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8 how it works in practice: influencing EU policy

 
The outcome of the mid-term review 
In April 2007, the Commission issued its proposals for the Biotech Strategy Review which were accepted by EU 
Competitiveness Ministers50. Whilst acknowledging the poor performance of the GM crop sector and its widespread 
public opposition, the mid term review towed the industry line and called for increased financial and political support 
for biotechnology applications - including for GM crops. Some of the main points of the Review were: 
 
a) GMOs are Green: The review promotes the ‘green’ potential of GMOs. It claims that GMOs can reduce pesticide 
use and that they will be used for agrofuels. This completely bypasses all the controversy on whether herbicide-
resistant crops do in fact reduce chemical inputs and whether agrofuels are sustainable or not. 
 
b) The EU will have more GMOs including GM biofuels on the market in years to come: The Review notes that the 
industry had applied to approve a further 40 GMOs in Europe, including for cultivation, and notes that “GM 
technology is likely to have in the future more application in the field of industrial processes. For example, sectors 
such as the production of biofuels or paper will have an interest in higher yielding plants”.  
 
c) The debate on GMOs should continue, but as long as this doesn’t stop them being approved for the EU market: 
“There is a strong need for an assessment of the benefits and risks of the use of genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs) in all sectors, taking into account their environmental and health effects as well as their acceptance in EU 
society. However, the approval of GMOs should continue to be based on a case by case risk analysis”. 
 
d) Strict laws, but not too strict: “Improve the implementation of the legislation and its impact on competitiveness. 
The EU has probably the most developed, and sometimes most stringent, legal framework on life sciences and 
biotechnology. Nonetheless, stringent rules should not hinder competitiveness and innovation”. 
 
e) The public would support GMOs if they were…organic? The Review refers to public opposition to GM crops, and 
that the uptake of any technology needs public support. It bases its analysis of public opinion on the most recent 
EU opinion poll dating from 2005 when European’s were asked about their views on biotechnology51. On possible 
acceptance of GM foods, the Review chooses to quote from the opinion poll: “It should be noted that 50% or more 
say they would buy GM food if it were healthier, if it were to contain less pesticide residues, or if were to be more 
environmentally friendly.” It should be pointed out to the European Commission, Ministers in charge of 
competitiveness, and their friends in the biotech industry lobby that this kind of food exists already: organic food. 
 
Industry response to the Review 
Unsurprisingly, EuropaBio welcomed the mid-term Review, particularly commenting on the increased financing and 
the “better regulation” initiatives. They attacked those Member States who raise scientific objections and listen to 
public opposition to GMOs and thus do not support market approvals calling on them to implement the strategy 
“without a biased pick and choose approach”52.  
 
At EuropaBio ’s annual Open Day in June 2007, a panel discussion was held on the mid term review and its 
outcomes. In the discussion, the facilitator announced that Commissioners Mandelson, Verheugen and Potocnik 
were all “gung-ho” in favour of biotechnology including GM crops53. The European Commission’s policy officer, who 
coordinated the Review process and paper, and was one of the panellists, promoted the Review to EuropaBio 
members and the press as a “refocused action plan to promote the sector”. 
 
EuropaBio and the European Commission are now working together to implement the revised strategy.  
 

                                            
50 http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/07/130&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=fr 
51 http://www.ec.europa.eu/research/press/2006/pdf/pr1906_eb_64_3_final_report-may2006_en.pdf 
52 http://www.europabio.org/eu_strategy.htm 
53 http://www.biolifetv.com/?page=video&video_id=81 
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B u i l d i n g  m y t h s  

9 building myths 

 
The biotech industry has a history of building myths for why we need GM foods or crops. In the late 1990’s it 
promoted biotechnology as a way to feed the world and in more recent years it has argued that we need GM foods 
to make the EU economy competitive. As each of these arguments fail to stand the test of time the industry starts 
concocting its next public relations and political push.  
 
Myth I: Why GMOs are needed to save our farm animals 
 
Currently the industry is building political momentum to speed up the approval process for new GM animal feeds. 
Its argument is that GM feeds are being authorised and grown in the United States but because they are not 
approved in the EU then this disrupts trade leading to a shortage of animal feed. According to EuropaBio the 
solution is to speed up the approvals process in the EU and to allow low levels of GM contamination from products 
not approved in the EU. 
 
