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Evidence of cataclysmic climate change and environmental collapse are all around us, wherever you look: the raging fires and recurring storms, poisoned water and filthy air, droughts and floods of Biblical proportion, climbing rates of extinction, stressed-out birds and fading bees, frazzled fish and misshapen frogs. It takes some bizarre combination of self-interest, privilege, cynicism, ideology, corruption, dogma, or chutzpah for supine politicians to lie passively on their backs denying the facts in favor of cloud-cuckoo-land fantasies and the interests of the filthy extractors and the billionaire barbarians from ExxonMobil, Monsanto, and Chevron. Seriously engaging the environmental catastrophe, which this important collection edited by Mitchel Cohen does brilliantly, and taking the necessary steps to solve it, will mean – I’ll spit it out – overthrowing capitalism. This is the real choice in front of us: the end of capitalism or the end of the habitable earth, saving the system of corporate finance capital or saving the system that gives us life. Which will it be?

—Bill Ayers, author of Demand the Impossible!

Pesticides not only wreak havoc with our health, they accelerate global warming by destroying carbon-fixing soil ecosystems. They are the linchpin of the chemicalized capitalist agriculture that must be pulled out if we are to make the transition to organic agroecologies that draw carbon out of the atmosphere and into the biosphere in restored soil ecosystems. Read this collection to arm yourself with knowledge for the fight to ban pesticides and build a sustainable and climate-friendly agriculture.

—Howie Hawkins, three-time Green Party candidate for Governor of New York

In this age of corporate greed and its effects on the environment, this book provides a valuable critique of corporate environmental destruction as well as suggestions for a way out of this global destruction.

—Irene Javors, author of Culture Notes: Essays on Sane Living and advocate for optimal living www.ijavorsoptimalliving.com

This book reveals the triumph of the collective scholarship, humanity, and humor over the hubris of the mammoth pesticide-chemical industry aligned with insensitive bureaucrats.

—Joel R Kupferman, Esq., New York Environmental Law & Justice Project, co-Chair of National Lawyers Guild - Environmental Justice Committee, and co-counsel to the No Spray Coalition in its victorious lawsuit against New York City’s spraying of toxic pesticides.

Our poor planet is being attacked on so many sides by so many issues that it has become increasingly difficult to give any one of them the attention they deserve. This is especially true of the spread of pesticides, to which most of its victims are blind … until it’s too late. Mitchel Cohen has brought together a collection of powerful essays on this subject—including several excellent ones by him—that has just the right combination of the most important facts, scholarly analysis, outrage (not to be neglected), and other solutions to the problems that pesticides are supposed to address … The Fight Against Monsanto’s Round up: The Politics of Pesticides makes a major breakthrough in this life and death discussion. Highly Recommended!

—Bertell Ollman, Professor of Politics, New York University, author of Alienation: Marx’s Concept of Man in Capitalist Society, Dialectical Investigations, and Dance of the Dialectic

If you care about the planet, what you eat, your health and our whole, fragile ecosystem, then this book is for you. It’s jam-packed with up-to-date information about pesticides, politics, protest. and the monster known as Monsanto. All of the contributors write with style, savvy, and with a sense of humor, too. Each author carves out his or her own part of the big picture. Together they’ve created a book that’s greater than its individual parts, and that will help organizers and activists who want a planet that’s free of poisons and lies.

—Jonah Raskin is the author of 16 books, including The Mythology of Imperialism, plus biographies of Jack London, Allen Ginsberg and Abbie Hoffman.

This is a superb collection of essays on pesticides by a superb collection of independent experts. Importantly, they’re not only highly knowledgeable about how pesticides kill but fully understand the politics and economics of the pesticide push over the many years. They are fully aware, too, of the safe, green alternatives - in harmony with nature - to these deadly poisons. Moreover, the work is edited and many of the essays written by a brilliant Green and social activist, Mitchel Cohen. I have known Mitch for more than 50 years—starting with my covering him as a reporter when at Stony Brook University he led student protests against the Vietnam War and other outrages. Carefully done and comprehensive, this book is in the great tradition of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. It is an essential learning and teaching tool.

—Karl Grossman, professor of journalism at the State University of New York/College at Old Westbury, author of The Poison Conspiracy, and host of “Enviro Close-Up with Karl Grossman.”

I’ve known Mitchel Cohen, the editor of this remarkable volume, for over 30 years. Mitchel is brilliant, a dedicated activist, and deeply involved in opposing the mass use of pesticides since 1999 and the politics that promote it at the expense of human health and the environment. In The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides, Mitchel informs and guides us.

—Elizabeth Liberty is a poet, feminist writer, and former Executive Director of the European branch of International P.E.N.

