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Don’t worry; it is safe to eat – 1st November
If anyone tells you that GM food is safe to eat they are lying. As we stand on the verge of GM commercialisation, Andy Rowell asks searching questions about GM food safety and the corporate control of our food chain.  He is a freelance writer and investigative journalist, whose book "Don't Worry It Is Safe to Eat - the True Story of GM food, BSE and Foot and Mouth", has just been published (Earthscan 2003).

What future for the Palestinian-Israeli conflict?  - 15th November
The conflict between Israel and the Palestinians is one of the most intractable of our time, has defied resolution and threatens to engulf the whole region.  No one seems to have found the solution, partly because of confusion over the basic facts obscured by decades of propaganda and mythology; and partly through fear of challenging Israel and the resulting accusations of anti-Semitism. Ghada Karmi, leading Palestinian activist and writer and Research Fellow at the Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies, University of Exeter, outlines her ideas on the solution to this conflict, drawing on her recent memoir, In Search of Fatima (Verso 2002).  

Annual conference 2003 Drowning in Debt: the credit bubble and global crisis – 6th December

In a behind-the-scenes analysis of global finance, Ann Pettifor, founder of Jubilee 2000 and Flemming Larsen, head of the IMF in Europe, will be among the speakers discussing the condition of the global economy, the problems of escalating debt among individuals, corporations and governments, and the failure of current financial policies to redistribute wealth.

At the French Institute, 17 Queensberry Place, London SW7 (near South Kensington Tube station), in the ground floor café, from 11.00 a.m. to 12.30 p.m.   We suggest you arrive 10 minutes beforehand.
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1. Collapse in Cancun
    Dave Timms, London
Developing countries have shattered EU plans to introduce rules on investment and competition 

“Petulant and uncooperative groups of developing countries threaten the future of multilateralism.” This, to paraphrase, is the way US Trade Representative Robert Zoellick chose to portray the breakdown of the World Trade Organisation’s fifth Ministerial Conference in Cancun (Sept 10-14). The fact that poor countries refused to give in to the usual arm-twisting and bribery tactics had clearly unsettled America’s top trade negotiator.
Two days of position-taking at the start of the conference saw the continuing rise to prominence of a new grouping of developing countries including Brazil, South Africa, India and China. The so-called Group of 20 (or G20) – which expanded to 23 during the conference – united to stand up to the EU and US on reform of agricultural subsidies and tariffs.
It was not just the larger developing countries sticking up for themselves. The least developed countries (LDCs), the African Union (AU) and the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) group achieved a degree of coordination never seen before amongst these countries across a range of issues.
Global panic room

However, what united the majority of developing countries across all these different groupings was opposition to the launch of negotiations to create new rules on investment, competition policy, transparency in government procurement and trade facilitation.
Despite strong developing country opposition, both before and at Cancun, the European Union (EU) – the major proponent of these issues - would not drop them. On the third day of the conference, an amended draft text was released including a proposal to launch a WTO investment agreement. The text simply did not reflect the views of developing countries and a series of passionate interventions at a late night meeting confirmed their anger at being ignored.
Panic started to set in and the now famous ‘green room’ process – where a small number of countries meet to thrash out a deal - was initiated. But the EU continued not to budge until the last minute. Only a few hours before the conference was due to finish on Sunday 14th September, the EU offered to drop three issues, including investment, but it was too little too late.
Some countries objected in principle to all four issues and others knew that accepting the EU’s ‘offer’ would likely entail having to let the EU off the hook on reforming its agricultural subsidies. The chair of the conference felt that agreement was still too far away and decided to call the conference to a close. Although there had been expectations that the conference would run on another day, at no time had an official decision been taken to do this. The EU was livid. 
‘Medieval’ negotiations