Whether by coincidence or not, whilst the industry pushed to speed up approvals, DG Agriculture in the European 
Commission published an internal report about the effects of the non-approval of GM feeds on trade and the 
livestock sector 54. The report acknowledged that for crops such as maize there would be no economic impact if 
Europe did not approve all GM varieties being grown in the US. For soy, which is imported on a larger scale than 
maize, the Commission report drew up various scenarios and unsurprisingly emphasised the worse case possible. 
Interestingly, the conclusions of the Commission report followed closely that of the industry’s position and raised the 
issue of speeding up approvals and dealing with contamination incidents. A few weeks after its publication 
EuropaBio together with the feed and cereal lobby groups publicised their report calling for the same actions. 
 
If the issues were not so serious, the industry’s arguments would be laughable; that if the EU does not approve 
GM feeds more quickly, there will be a shortage of animal feed and “the ability of the EU livestock producers to 
feed their animals and hence the welfare of these animals is at stake, and would result in a dramatic reduction of 
the livestock population in the EU“55. EuropaBio was also quoted in a journal as saying that if a solution is not 
found “European farmer will be forced into wholesale slaughter of their livestock rather than have the animals 
starve…”56.  
 
In addition to this scare-mongering Europabio’s claims that there will be a significant number of job losses and an 
increase to the price consumers have to pay for meat products. To give the issue a bit more urgency EuropaBio 
called the DG Agriculture report a “time bomb”. The feed industry accused the EU of “strangling” and “crippling” the 
EU’s livestock industry57.  
 
However, the DG Agriculture report focussed on the worse-case scenario that all major soy exporters move to 
growing varieties not approved in the EU. Considering the size of the European market, it could be strongly argued 
that this is very unlikely to happen. Instead the EU could put pressure on those countries and companies exporting 
animal feed to maintain non-GM supplies.  
 
In addition, the industry’s arguments overly-simplify the real market situation and the competitiveness of the 
constantly changing commodity markets, including soy. For example, US exports to the EU have been declining for 
over 10 years not because of a lack of GMO approvals in the EU but, according to the Commission, because of “a 
decline of competitiveness of US agriculture on the global market…”58. 
 

                                            
54

 http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/envir/gmo/economic_impactGMOs_en.pdf 
55

 http://www.europabio.org/articles/Final%20Low%20Level%20Presence%20Reference%20and%20Key%20messages.pdf 
56

 Nature Biotechnology 25, 1065 - 1066 (2007) 
57

 http://www.fefac.org/file.pdf?FileID=9000 
58 http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/06/61&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en 
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9 building myths 

 
Interestingly, during a meeting between the US Government and the EU in February 2007, the US put pressure on 
the EU on a number of GMO issues, including the speed of the approvals process59. However, it was noted that 
the main products of economic interest for the US was in maize (including seeds), cotton and sugar bee. No 
mention of soy and the ticking time bomb were recorded60. 
 
The industry’s push, whilst not having an affect yet in policy terms, has been successful in raising the profile and 
political momentum of the latest myth within the Commission. The Agriculture Commissioner, Mariann Fischer Boel, 
stated in a speech that the industry’s problem was on her “radar”, and incidentally also questioned the time taken 
to approve GM feeds 61. Trade Commissioner Peter Mandelson went further and talked in June about “hungry cows 
and struggling farmers” 62. 
 
This support from various Commissioners is no coincidence. EuropaBio’s position paper with the feed and cereal 
industry was planned to be sent to Commissioners well in time for their speeches and a workshop was organised 
in April aimed at the same Commissioners, Cabinets and member states. The guest speaker for the workshop was 
Trade Commissioner Peter Mandelson’s responsible Cabinet member63. 
 
This example highlights the influence industry has over the Commission’s agenda, from raising an issue, briefing 
officials and eventually creating a problem that the Commission urgently needs to address.  
 
Myth II: Why we need GMOs to make agrofuels 
The biotech industry has made no secret of its close relationship with the Commission to influence policy towards 
increasing the use of agrofuels (also known as biofuels). EuropaBio’s secretary general Johan Vanhemelrijck went 
as far to state that, "We have worked hard to establish excellent working relations with the Commission and our 
close involvement with the new Biofuels Technology Platform is one of the fruits of this”64. 
 
