Minutes for the Russian President Vladimir Putin and the members of the Council for Development of Civil Society and Human Rights Meeting. Moscow, January 12, 2007 (speech given by a Greenpeace representative Natalia Olefirenko)
PAMPHILOVA E.: And, to continue the topic about the quality of our gene pool, I’d like to introduce you Natalia Leonidovna Olefirenko.


OLEFIRENKO N.: Mr President! I would like to thank you for this possibility to speak on the topic of food safety, the topic of our people and our nature security.  This is important because this issue affects all the layers of population, children as well as adults

From the previous report we have learnt about the increase in the incidence of female infertility in Russia. One of the possible reasons of it is the adverse situation in our food sector together with the presence of genetic modified food on our market. 

In spite of the fact that the problem of GMOs is being discussed very widely, unfortunately, far from all the population can imagine the real scale of this problem as well as the real risks that can be associated with GM food. 

Although what can we say about the scales? Unfortunately, the data from the official check-ups are being hidden or not produced in corpore, and that is why I have no possibility today to rely on the official data from Rospotrebnadzor (the state service of consumer control).  But the investigations of the nongovernmental organizations show that the percentage of GM products on the food market has reached 10-20 % in the number of cities, and even 50% in some cities. And this is far from complete picture. We can conduct only selective controls, and we can not afford to do the check-ups of all the food products and all the possible genetically modified lines that can be presented on our market. 
Nevertheless, our investigations show that the development of GM food market is going on rather fast, and is leaving behind the development of the effective control system that could guarantee the right of free choice for consumers. And there is no doubt that this right should be given to consumers, and that the serious control of its implementation is needed. 
What are the reasons of such serious concerns rising in society?

I’d like to tell some facts about public concerns regarding this question. The poll conducted by VZIOM in May 2005 showed that 95% of informed Russian citizens would refuse transgene food products if they were labeled or if there was any information presented in the food stores. 

More than 80% of population consider that Russia needs moratorium on the usage of transgenes in baby food. More than 75% consider that we need moratorium on growing GMOs. This is the public opinion; this is the position of people and specialists. What are the reasons for these concerns? Undoubtedly, the reason is that state-of-the-art of the widely commercialized biotech developments is far from being perfect. 
The numerous statements that there is no risks at all, that everything has been checked and that genetic modified food is being decomposed by the human organism without any harm are already disproved by the significant number of scientific researches. For example, it has been shown that the GM components of food can be inserted into the intestinal flora and can penetrate into the internal organs and be harmful to the health of human and animals. 
What are the possible consequences of the active and permanent consumption of such food? It has been proven already that some varieties of GM corn can cause serious allergic reactions. During the past 5 years the percentage of allergic people in USA has reached 50%, mainly owing to people with food and pollen allergies. In Russia we can see the same tendency. And this tendency is especially concerning because it is children who are affected most of all. Unfortunately during the safety tests of GM varieties the allergenic properties were not checked thoroughly, and this studies did not involve specialists. This can be illustrated by the example of the expert opinion, and we can produce one to you. 

There are also some facts indicating to GM food as the possible reason of increase of the oncological diseases and infertility incidence. Statistics show that oncological illnesses in children and especially leukemia in newborns are increasing dramatically. But nobody even tried to clarify if GM food can be the reason for this rapid increase. This job should be done as soon as possible. 

Unfortunately, 14 varieties of GM crops have been already approved, and it was stated that each of these varieties has received the safety certificate. But the only document regarding full-scale safety research is the safety research of transgenic Colorado beetle resistant potato. This research has been conducted by the Institute of Nutrition.  You can have a look at it as this document is included in our materials. During this research It has been proved that feeding of laboratory rats with this variety of transgenic potato resulted in blood count changes and different changes in the internal organs. This changes were statistically significant. In spite of these concerning facts, this potato was released into the market, and we eat it. Recently on the base of this potato variety our Russian biologists developed another variety, which was also approved. 

The same situation with the adverse health effects has been shown for another varieties, and the example is transgenic corn. Unfortunately, the results of these researches were hidden for a long time, and our colleagues from Germany have received this report from Monsanto only after the court decision. 
Unfortunately, we have no access to the rest of the information collected in the institutes that should research the safety issues of transgenic plants and food. During the last two years we have been working on that question and have gained a suit at law, so the Institute of Nutrition is obliged to produce these materials. Unfortunately these materials were not presented till now – nor for independent experts neither for the representatives of nongovernmental organizations. Although Greenpeace has the legal right to receive it. 

There are many problems associated not only with use of GMOs in human food. Transgenic crops are actively used as animal feed today. And there are some proofs that the use of transgenic feeds has the adverse effects not only on animals but also there is a possibility for insertion of transgenes into the human organism with can lead to adverse consequences.

Fortunately, we don’t have the production here in Russia till this time, there is no any variety of GM crop approved for commercial production. But the situation around joining WTO encourages us to appeal to authorities – and to you, Vladimir Vladimirovich – and to call for the urgent measures to be taken to secure our right to the safety environment. The point is that growing of GM crops can cause even more harm than its consumption. This is because in case of obligatory labeling we have the possibility to secure ourselves and to influence this market, economically pushing the producers to reject from the usage of transgenes. 