As in Seattle, Pascal Lamy, EU Trade Commissioner, labelled the negotiating process ‘medieval’. Yet the EU has actively opposed the creation of basic democratic rules and procedures to provide a well understood and agreed structure for the way the WTO Ministerial Conferences should be run. On September 14th 2003, the EU’s chickens came home to roost in a spectacular fashion.
So what have we ended up with out of this bizarre mess? Well, although new rights for multinationals in the WTO through a new investment agreement may have been fatally wounded or even killed off, they live on in the form of the infamous WTO services agreement (GATS).
We will probably never know the full story of exactly what happened in the final hours of the conference. What we do know is that the solidarity among developing countries in the WTO has changed the dynamics of world trade negotiations. If the post Cancun world is to look anything different from that following Doha then these alliances need to survive.
The other key test is whether rich countries have learnt any lessons from the collapse in Cancun. Just days after returning from Mexico, Patricia Hewitt, Secretary of State for Trade and Industry told the House of 

Commons that "WTO agreements on investment and competition are off the EU's agenda." 
While in itself a welcome statement, given the vocal opposition to these issues by an overwhelming majority of developing countries over a period of many years, why did it  take the collapse of talks for the Government to finally kick them into touch?
The Secretary of State's call for reform of the process of trade negotiations comes four years after her predecessor, Stephen Byers, called for 'radical and fundamental reform' of the WTO following the debacle in Seattle. We are waiting to see if this time things are going to be different.
Dave Timms works for the World Development Movement.

DAVE@wdm.org.uk
2. Whatever has become of international                                      development? 
           Maggie Black, Oxford

How the Marshall Plan concept has been distorted in the name of ‘international development’

The handful of historians who have analysed the ideas and practices covered by the phrase ‘international development’ agree that this idealistic concept was launched on the world by President Harry Truman. In his 1949 inaugural address, Truman declared that the benefits of scientific advance and technological progress must be made available for ‘underdeveloped areas’. 

‘What we envisage,’ he said, ‘is a program of development based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing.’ The 1947 US Marshall Plan for economic recovery in post-War Europe had been a great success, and he undoubtedly had something similar in mind for other distressed parts of the world. 

Marshall plan misnomer

The Marshall Plan analogy is a stayer. In the past year Oxfam, Tony Blair, and Bob Geldof have all called for a ‘Marshall Plan for Africa’. Journalists latched onto 

this idea, as did US commentators looking for precedents for President Bush’s conversion to an increase in overseas aid in March 2002. 

There are many reasons why the analogy is completely misplaced. These start with the fact that the Marshall Plan was to re-build Europe’s shattered infrastructure, not build one from scratch in places where a pre-industrial economy still prevailed. The Plan was primarily about extending US influence in places vulnerable to the virus of communism – which is why it received 1.2% of US annual GDP. It was a unilateral, decidedly not an international, programme.

George W. Bush’s sudden conversion to aid was inspired by 9/11 and the new need to quell the virus of terrorism. But no-one pretends that the US has looked to stop either communism or terrorism via its puny aid budget – not 1.2% but less than 0.12% of GDP a year. Development aid – even under a ‘security’ tag – never has and never will attract the resources of the Marshall Plan. 

It has never been based on ‘democratic fair dealing’; much has gone to such unappealing bulwarks against ideological viruses as Mobutu, Suharto, Pinochet, and Sharon. Aid – the ‘international’ component of ‘international development’ – has had merely a walk-on role in the evolving strategy of US hegemony. 

The widening income gap

Yet no-one could dispute that today’s destabilised world is in large part the product of ‘development’ failure. The vast gulf between the rich and the poor has grown dramatically wider since – moving on from Truman – President Kennedy made ‘international development’ the theme of his 1960 inaugural address. At that time the income gap between the one-fifth of the world population in the richest countries and the one-fifth in the poorest was 30:1, by 1990 it was 60:1, by 1997, 74:1. But ‘development’ was meant to reduce income inequality, not increase it.  

The World Bank estimates that 1.2 billion people in the world live on less than $1 a day, 2.8 billion on less than 

$2. These figures tend to be quoted as incidental to the march of development progress in once poor countries – China, Mexico, Ghana, Thailand – indicating that, with some tinkering, the mission is on track. How can that be so when the higher figure is nearly half the world’s population?

Current development pundits suggest that globalisation is riding to the rescue of millions of poor people. But any such idea is unfounded, as the World Bank discovered when it made the mistake of asking them in a large pre-millennial study, and found instead that they expressed anger, humiliation and despair. 