The Commission’s Biofuels Technology Platform aims to provide and implement a common European vision and 
strategy for the production of biofuels. Many of EuropaBio ’s members are involved in the Technology Platform 
which itself was proposed and developed by a former Commission High Level advisory council that itself involved 
EuropaBio65. The working group recommended that up to 25 per cent of transport fuels should be met by agrofuels 
by 203066. Not surprisingly the working group also recommended the use of biotechnology to reach that target. 
 
EuropaBio has also brought together several technology platforms, industry, the European Commission and the 
European Investment Bank for their “Lead Market Initiative” which is aimed at getting new technologies and 
products on the market as quickly as possible67. 
 
The issues surrounding the use of crops or trees to produce liquid fuels are complex and unravelling quickly. Rising 
food prices have been blamed on the increase in demand for agrofuels and there are serious concerns about 
destroying forests and other important ecosystems to expand the amount of agricultural land available to grow both 
food and fuel. It is also questionable whether the majority of crops used for agrofuel production actually reduce 
greenhouse gases, especially when the conversion of habitats into crop land – and the subsequent loss of valuable 
carbon sinks – is taken into account. 

                                            
59 http://www.foeeurope.org/press/2007/May30_HH_EU_US_docs.htm 
60 http://www.foeeurope.org/GMOs/2007/Annex2_EC_US_WTO_dispute_meeting.pdf 
61 Speech/07/282 Mariann Fischer Boel Prospects for the EU grain and oilseeds sectors Conference by COCERAL European Grain and Oilseed Convention 
Brussels, 4th May 2007 
62 Speech by Peter Mandelson, at the European Biotechnology Info Day Bavarian Representation, Brussels, 14 June 2007 
63 http://www.europabio.org/EBioNews/issue_21.htm 
64 http://www.europabio.be/articles/PR_BioFuelsTP_060608.doc 
65 Biofuels Research Advisory Council (BIOFRAC)  
66 http://www.biofuelstp.eu/downloads/2061rep.pdf 
67 EuropaBio 2007 Annual review, see also http://errma.com/images/Engl_1_1_._ERRMA_Vortrag_Wittmeyer.doc 
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9 building myths 

 
Whilst this debate continues the biotech industry appears to be building the next myth – that we need GM 
technology to save the world from climate change. In its position paper published in June 2007, EuropaBio states 
that biotechnology is an essential technology to produce biofuel and also claims that “Biotechnology is today one of 
the most effective and innovative tools we have to attain European targets for biofuel use, while reducing adverse 
environmental impacts of transport, and limiting the impact of the increased cultivated land”. It claims this can be 
done by increasing crop and biomass yields, growing energy crops in “marginal” conditions, developing micro-
organisms and enzymes to convert cellulose and convert agricultural wastes (so-called ‘second generation’ 
agrofuels technology). However, GM technology has to date failed to deliver on any of those claims68 and the 
current use of GM crops for agrofuel production is a coincidence rather than anything else, with agrofuels providing 
a new market for GM products unwanted by the food industry. 
 
Bayer CropScience held a seminar on agrofuels which, on the subject of GM crops, concluded that “the use of new 
technology is vital to improve productivity” and it is “easier to sell a non-food GM product compared to a food 
product” 69. However no evidence is provided to show that GM technology has improved productivity and instead 
this statement reveals the industry’s PR strategy – to use the political and public concern over climate change, and 
the hype around ‘second generation’ agrofuels to promote its current generation of GM crops for food and feed.  
This PR spin is also being picked up in the press: 
 
“They [unnamed UK Government ministers] believe the public will now accept that the [GM] technology is vital to 
the development of higher-yield and hardier food for the world's increasing population and will help produce crops 
that can be used as biofuels in the fight against climate change“70. 
 