In an era when Monsanto seeks to poison the earth with its pesticide Roundup, Mitchel Cohen has done his own round up, assembling an amazing array of scientists, journalists, and activists to strategically fight back with the truth. There’s no better place to learn about and join that fight than with The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides.

The movement against the routinized use of poisons in agriculture has taken on global proportions. This book examines how activists around the world are now fighting back against Monsanto, the manufacturer of the best-selling, cancer-causing pesticide glyphosate, better known as “Roundup.” The new book, edited by longtime Green activist Mitchel Cohen, explores not only the scientific dangers of glyphosate, but the nitty-gritty of the grassroots movements organizing to ban it.

The book’s contributing scientists and activists detail how corporations such as Monsanto, Bayer, Dow and DuPont scuttle attempts to regulate the pesticides they manufacture. Moreover, in an age where banned pesticides are simply replaced with newer and more deadly ones, the book also explores the best strategy to win the struggle for healthy foods and a clean environment.

—Jack Shalom, an educator in the New York City public school system for over 25 years, has worked with Brooklynites Against Apartheid, Brooklyn For Peace, and the New Sanctuary Coalition, and produces segments for WBAI radio in New York City.

Mitchel Cohen, author, poet and activist is a force of nature. For decades he has tilted against the purveyors of poison who profit from the conversion of our complex, diverse, and interdependent biosphere into sterile, unsustainable monoculture. In his new book, Cohen, and the dozen or so other authors who round out this anthology, share insights as to how we got into the mess we’re in, and wise guidance as to how we might challenge the poison-laden paradigm Monsanto and company are foisting upon us.

—Mark Haim is Director of Mid-Missouri Peaceworks and has been active around peace, justice, sustainability and climate concerns for many decades.

The catchphrase is disaster capitalism, but we all know capitalism IS the disaster! No one makes this point more eloquently than Mitchel Cohen. No topic exposes this truth more clearly than the destruction of the environment. 99% of human history has been spent without this toxic system….we can’t allow the 1% to control a minute more of our future.

—Margaret Stevens, Antiwar veteran of US Army Nat’l Guard, teacher in Newark, NJ, and author of Red International, Black Caribbean: Communist Organizations in New York, Mexico and the West Indies, 1919 to 1939.

This volume is a “must read” for anyone who cares about life on this planet. It is a remarkable collection, providing both breadth and depth of understanding of not only the current state of the environment and protecting it but also the cast of characters who seem bent on destroying it to serve their drive for greater profits. You won’t be able to put it down.

–Marilyn Vogt-Downey is a journalist and Russian translator, who translated the Writings of Leon Trotsky series and Notebooks for the Grandchildren.

The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides examines Monsanto’s history and misuse of science, as well as our relationship to nature. It picks up from where Rachel Carson left off in her deep concern about the devastating effects of chemical pollution for all of us.

—Marilyn Berkon is a retired NYC high school English teacher, whose major interest is in Greek classical literature.

Mitchel Cohen is one of the most dedicated, brilliant activists that I have ever had the pleasure and honor to work with over the years, and The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides is a passionate and highly informative treatise for protecting public health and the environment.

—Aton Edwards, Executive Director of the International Preparedness Network, winner of the Grio 2012 100 history maker award, Today Show, MSNBC contributor, author, environmental & social activist.

With levity, poetry, art, and a solid lineup of informed and dedicated contributors, Mitchel Cohen brings to our attention the uncomfortable reality of today’s silent spring: the invisible persistent killer pesticide, Glyphosate. Read, learn, and enjoy Cohen’s creative efforts to tell us what we need to know. An informed citizen is our best defense against the chemical vultures of our time.

–Linda Zises, Co-founder and president of Women in City Government United
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This book is dedicated to

Allan Sicignano, chiropractor extraordinaire

and

Lawrence Gamble, acupuncturist

and

Cathryn Swan, aromatherapy

who each generously gave of their time and expertise to help my brain and body heal from serious health issues during the time I was writing this book

and

Malika Moro-Cohen

whose very existence is something of an ongoing miracle

In memory of Steve Tvedten (1942-2018), former pesticides applicator who became a heroic anti-pesticides activist

and

Joel Kovel (1936-2018), former psychiatrist who turned against the abuses of psychiatry, became a founder of Ecosocialism, and supported the No Spray Coalition and anti-pesticides efforts across the country.
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Rachel Carson and Moppet, photographed in 1962 by Alfred Eisenstaedt

Remember the lessons of Rachel Carson and Silent Spring as evidence mounts that we are in a very precarious point, as the push for pesticide dependence and the drive for corporate profits take precedence over people’s lives and our environment.

