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Tom Vilsack is the US Agriculture Secretary. In an attempt to support giant agritech and
food corporations’  aims to eliminate all  ‘unnecessary’  barriers to trade and investment
between the US and EU via the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP),
 Vilsack has stated in public that he wants “sound science” to underpin any rules governing
food trade. On a visit to Brussels last month, he came out with the following statement:

“Science is a common language… we will be working towards making sure that
whatever agreements are reached, they are consistent with sound science.”

However,  it  seems he is  very  selective  in  applying “sound science” to  certain  issues.
Consumer rights groups in the US are pushing for the labelling of GMO foods, but Vilsack
says  that  putting  a  label  on  a  foodstuff  containing  a  genetically  modified  product  “risks
sending a wrong impression that this was a safety issue.” It is highly convenient to parrot
the slick PR claims of the powerful GMO biotech industry. Science does in fact show that
GMOs are indeed a big safety issue and what’s more are also having grave environmental,
social and economic consequences [eg, 1,2,3,4].

By not wanting to respond to widespread consumer demands to know what they are eating
and risk “sending a wrong impression,” Vislack is trying to prevent proper debate about
issues  that  corporate  backers  would  find  unpalatable:  profits  would  collapse  if  consumers
had the choice to reject the poisons being force-fed them.

Andy Stirling, Professor of Science and Technology Policy at Sussex University says:

“The main reason some multinationals prefer GM technologies over the many
alternatives  is  that  GM  offers  more  lucrative  ways  to  control  intellectual
property and global supply chains. To sideline open discussion of these issues,
related interests are now trying to deny the many uncertainties and suppress
scientific  diversity.  This  undermines  democratic  debate  –  and  science  itself.”
[2]

Coming from the GMO biotech industry,  or  its  political  mouthpieces,  the  term “sound
science” rings extremely hollow. The industry conceals the data produced by its research
under  the  guise  of  ‘commercial  confidentiality’  [5],  while  independent  research  highlights
the very serious dangers of its products [6,7]. It has also engaged in fakery [8], bribery [9]
and intimidation [10] as well as the the distortion [11] and censorship of science [12]. If
“sound science” is to be held in such high regard, why resort to these methods?
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The answer is because the GMO biotech industry cannot deal with science when it really is
‘sound’ and would not win any debate that is genuinely scientific, least of all because there
is  no  scientific  consensus  in  favour  of  GMOs,  despite  the  pro-GMO  lobby  often  claiming
otherwise.

The notion of “sound science” thus becomes hijacked to form part of a corporate agenda.
Science writer Colin Macilwain says:

“The term ‘sound science’  has become Orwellian double-speak for  various
forms of pro-business spin.” [13]

While there are demands for  strong rules for  confidentiality  of  business information within
the TTIP,  biotech,  pesticide and food lobbies have made their  opposition known to an
initiative by the European Food and Safety Agency to facilitate public access to data from
safety studies done by the industry [14]. The public has for too long been kept in the dark
about industry-backed ‘science’ that has been used to gain regulatory approvals to get its
products onto the commercial market.

Corporate Europe Observatory (CEO) points out on its website:

“Tom Vilsack’s very reasonable-sounding “sound science” talking point is a
catch-phrase rooted in the US food industry’s opposition to Europe’s more
cautious, risk-averse approach to regulating the food supply chain. The key
concept is the ‘precautionary principle’, which Europe applies in developing
regulations, but the US does not apply. This principle holds that where the
possibility  of  a  harmful  effect  exists,  risk  management  strategies  may  be
adopted. The US views the use of the ‘precautionary principle’ as a basis for
scientifically unjustified barriers to trade.” (paraphrased) [14]

As CEO argues, when US farm lobbyists push for “sound science” as the basis for food
supply trade rules, what they mean by this term is that they want Europe to eliminate all
restrictions on imports of food from the US and to adopt a US-style food supply regulatory
regime, stripped of the precautionary principle. US corporations want to make it difficult for
European consumers to identify whether what they’re eating is food that was produced
using health-damaging practices  EU consumers  are  against,  like  GMO maize,  chlorine-
washed chicken and meat from animals treated with growth hormone.

The food and agriculture trade provisions of TTIP will affect almost everyone in Europe. We
can only hope that proper precautionary measures are made more robust and science which
is genuinely sound prevails.
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