Considering the industry’s past public relations efforts to persuade the public to eat GM foods it is not unreasonable 
to now question this latest claim; that we need GM crops to save the world from climate change. However, the 
Commission, once again, seems to be taking the industry’s line:  
 
“It is estimated that the development of biofuels could create a significant number of new jobs throughout the EU 
and open new markets for agricultural products”. Biofuels are referred to in one of the 5 themes of the revised EU 
biotechnology strategy: “Biotechnology in the field of primary production and agro/food has a huge potential for 
development, in particular the replacement of chemical processes and fossil fuels.”71 
  
While the Commission proposes new mandatory targets for increasing the levels of agrofuels, others are becoming 
more sceptical about whether this can be done sustainably and if it will lead to a reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions. A report for the OECD Roundtable on Sustainable Development criticised the support given to 
agrofuels72 and the UN has also warned that agrofuels could at their worst result in concentration of ownership in 
agriculture that could “drive the world’s poorest farmers off their land and into deeper poverty”73. 

                                            
68 http://www.europabio.org/positions/Biofuels_EuropaBio%20position_Final.pdf 
69 http://www.bayercropscience.co.uk/pdfs/report%20of%20Fuel%20from%20our%20Food%20conference.pdf 
70 http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2007/sep/17/gmcrops.politicalnews1?gusrc=rss&feed=networkfront 
71 Commission staff working document, SEC(2007) 441, Brussels, 10.4.2007 
72 http://www.foeeurope.org/publications/2007/OECD_Biofuels_Cure_Worse_Than_Disease_Sept07.pdf 
73 http://esa.un.org/un-energy/pdf/susdev.Biofuels.FAO.pdf 
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C o n c l u s i o n s  

10 conclusions 

 
This report highlights the close working relationship between key parts of the European Commission and the 
biotechnology industry and questions whether this is in the public interest. 
 
This research is not a comprehensive blow-by-blow record of industry lobbying. It does however offer a brief 
insight into some of the workings of the biotech industry and how these seemingly influence EU policies. The report 
focuses mainly on the workings of EuropaBio, the most visible lobby group of the biotech industry and only touches 
on other pro-biotech lobby groups. It does not investigate the lobbying by individual biotech companies which one 
must presume is also happening.  
 
This report concludes that: 
 

• Important and powerful parts of the Commission have an extremely close working relationship with lobby 
groups such as EuropaBio, whereby officials up to the most senior level regularly meet with industry and 
cooperate on developing the EU’s biotech agenda. The relationship between the biotech industry and DG 
Research and DG Enterprise is particularly close, questioning whether this is any longer in the EU’s or 
public’s interest. These Directorates produce biased initiatives and policies that give priority to the GM 
industry over other more sustainable and economically successful sectors. 

 
• Industry has had privileged access and undue influence over key policy decisions such as the recent mid-

term review of the EU’s biotechnology strategy,  
 

• The GM industry has for 25 years benefited substantially from the EU’s research budget but has produced 
very little to benefit society or to solve any of its problems. The Commissions support is increasing with 
biotechnology in food and agriculture a key theme in the new 50 billion euro research programme, FP7.  

 
• There is increasing circumstantial evidence to suspect that some parts of the Commission are allowing 

industry to dictate policy, thereby overriding safety concerns, public opinion and due democratic processes. 
In particular, evidence suggests that the recent criticisms by the EU’s Agriculture and Trade Commissioners 
with regard to the EU’s approval process are closely linked to industry pushes to highlight these issues.  

 
• Attempts by the Environment Directorate of the Commission to take a precautionary approach to GMOs are 

inappropriately sidelined by pro-GM Directorates such as DG Research and DG Enterprise.  
 
These findings, whilst perhaps not overly surprising, are important in the wider context of the EU’s industrial and 
agricultural policies. The EU increasingly promotes a neo-liberal and high-tech farming agenda thus marginalizing 
other food and farming models that show higher potential, are better realised, maintain high public support and 
provide less risks to the environment or health. This agenda, currently known as the ‘Knowledge-Based Bio-
Economy’ (KBBE), has been developed in conjunction with the biotech industry, who would naturally also benefit 
from its implementation. 
 
Although biotechnology covers many different applications, the use of genetically modified crops and foods is 
promoted by the industry within the bio-economy agenda in an attempt to gather political support against a 
backdrop of widespread and deep consumer rejection. It is claimed that biotechnology, including GM crops and 
foods, will be a solution for society’s problems, notably that the sector will make the EU economically competitive, 
be good for the environment and feed the world.  
 