—Carey Gillam, author of Whitewash: The Story of a Weed Killer, Cancer and the Corruption of Science

We can now prove that all Monsanto’s claims about glyphosate’s safety were myths concocted by amoral propaganda and lobbying teams. Monsanto has been spinning its lethal yarn to everybody for years and suborning various perjuries from regulators and scientists who have all been lying in concert to American farmers, landscapers and consumers.

—Robert F. Kennedy Jr.






The Satyagraha to “Roundup Roundup”

FOREWORD

BY VANDANA SHIVA

The story of Roundup told by activists, scientists, and academics in The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides is an important contribution to the history of how a toxic war against nature and people has been unleashed over the last fifty years through industrial agriculture by the Poison Cartel.

The Poison Cartel began as IG Farben in Hitler’s Germany and has shaped a century of ecocide and genocide. Bayer was an important part of IG Farben. Bayer and Monsanto worked as MOBAY earlier, and have merged again. Monsanto’s Roundup is now Bayer’s Roundup. The multiple cases in U.S. courts against Monsanto’s cancer-causing Roundup have already led to a 30 percent fall in Bayer’s share values. Today the Poison Cartel has been reduced to a cartel of three, with common ownership and cross-licensing arrangements on patents and technologies. Besides Bayer merging with Monsanto, Dow has merged with Dupont, and Syngenta has merged with Chem China.

The World Health Organization (WHO) classified Roundup (glyphosate) as probably carcinogenic to humans (Group 2A).

This book discusses the historic case of Dewayne Johnson, a forty-six-year-old former groundskeeper who used to spray Roundup to maintain the grounds of a school. On Aug. 10, a jury in California ruled that Monsanto’s Roundup weed killer had caused Johnson’s cancer and ordered Monsanto pay $289 million to the victim. Eight thousand more cases have been filed in the U.S.A by cancer victims.

Monsanto sells Roundup, which causes cancer. Bayer, now merged with Monsanto, sells patented cancer drugs. And both Monsanto and Bayer are still trying to undermine patent laws of countries like India, which prohibit patents on seeds and on medicines that are already being produced as generics.1

This book is not just about the hazards of Roundup to our health and the environment, but also about the political hazard to democracy and freedom when corporations like Monsanto control our agriculture, knowledge, science, and the media, and try to control and manipulate our scientific and regulatory institutions.

As Mitchel Cohen, the editor of the book, writes:

“This book focuses not so much on examining the dangers of each and every pesticide du jour, but on the processes by which corporations such as Monsanto, Bayer, Dow, DuPont, Syngenta, Novartis, BASF Corporation and the other pesticide and pharmaceutical manufacturers are allowed to mask the truth about their products. They are facilitated by the complicity of federal (and global) regulatory agencies, allowing them to intentionally thwart the development and congealing of educated and effective opposition.”

The very existence of chemicals like Roundup is based on thinking of agriculture not as care for the land and co-creation with biodiversity, but as a war against the earth and the diversity of her species, including insects and plants. The monarch butterfly has declined by 90 percent because the spread of Roundup and Roundup Ready crops has destroyed the milkweed.

Roundup is not just a toxic chemical. It embodies the violent and distorted worldview of Monsanto and the Poison cartel that developed poisons to kill humans and later introduced their toxic chemicals into agriculture.

As a chemical which kills everything green, Roundup is key to the destruction of the biodiversity that allows small farms practising chemical-free farming to regulate pests and weeds. Pests and weeds are symptoms of non-sustainable farming that works against nature and the ecological functions that biodiversity provides.

In the 1990s, when the United Nations Convention on Biodiversity was being negotiated, a Monsanto representative described Round Up Ready GMO crops as a “technology” that “prevents the weeds from stealing the sunshine.”

This is war.

The sun shines on all in abundance and generosity. In India we greet the sun daily as the ‘Dispeller of darkness’ (‘Om Suryaya Namaha’), including the darkness of untruth in the mind.

We call on the sun (Aditya) to illuminate our intellect. “Om Bhaskaraya Vidmahe Mahadyudikaraaya Dhimahi Tanno Aditya Prachodayaat” (I learn about the one who is the source of light and meditate on the one who is so effulgent. Let Lord Aditya illuminate my intellect).

The perception of scarcity of sunshine is a darkness of the mind that cannot see light. It is this unscientific and distorted and dark world view rooted in the militaristic, mechanistic, militarised mind that encourages use of violent tools like Roundup.

The darkness creates a distorted worldview that sees us at war with biodiversity, and diverse species at war with each other, instead of seeing the earth as a common home for diverse life forms co-evolving in harmony with each other, sharing the sunshine and transforming it into life on earth through photosynthesis.