Infrastructure projects and the displaced poor

Globalisation has exacerbated extreme poverty and marginalisation. The statistics are testimony to the way in which many poor countries and many poor people in countries with rapidly growing economies have experienced development as destruction. 

Every year, 10 million people are displaced from their homes and resource base by large infrastructural projects. Millions of others are forced to migrate from progressively depleted agricultural land. These are invariably people without economic or political clout. Thus development reinforces the very poverty it was meant to dispel. 

This is not what many people imagine that the development mission is about, and – even though their primary interests were strategic and market driven – it does not live up to the idealism of its early protagonists either. Nor has it much to do with the visions of such post-colonial pacesetters as Nyerere of Tanzania, Nehru of India, or Paulo Freire of Brazil. One of the problems with the concept is that it is used by economists, humanitarians, social scientists, politicians, and aid industry specialists to mean so many different things that its currency has become debased. 

The ‘donor West’

In the end, the dominant construct supported by official development aid, even on the meagre scale that ODA is provided, is bound to be the liberal and free market model promoted by the ‘donor’ West. This finds favour 

with corporate and establishment allies in ‘recipient’ countries whose concern for the poor is negligible. 

Despite all the recent talk of using aid to target poverty more strategically, only 25% goes to the poorest countries, and around 15% on health and education services. 

So can organisations such as Oxfam or ActionAid on the one hand, and the World Bank and IMF on the other, have dialogues about ‘development’ and imagine they are discussing the same thing?

As the bitterness of exclusion deepens and fundamentalisms spread, there are serious questions to be asked about the development mission. This has been repeatedly re-launched over the decades since its forerunner, the Marshall Plan, was devised. It has accumulated many attributes since its scientific and technological inception: social and environmental concerns, equity and rights concerns. 

But the economic planners still rule supreme. And the reality is that actions taken at the international level to improve a poor nation’s balance sheet may ruin the livelihoods of those whose poverty justified them in the first place. The mission needs to be redeemed – and not by a Marshall Plan-type investment in corporate expansion. Until it is, ‘international development’ may actually end up contributing to an increasingly unstable world.     

Maggie Black is the author of ‘The No-Nonsense Guide to International Development’ (NI & Verso), 2002.  maggie@black.win-uk.ne
3.  Don't worry, it is safe to eat 

     Andy Rowell, Dartmoor

Parallels between the Kelly affair and the sacking of a leading GM expert

As the UK government continues to wriggle over weapons of mass destruction, accusations of sexing up dossiers and general spin, Tony Blair has argued that there is no greater charge against a prime minister than for him to have personally falsified claims on which to take a country to war. 

That may be so, but another grave charge would be personally ordering the sacking of a scientist who was
involved in some of the first independent tests on GM, especially if those tests showed evidence of harm, and also especially if the orders came from Monsanto, via the White House. This is what Dr. Arpad Pusztai, who first raised concerns about GM food, claims happened to him.


Pusztai has finally broken his silence surrounding his controversial sacking five years ago. It was back in 1998 that the Hungarian-born Pusztai was catapulted into a raging debate about the safety of GM foods, when he spoke on the World in Action TV programme. The controversy was to put him on a collision course with the UK and US governments, the biotech industry and the scientific establishment.


Threat to £75bn industry
Pusztai, who was based at the Rowett Research Institute in Aberdeen, was a senior scientist with some 35 years lab experience, 270 scientific papers and three books to his name. Like David Kelly he was the leading expert in his field, a world authority on lectins, plant proteins that are central to the GM controversy. 

"I obviously spoke out at a very sensitive time", he says "things were coming to a head with the GM debate and I just lit the fuse. I grew up under the Nazis and Communists and I understand that people are
frightened and not willing to jeopardise their future, but they just sold me down the river".

For the Blair government, Pusztai's comments were very sensitive as they threatened to derail the biotech industry, which is seen as one of the engine drivers for the New Labour revolution. The industry is predicted
to be worth £75 billion in Europe by 2005. 

