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> The following is the first in a three-part commentary series for AgBioView

> by trade and biotechnology expert Mark Monsour:

> "Since the silly season is upon us, and the biotech debate seems, against

> all

> odds, to be deteriorating even further past the point all of us thought it

> had no

> place to go but up, here are some random thoughts and recommendations to

> some of the chief protagonists in one of the truly sterile debates and

> wretched

> public policy psychodramas of the young century. These appear in no

> particular

> order.

> Needless to say, feedback, criticism, objections, outrage and thoughtful

> debate are not only welcomed, but are the objective of this effort.

> Part I:    You Who Are Being Fried, We Salute You, And Offer Some Advice

> To:    The Biotechnology Industry

> The good news is, you are on the cusp of some of the most inspiring and

far

> reaching technological developments in human history. The bad news is

that,

> because you have failed to grasp the enormity of the opportunities and

> hazards that attend that other great miracle of our time, the information

> explosion, you stand to lose all.

> The activists grasped that in today's world, the one with the most

concise,

> passionate message gets first dibs on the public attention span, and given

> its short duration, that is all they ever needed. It would have helped had

> the benefits of biotechnology been spread sooner and with more passion.

The

> damage is done, but it doesn't have to be permanent.

> Here are some suggestions. First, whether it is fair or not, those who

deal

> with you on an ongoing basis have come to the unfortunate conclusion that

> you are, as a group, preternaturally clueless. Among you are geniuses of

the

> highest order, but industry as a collective is seen to be obtuse and

doomed

> to repeat the same mistakes forever. You must demonstrate to your

customers,

> and to their customers, that you get it.

> Certainly, the Prodigene soybean snafu of recent weeks is a serious

> potential setback. It can either serve as a wake up call, or it can be the

> first shot in a second, even more ruinous war. As an industry you are not

> taking the differences between novel food crops and pharmaceutical and/or

> industrial crops near seriously enough. That will have to change.  Friends

> of the Earth had a press release and a menu of recommendations ready for

> government before the other shoe fell, and press releases from major food

> trade associations looked to be identical to the one released by Friends

of

> the Earth. This is not an alliance that augurs well for the future.

> The biotech industry must become more effective at self-policing,

especially

> of non-food crops, and it must take vigorous action against its less

> conscientious and energetic members. It needs to ensure public confidence

in

> its partners--the US government and farmers-- is maintained. Lose that,

and

> the entire war is lost. A no holds barred, passionate, and honest dialogue

> with the world must begin, and soon.  View it as an investment in your

> future.

> Don't just spend your money on slick-but-nebulous TV ads. Shake loose the

> purse and spend a few dollars on your grass roots constituency ​credible,

> non-industry voices and activists. It is clear that people will listen to

> your message if it is sufficiently compelling. There is ample evidence

that

> a turnaround is possible. If you doubt it, see the plastics industry,

which

> engineered one of the most miraculous public relations turnarounds in

modern

> times. From being cast as a problem, they are now identified by many as

part

> of the solution. Certainly, they are not impervious to criticism, but they

> have been neatly supplanted in the public mind by other villains. To

> paraphrase the ancients, "Physicians, go forth and heal thyselves, and do

it

> pretty damned quickly."

> To:    The Food And Ingredients Industries:

> You got a raw deal. The promise of biotechnology was terrific, at least in

> theory, but the folks who sell you the goods were supposed to get out the

> good word, and you have bungled the job. Now, the hard work of America's

> farmers is floating on the high seas, in thin air, from one corner of the

> world to the other, and no one seems to have the slightest idea what to do

> about it. Worse, these tough decisions have to be made in the fog of war,

as

> it were, while activist groups and the media take daily potshots designed

to

> divorce you from your consumer.

