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Untitled 8

Barlett & Steele / Monsanto’s Harvest of Fear

“No Cause for Public Alarm”

What had Monsanto known—or what should it have known—about the po-
tential dangers of the chemicals it was manufacturing? There’s considerable
documentation lurking in court records from many lawsuits indicating that
Monsanto knew quite a lot. Let’s look just at the example of PCBs.

The evidence that Monsanto refused to face questions about their toxic-
ity is quite clear. In 1956 the company tried to sell the navy a hydraulic fluid
for its submarines called Pydraul 150, which contained PCBs. Monsanto
supplied the navy with test results for the product. But the navy decided to
run its own tests. Afterward, navy officials informed Monsanto that they
wouldn’t be buying the product. “Applications of Pydraul 150 caused death
in all of the rabbits tested” and indicated “definite liver damage,” navy of-
ficials told Monsanto, according to an internal Monsanto memo divulged
in the course of a court proceeding. “No matter how we discussed the situa-
tion,” complained Monsanto’s medical director, R. Emmet Kelly, “it was im-
possible to change their thinking that Pydraul 150 is just too toxic for use in
submarines.”

Ten years later, a biologist conducting studies for Monsanto in streams near
the Anniston plant got quick results when he submerged his test fish. As
he reported to Monsanto, according to The Washington Post, “All 25 fish lost
equilibrium and turned on their sides in 10 seconds and all were dead in 3%
minutes.”

When the Food and Drug Administration (F.D.A.) turned up high levels
of PCBs in fish near the Anniston plant in 1970, the company swung into ac-
tion tolimit the PR.damage. An internal memo entitled “CONFIDENTIAL—F.Y.L.
AND DESTROY" from Monsanto official Paul B. Hodges reviewed steps under
way to limit disclosure of the information. One element of the strategy was
to get public officials to fight Monsanto’s battle: “Joe Crockett, Secretary of
the Alabama Water Improvement Commission, will try to handle the prob-
lem quietly without release of the information to the public at this time,”
according to the memo.

Despite Monsanto’s efforts, the information did get out, but the company
was able tobluntitsimpact. Monsanto’s Anniston plant manager “convinced”
a reporter for The Anniston Star that there was really nothing to worry about,
and an internal memo from Monsanto’s headquarters in St. Louis summa-
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READINGS

People gather to publicize biologists’ findings that chemicals in Monsanto
products are having harmful effects on local environments and wildlife.

rized the story that subsequently appeared in the newspaper: “Quoting both
plant management and the Alabama Water Improvement Commission, the
feature emphasized the PCB problem was relatively new, was being solved by
Monsanto and, at this point, was no cause for public alarm.”

Intruth, there was enormous cause for public alarm. But that harm was
done by the “Original Monsanto Company,” not “Today’s Monsanto Compa-
ny” (the words and the distinction are Monsanto’s). The Monsanto of today
says that it can be trusted—that its biotech crops are “as wholesome, nutri-
tious and safe as conventional crops,” and that milk from cows injected with
its artificial growth hormone is the same as, and as safe as, milk from any
other cow.

The Milk Wars

Jeff Kleinpeter takes very good care of his dairy cows. In the winter he turns
on heaters to warm their barns. In the summer, fans blow gentle breezes to
cool them, and on especially hot days, a fine mist floats down to take the
edge off Louisiana’s heat. The dairy has gone “to the ultimate end of the
earth for cow comfort,” says Kleinpeter, a fourth-generation dairy farmer