The sun blesses all beings and allows biodiversity to flourish. Biodiversity is not “weeds” to be exterminated by Roundup.

I write this foreword at the Navdanya Biodiversity Conservation farm where we grow more than 2,000 varieties of crops, including 750 rice varieties.

There is, in addition, abundant biodiversity that is wild, biodiversity we did not plant. We just counted more than 56 medicinal plants and uncultivated edibles that grow on their own, that we do not sow. This biodiversity is nature’s pharmacy and pantry, healing us and feeding us. Biodiversity of insects and plants is a sign of healthy ecosystems. All insects are not pests. Biodiversity is not weeds. Some insects and some plants become pests and weeds as a result of the toxic war against biodiversity and destruction of the ecological balance that is the result.

Toxics like Roundup are at the root of the pest and weed problem in agriculture, not a solution. Toxics create pests and weeds. Corporations like Monsanto first create a problem, then use the problem to create a new market.

First industrial agriculture based on chemical monocultures created the problem of weeds dominating agriculture. Then they introduced Roundup. To expand their market and maintain their monopoly, they introduced Roundup Ready GMO crops.

“Since 1974 in the U.S., over 1.6 billion kilograms of glyphosate active ingredient have been applied, or 19% of estimated global use of glyphosate (8.6 billion kilograms). Globally, glyphosate use has risen almost 15-fold since so-called “Roundup Ready,” genetically engineered glyphosate-tolerant crops were introduced in 1996. Two-thirds of the total volume of glyphosate applied in the U.S. from 1974 to 2014 has been sprayed in just the last 10 years. The corresponding share globally is 72%. In 2014, farmers sprayed enough glyphosate to apply ~1.0 kg/ha (0.8 pound/acre) on every hectare of U.S.-cultivated cropland and nearly 0.53 kg/ha (0.47 pounds/acre) on all cropland worldwide.”2

Now they are creating superpests and superweeds with the spread of GMO Bt crops and Roundup Ready crops.

Amaranth is a sacred plant in India. Its grains are used in fasting. Its leaves are rich in Vitamin A and iron and are a major source of nutrition. Diverse species of amaranth grow on the Navdanya farm and are among our favourite vegetables.

With the intensive use of Roundup Ready crops in the U.S., palmer amaranth has become a superweed that cannot be destroyed by Roundup. The military mind of DARPA and Bill Gates now wants to use gene drives to exterminate amaranth. The extermination logic that began in concentration camps and gas chambers has now spread to our farms and forests.3

Roundup has spread across the world, but not because it was needed or people asked for it. In industrialised countries it has spread by destroying small family farms and making “farms” so large that they cannot but be managed through instruments of war. In countries like mine, where small, biodiverse farms dominate, Roundup has spread illegally, by deceiving farmers, corrupting regulatory institutions, and attacking science and scientists.

I recently wrote to the Prime Minister of my country drawing attention to the illegal spread of Roundup and Roundup Ready crops in total violation of our biosafety regulations. These issues are in Indian courts.

Over the last few years, with the forcing by globalization and so-called “Free Trade,” while our farmers have not been able to sell the diverse pulses (the edible seeds of plants in the legume family) they grow, India has increasingly become dependent on imports of Roundup-sprayed pulses, just like we were made dependent on imports of edible oils after 1998, the forced shutting down of our “ghanis” and indigenous cold pressed healthy edible oils.

Imported pulses also have Roundup residues. The spread of Roundup through imports as well as through illegal spread of Roundup Ready Bt Cotton in India is a major threat to the health of the Indian people.

Roundup symbolizes not just a war against the planet and its biodiversity. It is a war against our bodies, and the gut microbiome which is key to our health. When Monsanto declared that Roundup is safe for humans, it did not just distort the science that showed that it was a carcinogenic, it also distorted the science that recognizes that the microbes in our gut have the shikimate pathway which Roundup disrupts, thus triggering the diverse chronic diseases that are emerging in epidemic form. Health is a continuum from the biodiversity in our farms to the biodiversity in our gut. And Roundup is an instrument of war against the biodiversity outside us and within us.

It is simultaneously a war against democracy, knowledge, and a science that shines the light of truth. The fight against Monsanto’s Roundup is a non-violent response to this multidimensional war. This is why we organized the Monsanto tribunal and People’s Assembly in the Hague in October 2016.4

The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides gives details of how this process evolved in the U.S. The book gives details of how Monsanto manipulated and falsified science, attacked scientific institutions like the World Health Organization’s International Agency for Cancer Research, attacked scientists whose scientific research provided evidence of harm, did ghostwriting for journalists and journals, corrupted regulatory agencies and undermined laws.