The Prime Minister and key advisors are seen as pro-biotech. In Labour's first two years in power, GM firms met government officials and ministers over eighty times. The Science Minister, Lord Sainsbury, who
is new Labour's single largest donor, held shares in two biotech companies Diatech and Innotech, until they were placed in a blind trust on his appointment. 

Although he is not officially responsible for GM foods, it was Sainsbury who led the British delegation to the annual biotech conference, called Bio in Washington this summer. In the keynote address George W. Bush
said that GM food was safe and called European concerns over GM safety "unfounded and unscientific."  


Rare independence
In fact Pusztai's work remains some of the very few independent studies undertaken into GM food safety. But Pusztai was so worried by the preliminary results that he decided to go public. His interview was only
150 seconds, but it changed his life and that of his wife Susan, who also worked at the Rowett for 13 years, forever. 

Pusztai was suspended, silenced and threatened with losing his pension. Susan was eventually suspended too. Scientists and politicians alike vilified him. Both Pusztai and Susan need permanent medication now for high blood pressure.

In his TV interview Pusztai said that his rats had suffered growth retardation and an effect on the immune system. He added that he believed GM food could be made safe, but demanded tighter rules,
warning: "I find it's very unfair to use our fellow citizens as guinea pigs".

On the evening of the broadcast, the head of the Rowett Institute, Professor James, congratulated Pusztai on his TV appearance. The following morning a further press release from the Rowett backed Pusztai.

Yet within 48 hours, he was suspended and ordered to hand over all his data. His research team was  dispersed. His phone calls and e-mails were diverted. He read in a Rowett press release that his contract would not be renewed.



Blair phone calls

So why the sudden turnaround? In Orwellian fashion, the Rowett changed the reasons for Pusztai's dismissal. First they said he had muddled up his experiments talking about the wrong type of potato. Then it said the
experiments had not been done or were not even ready. None of this was true

So what did happen? Two phone calls, Pusztai says he was told, were put through to Philip James from the Prime Minister's office. One was 'around noon, the 

other was slightly earlier' on the Tuesday, the day
after his TV appearance. Pusztai was told this by two different employees at the Rowett. The Pusztais were also later told by someone at the Rowett, currently in a senior management position at the Institute, that Bill 

Clinton had phoned Blair and told him to sort out the problem.

"That was the beginning of all the trouble - Arpad was sacked as a consequence of what was said in those phone calls,” says a friend.  Other senior scientists were told about the phone calls. Dr. Stanley Ewen is a top pathologist from the University of Aberdeen who had worked with Pusztai for over a decade.  

Ewen confirms the Pusztais' stories, but was told by yet another senior member of the Rowett. "On Tuesday, Blair phoned the Rowett twice, although everybody denies it", Ewen says.

Another ex-employee from the Rowett is Professor Robert Ørskov OBE, who worked at the Rowett for 33 years, and is one of the UK's leading experts in ruminant nutrition. He too was told about the phone calls. "Clinton rang Blair and Blair rang James. There is no doubt that he was pushed by Blair to do something.'”


But Professor James is adamant the phone call never happened. “There is no way I talked to anybody in any circumstances” he says, “it's a complete pack of lies. I have never talked to Blair since the day of the opening of Parliament in 1997.”
Andrew Rowell is a freelance journalist and author of  ‘Don’t worry, it  is safe to eat’. (Earthscan 2003), of which this is an extract.  Andy@dirtrack.demon.co.uk
4. The war is not going well for Bush. 

Dave Riley, Australia

An interview with Tariq Ali

Riley: How would you contrast the Vietnam anti-war movement of the 1960s with the movement against the US war on Iraq today?

Ali: The anti-war movement of the 1960s was not simply an anti-war movement. It was also a movement 

that wanted victory for one side, that wanted the Vietnamese to win. So that gave it extra zest. People knew which side they were on. It was ultra-radical for that reason.  The anti-war movement that erupted before the Iraq war was certainly broader and much larger. You can put all the Vietnam demonstrations together and add them up and, globally, it was 100 times larger. But, this was not a movement supporting one side -- because no-one in the anti-war movement supported Saddam Hussein - it was rather a movement trying to stop a war that many people believed was completely unjustified.  And not just unjustified, but the reasons for it were kept completely hidden from public view by the US and British governments. It wasn't about weapons of mass destruction. It was about capturing an oil-producing country with a regime that was very hostile to Israel, which was giving money to the Palestinians. These were the reasons for that war - apart from being a way of showing just what imperial power is and what it can do.  People felt they were being lied to. They were not happy about this war. They felt it was irrational. That explains the size of the mobilisations. It brought out large numbers of people who were not usually political.