This report also reveals that Commission and industry are further aided in pro GM food policies by blatantly 
manipulated research by a so-called “independent” science arm of the Commission. The research agenda more 
generally is sold out to the agri-biotech corporate lobby, made obvious by meetings, supportive statements and 
industry friendly technology platforms from the Commission on one side, and on the other by industry’s own 
admissions of its focused and successful lobbying to get major support for agri-biotech in EU research 
programmes.
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10 conclusions 

 
The jobs argument has been sold very cleverly to become now the accepted truth in some political circles. Whilst 
there is of course nothing to criticise in creating jobs, evidence points to the opposite. However the political 
mindset is so bought by the biotechnology idea there is no political space currently for such counter-arguments 
despite industry’s own evidence pointing to the poor performance of the GM crop sector. 
 
It should also be noted that EuropaBio presents itself as representing 1800 small and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
However the GM food and crops sector is dominated by 6 large multinationals, and it is these corporations’ 
interests and the concentration of the seed, chemicals and GM markets, that are being pushed within the 
Commission-industry relationship. 
 
European citizens should feel confident that the EU decision-making process is transparent and does not allow 
industry sectors such as the biotech industry privileged access to push through genetically modified foods. The role 
of lobbyists and the power of corporations is increasingly coming under the spotlight. Building public confidence in 
the European institutions and decisions made can best be built by making lobbying more transparent and curbing 
the access industry has to EU policy.  
 
Recommendations: 
 
1. Legislation to reign in the power of corporate lobbying which must include: 

• A mandatory system of electronic registration that introduces mandatory reporting for all lobbyists with a 
significant annual lobbying budget and enforceable ethics rules for lobbyists 

• Recording of formal and informal meetings between Commission officials and lobbyists and logging of 
correspondence, so that it becomes clear who is attempting to shape which policies  

• Making public composition of all expert groups advising the Commission, for example of all Advisory 
Groups covering food and agriculture  

• The termination of cases of privileged access and undue influence granted to corporate lobbyists, for 
example joint task forces in which corporate interests dominate and the privileged status accorded to 
business lobby groups like EuropaBio  

 
2. The EU Biotech Strategy should be revised to acknowledge the failure of GM food and crops 

• The EU should segment the different biotechnology sectors (green, white, red) and assess each one 
according to its strengths and weaknesses. This should also be done in other policy and legislative 
processes. 

• The views of EU citizens, policies of major retailers, and the right to GM-free food and farming must be 
unconditionally respected. The EU strategy must acknowledge that EU citizens have now been consistently 
opposed to genetically modified food and crops for ten years. 

• Based on the evidence from research, including government and industry figures, EU biotech strategy must 
acknowledge the failure of genetically modified food and crops and therefore exclude this sector when 
fixing new targets 

• The European Commission should carry out a policy-specific audit of EU agri-biotechnology policies and 
research funding 

 
3. EU research priorities and funding should focus on ecologically compatible farming schemes. 

• The EU’s seventh research programme (FP7) should de-prioritise its theme on “biotechnology and food”.  
• Future research priorities, including under FP7, on competitive agriculture and food sectors should increase 

focus on the potential, and challenges, shown by agri-environmental sectors, including organic farming.  
• Greater priority should be given to DG Research “Science in society” initiatives 
• A Technology Platform on organic farming should be funded by the European Commission 
• EU funding under FP7 should be made available to develop an EU research project on the socio-economic 

impacts of agri-environmental farming in EU member states. Such a study should include stakeholder 
participation from the very beginning of the study and should be carried out by an independent body, such 
as the European Environment Agency. 
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for the planet ׀ for the people ׀ for the future 

“By keeping Europe at the cutting edge of biotechnology research, we will also contribute to the more 
general goals of creating more highly-qualified and well-paid jobs, boost economic growth and improve our 
terms-of-trade.” 
Günter Verheugen, European Commission Vice President, Press release, 2005 
 
“Statistics on biotechnology employment cannot be obtained from official sources […] because standardised 
data collection is not available for this industry that stretches across several industrial sectors. Some data 
is available, but mainly categorised in employment per Member State, not per biotechnology sector (white, 
green and red), which is a less than precise definition.”  
Günter Verheugen, European Commission Vice President, written response to parliamentary question, 
2006 