> It stinks. Well, get used to it, because this is the future. This is the

> face of globalization in the twenty-first century. You view yourselves,

> quite rightly, as your consumers' friend. When industry bought into

> globalization, it bought into all of globalization's baggage. It received,

> through the advent of the WTO, the end of the Cold War, and the opening of

> previously closed markets, billions of new customers. As part of the

> bargain, it received exotic regulatory regimes in some of these states, as

> well as the burgeoning UN standard-setting offshoots. It also made

> particularly relentless enemies of activist groups, many of whom were

armed

> with a burning conviction that multinational industry was the root of all

> evil.

> All they needed was a compelling issue, and bad luck for all, they found

it

> in the form of Frankenfoods. The problem is that corporate America first

> underestimated, and is now overestimating the strength of the activists

and

> their message. Just as the opposition began to lose steam (and it most

> assuredly has), the food industry conveniently formed a circular firing

> squad, and shot at each other.

> This must end, for one reason alone, if none of the others are compelling.

> It won't work. "Greenpeace made us do it" will be more useful a defense in

> the supermarket aisle than it will be in court. The public will blame

> industry and regulators when it takes an eight-fold insert to sell a

package

> of candy which costs 15 or 20% more than it used to. The folks who started

> the mess will, like the puny little provocateur in the old television

> western bar fight, sneak out the swinging doors, cackling, while the

patrons

> of the bar punch and gouge each other with fists and broken bottles, until

> exhausted they flounder on the floor and beg for regulatory relief. The

fact

> that the inevitable day of reckoning was forced by the advent of

> biotechnology is interesting, from an academic perspective, but

> fundamentally irrelevant.

> It is now clear that the opponents have a variety of targets in mind, and

> they are emerging without filter or surcease. We are beset with lawsuits

> filed by fat children, at the behest of lawyers who made their bones on

> asbestos and tobacco. There will be more to come, as one global

organization

> after another lines up at the trough to hammer away at every innovation or

> product that stands the slightest chance of making money.  It is a death

> trap, for success only makes a potential target a bigger, better and more

> attractive target.

> Accommodation won't work because believers on the other side aren't

> interested in accommodation. If the issue goes away, so goes their

funding,

> so they either must keep the issue alive or find another issue.  What to

do,

> one asks? Strategies designed to placate patronize are doomed to failure

for

> the simple reason that no one, especially consumers, has a clue what

> consumers want. No one has ever asked them, in any commercially meaningful

> fashion, what they want. While the polls provide a glimpse, it is flawed.

> One wonders at the results of a real poll which asks consumers what they

> would like to see and pay for on a label. We got our sneak peek in Oregon

in

> November, and labeling was creamed.

> One wonders how much worse the "label it all² lobby will have it when a

> price tag is places on each of its labeling schemes. When that day comes,

> this debate will truly have earned the price of admission, but for now it

is

> more like watching Crossfire: entertaining in a crude fashion, but

> ultimately unsatisfying, much as eating the stuff that passes for health

> food in legions of stores that trumpet cardboard tasting matter as "GMO

> free². How ironic that industry's "placate them and they'll leave us

alone"

> strategy has only helped the organic industry by casting doubt on the

safety

> and benefit of biotech food.

> Ultimately the issue will transmute into a food fight over something that

> lies at the core of the food industry's existence: their ability to

> communicate with their customers in an open and honest fashion, without

> kibbitzers providing unnecessary and harmful cross talk. At that point,

when

> real money is at stake, the choice to either stand confidently behind

their

> products and reasoned and honest discourse, or to give away their

> trademarks, corporate good name, and viability will be made, and we will

> know far more than we know today about the face of globalization in coming

> decades.

> For better or worse, you are on the front lines. Since it is now clear

that

> you will have to stand and fight over something, and since the other side

> already has more plans in store for you, it might be advisable to make a

go

> of it on this issue, regain the moral high ground, and gird for the next

> attack. It certainly beats being killed by friendly fire in a circular

> firing squad, and it will be a far nobler fight."

> (Mark Mansour is an attorney with Keller and Heckman Llp in Washington DC

> and an expert on trade and biotechnology issues. This is the first of his

> three-part series commentary in AgBioView).

