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Background

The Monsanto Bt corn bears patent code MON 810. 

Field testing of Bt Corn

The field tests passed the approval of the National Committee on Biosafety of the Philippines (NCBP), the government body that authorizes the test and release of GMOs and potentially harmful exotic species in the country.

On 15 December 1999, the first Bt corn field trial in the country was done under the research station of Agroseeds, the seed division of Monsanto, located in Brgy. Lagao, General Santos City. 

The field tests were initiated with the assistance of the Institute of Plant Breeding (IPB) of the University of the Philippines in Los Baños, Laguna.

Council Resolution

Despite the formal opposition of barangay officials expressed in Barangay Resolution No. 99-26 (A Resolution Expressing the Grave Concern over the Processing of the Application of Cargill Philippines for the Field Release of Genetically Engineered Corn in Brgy. Lagao, General Santos City), Monsanto proceeded with the field testing of Bt Corn

Opposition to Field Tests

Harvest of the said trial crop took place on 18 March 2000. In the interim, opposition intensified even within the NCBP. 

Various resolutions coming from the barangay and the city government were passed to stop the field tests. But they were overtaken by events as no solution was reached before the crop was harvested. 

Isabela Case

The same is the case in Ilagan, Isabela.  Despite a provincial ordinance that prohibits field-testing, Monsanto bullied its way in the province and pushed through with its field-testing in the villages of Carulay, Echague, Villaluna, Cauayan and Alinguigan II.

Allegedly, Monsanto has toured, wined and dined some village officials in plush hotels in order to get their approval.

BPI Approval of Yieldgard

Last December 4, 2002, the Bureau of Plant Industry of the Department of Agriculture (DA), recommended the first-ever commercial propagation of a genetically modified (GM) crop in the Philippines, the Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) corn product “Yieldgard” of Monsanto, a transnational seed and biotechnology company based in the United States.

Calls for a Moratorium

The commercial release was approved despite strong opposition from different sectors including farmers, consumers, scientists, religious groups and environmentalists.

Pastoral statements calling for a moratorium on GMO from various Philippine Bishops particularly in the Dioceses of Jaro, Ilagan and Marbel did not deter the field testing and commercial release of Bt corn.

The Evaluation Process

The evaluation process is shrouded by charges that the government based its recommendations mainly on data supplied by Monsanto, totally ignoring many scientific evidences showing that Bt corn may in fact trigger a variety of environmental food and health hazards.

A Question of Transparency 

Persisting questions on the impartiality and transparency of the evaluation process and the mounting opposition from the public has convinced 3 House Representatives to file a resolution pushing for a congressional investigation.

Monsanto and the BPI refused to divulge details of the evaluation invoking the confidential business information clauses keeping the inquiring public at bay.

TNC Pressure

The government is also being accused of bowing to pressure from transnational agro-seed and chemical giants like Monsanto at a time when tighter regulations on GMO are being implemented elsewhere in the world.

The Philippine Catholic Church

The Catholic Church through the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines (CBCP) called for a moratorium on the commercialization of Bt Corn in a letter submitted to the President of the Philippines.

Several of its Dioceses have actively campaigned with groups like SEARICE, AGMAIS, Greenpeace and SIBAT since Bt corn has been on its field testing stages.

Its Social Action Arm, the National Secretariat for Social Action Justice and Peace (NASSA) met with the President last 23 January 2003 and reiterated among other concerns the appeal of the church for a moratorium on Yieldgard’s commercial release.

NASSA also requested the Department of Agriculture and BPI the results and grounds for the approval of the commercialization in the oversight committee formed after the meeting with the President.

Reiterating its “No to GMO” stand, NASSA in one of its LIYAB Alert Bulletins said  “In the remotest possibility that agricultural biotechnology has been perfected… it would not still improve the plight of the farmers.”

 “Agricultural biotechnology does not offer solutions to the problems of agricultural retardation because laws governing this scientific development are designed to benefit rich countries and their agrochemical corporations and will further disenfranchise small farmers in poor countries.”

Pope John Paul II

This coincides with the 2002 Lenten message of Pope John Paul II wherein his  Holiness stresses the sacredness of life in the face of challenges posed by biotechnology. He reminds that, “Life… is a gift… [that] can never be regarded as a possession or as private property.”

GMA on GMOs

NASSA is also part of the Joint Oversight Committee (JOC) that was formed during an audience with President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo.  The Joint Oversight Committee (JOC) composed of representatives from the Church (NASSA ExeCom) and government (Presidential Cabinet Officials) aims to provide a venue to ventilate issues from the ground to the Cabinet level.

