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BRUSSELS - The European Union is, according to this story, playing for time
over a US threat to protest to the World Trade Organization (WTO) over
Brussels' de facto moratorium on genetically modified foods.
US Trade Representative Robert Zoellick was cited as saying last week that
he he wants to file a case at the WTO, calling the EU's ban on genetically
modified organisms (GMOs) "immoral" and "Luddite."
Arancha Gonzalez, spokeswoman for EU Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy, was
quoted as saying, "We are going to wait to see if the Americans actually
take action, and to see what arguments they use. If the argument used, as
Mr. Zoellick suggested, is to use the pretext of the recent refusal by
African countries to accept American food aid containing GMOs, Washington
has no chance of winning, because it has nothing to do with this refusal."
The story says that the US contends that the ban, applied since 1999 by
seven EU states -- France, Italy, Belgium, Greece, Denmark, Luxembourg and
Austria -- harms its exports of maize, cotton and soya.
Taking the GMO issue to the WTO would open a new front in its trans-Atlantic
trade war with Europe, which already includes disputes over steel and
agricultural produce.  Zoellick specifically linked the threat to a refusal
by Zambia last November to accept US aid of 15,000 tonnes of genetically
modified maize despite the threat of famine in the African country.
Dan Leskien, an advisor to the Green Party in the European parliament, was
quoted as saying, "If the United States bring a case, Europe will probably
lose," but that Washington would probably not take action "because the
process is very long and the embargo could be lifted in the meantime. It is
not in their interest to give the impression that they are forcing very
reluctant European citizens to eat GMOs."
The European Commission meanwhile hopes the moratorium will be lifted by the
end of 2003. EU ministers adopted rules at the end of 2002 on labelling of
GMOs, opening the way for a lifting of the ban.
The story explains that the ministers agreed to a compromise under which
food or animal feed containing more than 0.9 percent of genetically altered
ingredients will be automatically labelled.  But the decisions have to be
approved by the European parliament, where opposition remains fierce in some
quarters.
Green Euro-lawmaker Paul Lannoye, a member of the parliament's environment
and development committee, was quoted as saying that "the threshold of 0.9
percent is not enough" to protect consumers.
The countries applying the ban have linked it to the labelling issue. French
Ecology Minister Roselyne Bachelot said last month that the embargo could be
lifted in "about a year," but warned that "precautions" should be taken.