Riley: Does this indicate that, over the last 30 years, the "Vietnam syndrome" has remained a powerful force?

Ali: The reason why it is such a force is that the Vietnamese people inflicted a defeat on the US. Fifty-thousand US soldiers died in that war. The Americans could not maintain their hold on that country and were forced to withdraw as a result of the combination of Vietnamese military successes and the fact that the anti-war movement had spread into the US army itself. GIs opposed to the war organised large demonstrations of GIs outside the Pentagon and this scared the living daylights out of them.

Riley: How do you assess the receding of the anti-war movement in the period after the invasion of Iraq?

Ali: I think people really believed they could stop the war. And when they found they couldn't, it demoralised large numbers of them. Lots of people have said to me, "What's the point of demonstrating if it changes nothing". I tried to say nicely: "Look, they are going to make this war, and we need to be mobilising once the war starts and once it goes on". But lots of people felt that by demonstrating and by coming out in large numbers they would stop the war.

Riley: If people were saying that troops were withdrawn from Vietnam because of the mass anti-war movement, does that mean that they misread the history of the Vietnam War?

Ali: To say that the US war against Vietnam was bought to an end because of the [Western] anti-war movement is wrong. It was because the Vietnamese people had been resisting three big empires for a long, long time and everyone knew the history of that struggle. Partially, it was bought to an end by the anti-war movement, but what made the anti-war movement happen - after all it didn't exist as a large movement until the Vietnamese people began to score big victories against the US forces. What made the anti-war movement very big, was that many US people realised the war could not be won.

I think there is demoralisation, but I don't think people should be too demoralised. The war isn't going well for Washington. The US administration thought it would capture Iraq and everyone there would welcome them. That hasn't happened. There is a resistance movement and it is not just made up of the remnants of the Baath Party. There are lots of other people resisting the occupation as well.

The only people capable of stopping the US-led occupation is the resistance in the region.

If this resistance carries on, I think the US will switch its tactics, probably by bringing in blue-helmeted United Nations mercenaries to run Iraq for them. For the US, the main thing in Iraq is to push through the privatisation of Iraq's oil, to achieve the liberalisation of the Iraqi economy and to get the big US corporations in there. They are not too concerned as to how the country will be run, as long as that sort of economic structure is maintained.

Riley: The anti-war movement seems to have led to a crisis in the British Labour Party. How has the anti-war movement impacted on social democracy in Britain and, in particular, the political alignment and views of the population?

Ali: The size and scale of the movement shook everyone, including the Labour Party, and gave lots of Labour MPs courage to come out against the war. This is why Prime Minister Tony Blair started telling more and more lies. Even a number of Blairite MPs have said they would have voted against the war had they known Blair was lying about Baghdad's weapons of mass destruction. I think if 10 more Labour MPs had voted against Blair on the war issue, he would only have stayed in power with Conservative Party votes.

From that point of view, the anti-war movement was effective. But you have to also understand that the British ruling class was divided on this. Half the intelligence agencies weren't convinced of [the need to go to war]. The military itself wasn't particularly convinced. The furore that has surrounded the death of David Kelly, the scientist, is all part and parcel of this.

Kelly told the BBC that the government had grossly exaggerated the threat. For that the government wanted to punish him and drove him to his death. It's as simple as that. So there was division over this war that was not confined to the anti-war movement, but also reached upwards into various strata of British society and this is what is creating the big crisis for the Blair government.

Riley: Is Iraq becoming a "quagmire" for the US?

Ali: I have just finished a book on the history of Iraq, Bush in Babylon, which should be out in September. My thesis is that US President George Bush's administration made a very big mistake with Iraq. Washington thought it was going to be like Kosova in the 1990s, that US troops would be welcomed by sections of the Iraqi population.  Apart from the quislings, no-one welcomed them. Even people who hated Hussein did not want this occupation and are unhappy about it. So the US and British governments have a very real problem on their hands.