The JOC provided a venue for NASSA to appeal to the President and reiterate the Church’s call for a moratorium on the commercial release of Bt corn and mandatory labeling on all GMO products in the market.

Despite NASSA’s efforts in soliciting government support, the President still endorsed GMOs.

Upon the President’s return from an audience with Pope John Paul II, the Office of the Press Secretary released in a statement that the President has assured his Holiness that her administration “would take steps to guarantee that only genetically modified fruits and  vegetables safe for human consumption are sold and produced in the Philippines.”

The statement also said that “the President stressed the importance of Vatican's support for the use of GMO, particularly for a Catholic-dominated country like the Philippines…what the Vatican strongly objects to, when it comes to genetic modification, is the human cloning.”

Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace

NASSA has also registered its strong opposition and voiced its concern regarding reports that the Pontifical Council on Justice and Peace (PCJP) or any council of the Vatican will give its endorsement on GMOs.

In its letters to Cardinal Renato Rafaelle Martino, President of the PCJP, CBCP-NASSA through its Chairman, Bishop Dinualdo Gutierrez has expressed its position and provided the council with information on GMOs

NASSA’s Response – Four major action agenda

1.
Education and Research


-
Conduct regular training and other capability building activities on sustainable agriculture


-
Document DSAC experiences and BEC/grassroots level on SA programs. Produce manuals and publications to be disseminated in the DSACs.


-
Create a pool of resources or experts on sustainable agriculture.


-
Develop a system of exchange of information and technology with partner BECs and grassroots organizations.


-
Develop farmer-led research like trial farms espoused by peasant organizations.


-
Identify national research policy priorities on sustainable agriculture.

2.
Sustainable Agriculture Projects


-
For the year 2003, the SA program has supported 24 sustainable agriculture and rural development initiatives.


-
Of the 24, 14 (58%) were implemented by Church-based organizations and 10 (42%) by NGOs/Pos.


-
The 622 households benefiting from the program were comprised of 2,411 women an 2,396 men farmers.


-
In Luzon, there were eight (33%), four (17%) in the Visayas, and 12 (50%) in Mindanao. Financial support for these programs was sourced from APHD with a total commitment of PHP21M.

3.
Advocacy and Campaigns: Farmers’ Day Celebration

-
The Farmers’ Day is a celebration of    CBCP-NASSA and the Sustainable Agriculture Network to give recognition to the farmers’ important contribution to national development.  

-
It is to be held annually every 15 May, the feast day of St. Isidore, patron saint of the farmers.

-
The 2nd Farmers’ Day Celebration this year focused on Bt corn as its main issue for campaign.

-
Among others, the Farmers’ Day Celebration seeks for the following responses:



-
Set-up support systems for farmers’ life enhancement from 
poverty by having a second 
collection on the mass of May 15 or the Sunday nearest it with the collection going to the Social Action Center for use in the programs for the empowerment of the farmers;



-
Encourage members of the clergy to set up dialogues with the farmers in their community so as to understand their needs and extend whatever resources available;



-
Promote among parishioners (especially the farmers and land-owners) sustainable agriculture and/or environment-friendly practices such as organic farming and diversified and integrated systems, as well as support organic and other products produced by the farmers in their community.

4.
Linkage and Networking

a.
Sustainable Agriculture Network


-
The Sustainable Agriculture Network (SA Network) is the organizational arm of the Social Action Network (SAN) on sustainable agriculture.


-
32 DSACs, 12 people’s organizations and 8 non-government organizations comprise the SA Network.

b.
“Paglaum” Covenant


-
The SA Network committed themselves during its 1st General Assembly to the spirit of the Paglaum Covenant. 


-
Named after the Bisaya term for hope, Paglaum Covenant contains the SA Network’s analysis of the current condition of the agriculture sector and serves as the group’s platform for its campaign


-
The covenant has the following declarations: 



-
No to GMOs 



-
No to Rice tarrification



-
No to the DAs hybrid program



-
No to Farmers-as-Importers program.  



Instead, the covenant calls for mandatory labeling of GMO products and the promotion of Sustainable Agriculture.

c.
National, Regional and International   Partners


-
NASSA aligned itself with partner groups on the issue of GMOs.  At the National level, it has formed an alliance with the No to GMOs Phils. and PABINHI Pilipinas.


-
At the regional level, it has continued its partnership with the APHD and Caritas Asia.  Going global, NASSA also engage with the Ecumenical Group on GMOs and Caritas Internationalis.
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