facilities open the possibility of
expanding this to much more controversial research with maize.”®

1. Manuel Milz, “La Revolucién Verde en Ruanda: un programa autoritario de intensificacion agricola al servicio de la agroindustria”,
Biodiversidad, sustento y culturas 68, April 2011; see also “Unravelling the ‘Miracle’ of Malawi’s Green Revolution”, in GRAIN, The
Great Food Robbery: How Corporations Control Food, Grab Land and Destroy the Climate (Cape Town: Pambazuka Press, 2012),
79-90.

2. Gates Notes, “Mexico Will Lead Innovation in Agricultural Devolpment for the World”, 12 February 2013.

3. Miriam Posada and Javier Salinas, “Slim y Gates aportan 25 millones de délares para mejorar maiz y trigo en México”, La Jornada,
14 February 2013.

4. Gates Notes, “Mexico Will Lead Innovation”.

5. Jo Tuckman, “Scientists in Mexico Herald Agriculture Revolution in Food Security Push”, The Guardian, 15 February 2013.
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In particular, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation granted direct support in September to a research pro-
ject carried out by Luis Herrera Estrella, Director of the National Genomics Laboratory for Biodiversity of the
Center for Advanced Research and Study (Cinvestav), Instituto Politécnico Nacional (a Mexican public entity)
and Damar Lépez Arredondo, Director of Research for StelaGenomics.® Herrera Estrella is also chair of the
company’s scientific advisory board.

“Scientists Luis Herrera Estrella and Damar Loépez Arredondo, with support from the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, are doing research aimed at taking genetically engineered maize to Africa. The goal for the
four-month horizon is to identify the main weed plants, and for the six-month horizon to evaluate the main GE
maize lines in terms of biomass and seed production, in order to improve Kenyan crops.”” A December 2012
report stated that the first stage of the research would be funded to the tune of $100,000, “and if the results
are positive, an application could be made for a much larger grant of $1 million.” “The project is headed up by
Dr. Damar Lopez Arredondo, Director of Research for StelaGenomics, and by [Herrera Estrella].”® ®

These well-funded projects leave a bitter taste since the Green Revolution signified a new phase in the war
on subsistence, with crop intensification and lab-created seed programs, eroded and drug-addicted soils,
and vilification of peasants as allegedly inefficient producers. The Gates Foundation has for some time been
promoting its new Green Revolution for Africa, creating a whirlwind of resistance as restrictions on what, how,
and where to plant have become increasingly intolerable.

As Ivan lllich wrote and Jean Robert reminds us, “the modern era is a ceaseless war waged for five centu-
ries to destroy the conditions for subsistence and replace them with goods produced under the auspices of
the new nation-state. Throughout this war, popular cultures and their areas of subsistence - their territories
— have been devastated at all levels.” The complex government policies designed to favour corporate interests
uproot communities from their sources of subsistence (their territories, biodiversity, “resources”), rob them
of their subsistence strategies (their knowledge about autonomous food production), or prohibit, prevent, or
deter them from using these strategies. They end up in the cities, swelling the army of underemployed work-
ers who are the very target of such crusades against hunger.°

6. Its website states that “StelaGenomics ... is a Delaware C Corporation headquartered in Santa Clara, California with operations in|
both the United States and Mexico. The company owns the exclusive worldwide rights to the IP portfolio developed by Dr. Luis Herrera

yield agriculture”.

7.Martha Mejia, “Riesgos de los transgénicos”, Vértigo Politico, 10 March 2013.

8. José Luna, “Cientificos mexicanos recibiran apoyo de la Fundacion Bill & Melinda Gates,” El Sol de México, 21 December 2012.
9. “Adopta Bill Gates proyecto agricola mexicano”, 2000Agro, Revista Industrial del Campo, 10 January 2013.

10. Jean Robert, “Guerra a la subsistencia,” Biodiversidad, sustento y culturas 75, January 2013.
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42 years of the war on poverty in Mexico

A recent study by the Centro de Andlisis Multidisciplinario (CAM) at the Universidad Nacional Auténoma
de México finds that “The federal and state governments invested 36,366,541 pesos for each poor person in
this country during the last 42 years, but instead of poverty going down, it increased 58.2% during the same
period, according to the antipoverty budgets allocated by the three levels of government.”

The CAM maintains that “government spending on this item increased 96.1% between 1970 and 2012.
The number of poor people increased from 31.45 million to 54 million during the same period,” according to
governmental sources. “Spending has been continual and it has not solved the problem.” While 50 billion
pesos were spent in the 1970s, that figure rose to nearly 900 billion pesos under Felipe Calderdn [the previous
president], says the report. The conclusion is that most of the antipoverty budget is absorbed by the bureau-
cracy that administers the programs.

For the CAM, “the current government of President Pefa Nieto, with its so-called Pact for Mexico, is once
again showing that it is more interested in image than substance.” The CAM warns that antipoverty and anti-
hunger resources will equal the money spent in the last 42 years.!
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1. Susana Gonzalez, “Absorbe burocracia recursos para el combate a la pobreza,” La Jornada, 7 April 2013, 24.
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GRAIN is a small international non-profit organisation that works to support
small farmers and social movements in their struggles for community-con-
trolled and biodiversity-based food systems. GRAIN produces several reports
each year. They are substantial research documents, providing indepth back-
ground information and analysis on a give topic.

GRAIN would like to thank various friends and colleagues who commented
on or helped knock this report into shape.

The complete collection of GRAIN reports can be found on our website at:
http://www.grain.org/article/categories/14-reports
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