There have just been big protest demonstrations in Basra, in southern Iraq, and the British have had to fire rubber bullets just like they did in Ireland. The US troops fire real bullets but the British use rubber bullets. They know what to do because they are more experienced colonialists.  The resistance is attracting people from all over the Arab world.  There are 20 or so different resistance groups which have been set up. The Iraqi Communist Party is not one of them -- it's collaborating in the quisling Governing Council. There are small leftist groups, there are lots of religious groups and lots of non-religious groups -- none of them want the occupation. When you have that degree of hostility it is a real problem for the occupying powers.

There were some quislings who thought that this occupation would be like in Japan or Germany after the Second World War -- where the US rebuilt the country. There's no sign of that in Iraq. What these people forget is that the reason Japan and Germany had to be rebuilt was because of the "Communist threat", because of the existence of the Soviet Union. Now, 

Washington does not feel threatened. we are witnessing imperialism in the epoch of neoliberal economics and the "Washington consensus". Why rebuild hospitals and recreate the state health service in Iraq when you are dismantling it in your own countries? There's a big 

ideological and financial problem for them which is why they are using the corporations.

Riley: What does the Iraq experience suggest for the future of US foreign policy?

Ali: I think Washington has realised that the Iraq operation has not been a success. The Bush gang won't admit it but they know it. The US empire has historically preferred to rule the world indirectly not directly. It tries to find governments that will do its bidding, regardless of whether they are elected or are military dictatorships, like those that have ruled in Latin America and large parts of Asia.

Washington would like to return to that situation, except that now the key criteria of US support is whether these regimes impose neoliberal economics and open the country up to a market economy. So they abandoned Milosevic and Hussein because they wouldn't cooperate in that. Burma is another country on their list, not because it is a military regime -- after all they deal with a military regime in Pakistan endlessly -- but because it is closed to foreign companies.

Riley: Some are suggesting that the US is looking for another military target? Do you think that is a likely scenario?

Ali: Washington's eyes are on Iran. But if it does move on to Iran, it will create a new resistance. The clerics are so hated in Iran - curiously you'll have more people welcoming US troops than you had in Iraq -- but still it will be a mess and not a pushover. And again they will incite Iranian nationalism.  They will not attack North Korea, precisely because North Korea does have weapons of mass destruction. They have said that if they are attacked they will use them. It may be bluff but it works. The Chinese regime would not accept US intervention in North Korea and would try to stop it, because it would bring US troops right to its borders.

Riley: How do you assess the future of the UN?

Ali: The UN is irrelevant in the sense that it cannot be relied on to do anything against the wishes of the US. What the organisation will be used for is to clean up the empire's mess. It will go in, try and clean up the mess and put a gloss on it - Kofi Annan will stand up and mutter sweet inanities and people will say: "Oh well, at least this is a step forward. The UN is there. We've got the Americans out."

The UN is an instrument of US foreign policy; when Washington cannot use it in that way, it uses something else. But what the UN cannot be used for is as an instrument against US policy.

Tariq Ali, an editor of New Left Review and author of ‘The Clash of Fundamentalisms’ and ‘Bush in Babylon’  spoke to Socialist  Alliance's Dave Riley on August 13.  

This interview originally appeared in Green Left Weekly.  All rights reserved, Green Left Weekly. Redistribution permitted with this notice attached. Redistribution for profit prohibited. 

Two goodbyes

Adam Hayes, Friends committee co-ordinator and treasurer left the committee in August after three years of dedicated work and perseverance.  We thank him for his hard work and Irish acumen, and hope that he will find more rewarding outlets for his political passions and economic expertise.  He will be sorely missed.

Goodbye also to Barry Coates director of the World Development Movement, who is leaving to return to New Zealand as campaign director of Oxfam there. He gave two splendid talks for the Friends of Le Monde Diplomatique, and in London was everywhere briefing the press, lobbying MPs, writing articles, sending letters to the press.  He too will be sorely missed.
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