And the growing of GM crops leaves no right to choose for the local people, for animals and for environment as a whole.  This type of producing crops leads to the genetic and chemical pollution and inevitably has the adverse effects on the environment, biodiversity. In this case we can loose the unique possibility for Russia as the producer of organic and ecologically clean food.  One of the possible consequences is the loss of our country’s food security. 

There is no doubt that these risks can be minimized and even prevented, and we can see that it is real by the example of European countries – I would like to underline the word “European” here. But, unfortunately, the legislation that exists in Russia now is far from being perfect. 

The sad situation has arisen with the development and adoption of the technical regulations that per se should be aimed at the creation of an effective system of regulating the production and usage of GMOs as well as at the informing the consumers. Technical regulations are still being accommodated!! Unfortunately this is being done by people who can not create such documents, and this is the reason of huge amount of problems, of permanent check-ups and corrections. Unfortunately, the institute of public hearings do not work, so the active public participation in the development of such documents if impossible now. We suppose that fll our amendments offered not only by Greenpeace but also by other nongovernmental organizations were not introduced or were withdrawn at the stages of accommodation. However that may be, nobody knows the state in which these technical regulations are being accommodated in different ministries and institutes. 
We consider that the technical regulations are needed and that the idea about harmonization of Russian and European legislation is very important because we suppose that regarding this question Russia should move in the European direction. European countries accumulated the experience which allows protecting the rights of consumers as well as the environment. I think that it would enable us to effectively oppose the pressure from the side of USA that we will face undoubtedly when joining WTO.  The scale of this pressure we can see already. Just one recent example is the letter to minister Gref from Shvab that was received on November 19. This letter legalizes the lobbying of the regulating system for GM food market in Russia by transnational companies. This letter also contains the directives for Russia to approve as soon as possible all the varieties of GM crops that now are waiting the decision of the Health Ministry. This means that we are obliged to enlarge the number of GM food products which we have no possibility to control now.
Considering such a complicated situation we have developed the package that can help to prevent or minimize those risks that will arise when Russia joins WTO. 

Firstly the special law is needed about GM food which would provide for moratorium on growing of GMOs till the full-scale researches of its safety and risks will have been completed. This law also should include the ban on the use of GMOs in baby food because we believe that children are the high-risk group and we should protect babies, preschool and school children in the first place.


We also suppose that the bans on the usage of budgetary funds for transgenic food should be enacted urgently, and this can be done by you, Mr President. These measures still do not violate obligations assumed by Russia as a result of negotiations on joining WTO. 

During the process of development of such a law (we all know that it takes certain amount of time) it is possible to use such a legal form as president’s decree which can provide for moratorium on growing GMOs as well as on the use of transgenes in baby food etc. 

At the same time, additional measures are needed for protecting the consumers rights and controlling the turnover of GMOs. It is also essential to enact the strict system of labeling GM food and the system of GM products control because there is inconsistence between the difference documents which throws into confusion producers as well as control services. 
We also think that it is necessary to charge the government by your command with enacting the separate codes TNVD. That is rather specific but very effective measure that could help to regulate this market and to label the transgenic stuff and food products already on the boarders where GM food is still localized in some big consignments of goods and not disseminated between the thousands of processors and sellers. 

Your command is also needed for charging the government with providing the free public access to all existing data of researches of GMOs including the primary data. According to all the laws and to the Constitution, this information must not be hidden. Its publication would allow to put an end to the huge amount of questions and endless disputes and to clarify the most vulnerable and problematic aspects that need to be elaborated.

 
Since we need the alternative to transgenic food, we should develop and ratify the program of support for Russian ecologically clean food and its promotion in the national and international markets. This is crucially important because otherwise national producers would ask what should they put in their sausages in case of closing the market of GM soya. 

The next important issue is joining the Cartahena Protocol since it’s the only international treaty that can help to protect Russia from the pressure from countries-producers of GMOs when we join WTO.  In conclusion I’d like to present to you this very interesting album. 


PUTIN V.: I will come to take it later.

OLEFIRENKO N.: This album includes the collection of information about the territories of natural heritage, so-called etalons of nature. And we’d like to wish our country to become an etalon in the question of food in general and of production and growing GMOs which are not safety still.  Thank you.

PUTIN V.: The more you talk about this problem the more words of gratitude you will hear from our citizens as well as from our agricultural producers. Because as we all know the major capacity of GM products is imported in the Russian Federation. We use it in a limited extent and USA and Canada use it very widely, and the United States and Canada are struggling in the world market to promote their genetic modified agricultural production. 

In connection with joining WTO, there are certain questions we should pay our attention to, and you are right that we should use the European experience. First of all, this work includes the complete informing the consumers and providing them a free choice when buying the food products. 
Surely I am ready to support your offer concerning public hearings. It will be better to do it on the ground of State Duma, on the ground of one of the profile committees. I am ready to discuss it with my colleagues from the State Duma and of course to get specialists from different ministries and institutions to take part in this work to make all these documents that got stuck in different bureaucratic echelons to be realized and elaborated. Let us do it in the immediate future.
