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Barlett & Steele / Monsanto’s Harvest of Fear

reaching—an “agricultural company” dedicated to making the world “a bet-
ter place for future generations.” Still, more than one Web log claims to see
similarities between Monsanto and the fictional company “U-North” in the
movie Michael Clayton, an agribusiness giant accused in a multibillion-dol-
lar lawsuit of selling an herbicide that causes cancer.

Monsanto’s genetically modified seeds have transformed the company
and are radically altering global agriculture. So far, the company has pro-
duced G.M. seeds for soybeans, corn, canola, and cotton. Many more prod-
ucts have been developed or are in the pipeline, including seeds for sugar
beets and alfalfa. The company is also seeking to extend its reach into milk
production by marketing an artificial growth hormone for cows that in-
creases their output, and it is taking aggressive steps to put those who don't
want to use growth hormone at a commercial disadvantage.

Even as the company is pushing its G.M. agenda, Monsanto is buying up
conventional-seed companies. In 2005, Monsanto paid $1.4 billion for Semi-
nis, which controlled 40 percent of the U.S. market for lettuce, tomatoes, and
other vegetable and fruit seeds. Two weeks later it announced the acquisi-
tion of the country’s third-largest cottonseed company, Emergent Genet-
ics, for $300 million. It’s estimated that Monsanto seeds now account for 90
percent of the U.S. production of soybeans, which are used in food products
beyond counting. Monsanto’s acquisitions have fueled explosive growth,
transforming the St. Louis—based corporation into the largest seed company
in the world.

InIraq, the groundwork has been laid to protect the patents of Monsan-
to and other G.M.-seed companies. One of L. Paul Bremer’s last acts as head
of the Coalition Provisional Authority was an order stipulating that “farm-
ers shall be prohibited from re-using seeds of protected varieties.” Monsanto
has said that it has no interest in doing business in Iraqg, but should the com-
pany change its mind, the American-style law is in place.

To be sure, more and more agricultural corporations and individual
farmers are using Monsanto’s G.M. seeds. As recently as 1980, no genetically
modified crops were grown in the U.S. In 2007, the total was 142 million
acres planted. Worldwide, the figure was 282 million acres. Many farmers
believe that G.M. seeds increase crop yields and save money. Another reason
for their attraction is convenience. By using Roundup Ready soybean seeds,
a farmer can spend less time tending to his fields. With Monsanto seeds, a
farmer plants his crop, then treats it later with Roundup to kill weeds. That
takes the place of labor-intensive weed control and plowing.
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Monsanto portrays its move into G.M. seeds as a giant leap for man-
kind. But out in the American countryside, Monsanto’s no-holds-barred tac-
tics have made it feared and loathed. Like it or not, farmers say, they have
fewer and fewer choices in buying seeds.

And controlling the seeds is not some abstraction. Whoever provides
the world’s seeds controls the world’s food supply.

Under Surveillance

After Monsanto’s investigator confronted Gary Rinehart, Monsanto filed a
federal lawsuit alleging that Rinehart “knowingly, intentionally, and will-
fully” planted seeds “in violation of Monsanto’s patent rights.” The compa-
ny’s complaint made it sound as if Monsanto had Rinehart dead to rights:

During the 2002 growing season, Investigator Jeffery Moore, through
surveillance of Mr. Rinehart’s farm facility and farming operations,
observed Defendant planting brown bag soybean seed. Mr. Moore
observed the Defendant take the brown bag soybeans to a field,
which was subsequently loaded into a grain drill and planted. Mr.
Moore located two empty bags in the ditch in the public road right-
of-way beside one of the fields planted by Rinehart, which contained
some soybeans. Mr. Moore collected a small amount of soybeans
left in the bags which Defendant had tossed into the public right-of
way. These samples tested positive for Monsanto’s Roundup Ready
technology.

Faced with a federal lawsuit, Rinehart had to hire a lawyer. Monsanto even-
tually realized that “Investigator Jeffery Moore” had targeted the wrong
man, and dropped the suit. Rinehart later learned that the company had
been secretly investigating farmers in his area. Rinehart never heard from
Monsanto again: no letter of apology, no public concession that the company
had made a terrible mistake, no offer to pay his attorney’s fees. “Idon’t know
how they get away with it,” he says. “If I tried to do something like that it
would be bad news. I felt like I was in another country.”

Gary Rinehart is actually one of Monsanto’s luckier targets. Ever since
commercial introduction of its G.M. seeds, in 1996, Monsanto has launched
thousands of investigations and filed lawsuits against hundreds of farmers