In spite of the manipulation of scientific evidence and institutions, the evidence is finally reaching the courts. In spite of the desperate attempt to dismantle laws and regulations that protect the public, Roundup is on trial everywhere, in courts, in institutions, and in communities. The trial is between people’s rights and corporate greed and irresponsibility, between life and death, between truth and falsehood.

The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides provides the detailed story of the ongoing trial and the politics behind Roundup, Monsanto (now Bayer), and the mass use of pesticides.

The struggles described in this book are the contemporary Satyagraha —the word Gandhi used for the fight for truth and justice. It is a Satyagraha to “Roundup Roundup” and sows the seeds for poison-free food and farming everywhere.







PREFACE

O, pardon me, thou bleeding piece of earth,

That I am meek and gentle with these butchers!1

—William Shakespeare

Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 1

A battle royale is ripping through every country against the Monsanto Company’s carcinogenic chemical glyphosate, the primary active ingredient in its most profitable pesticide, “Roundup.” Advocates of pesticides seek to increase crop yields, protect the public from insect-borne diseases, and save labor costs by chemically treating “weeds.” Opponents counter that synthetic pesticides harm human beings, animals, beneficial insects, wildlife, and plants2; they pollute drinking water and food chains, increase health-related costs, and represent a disrespectful and colonizer’s way of thinking about life and human approaches to nature. The production and application of pesticides for corporate profit ignores and, in fact, attacks genuine health needs of the populace and the ecological balance of the natural environment.

For every environmental movement success in pressuring governments to ban this or that particularly egregious pesticide, the industry spits out a newer one, and the cycle begins again. Victories on individual pesticides are undermined by a methodology that examines each chemical in isolation from the others; each corporate polluter is over and over again seen as an exception or “bad apple” in an otherwise benevolent system. Thus, arsenic begat DDT, DDT begat organophosphates, organophosphates begat pyrethroids and glyphosate, and now glyphosate begets dicamba.

As Jonathan Latham points out in his chapter in this book, “Unsafe at any Dose? Glyphosate in the Context of Multiple Chemical Safety Failures,” even if we stop the applications of glyphosate after decades in the political trenches and after many people have died from toxic exposures, if history is our guide that victory will not be enough—the chemical corporations will simply substitute another poison. Our movements need to go deeper, beyond the usual concerns about a particular chemical or corporation. If each exposé is thought of as the exception to the rule, then the system itself is assumed to be fundamentally stable and beneficial, save for those few rotten apples. The system itself, though, is fundamentally unstable, unsustainable, and harmful. It generates an approach to nature and to human life in which corporate considerations, as evidenced by Monsanto’s actions, are par for the course (so to speak: golf courses are among the leading abusers of pesticides). They are generated by the economic need for corporations in a capitalist system to expand and monopolize, or die. Effective strategies must grapple with the realization that we will never succeed in saving ourselves, our children, and the environment by opposing one pesticide (or pipeline) at a time. Consideration of more radical frameworks and actions is therefore essential if we are to build upon our limited victories.

When Dewayne Johnson, a forty-six-year-old groundskeeper and pest-control manager at Benicia public school district in Solano County, California, was diagnosed with deadly non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma after repeatedly spraying Roundup as directed on school grounds (and thereby unwittingly affecting the lives of 5,000 young students in that district), he sued Monsanto. After a four-week trial ending on August 10, 2018, a unanimous jury awarded Johnson $289 million. As this book goes to press, Monsanto has announced it will appeal the verdict and the judge has cut Monsanto’s penalty by two-thirds.

“The cause is way bigger than me,” Johnson said. “Hopefully this thing will start to get the attention that it needs to get right.” Indeed, Johnson’s was the first of more than 5,000 lawsuits against Monsanto to reach a decision, and it comes not a moment too soon. The Justice Department approved in June 2018 the German pharmaceutical corporation Bayer’s $66 billion purchase of Monsanto, making the new corporation the most powerful agribusiness entity on the planet. It will own and control more than 25 percent of the world’s seeds. The Bayer-Monsanto marriage comes on the heels of the merger between Dow and Dupont’s agricultural divisions, now called Corteva Agriscience. As a result of the Bayer-Monsanto merger, the Monsanto brand will cease to exist, and Bayer will have to decide how to proceed with the torrent of lawsuits. Bayer is now estimated to be on the hook for nearly $1 trillion, and since the jury’s verdict, the $6 billion company’s stock value has dropped by almost 40 percent.

Lawsuits are one avenue by which people involved in modern ecology movements have begun to fight back against grave miscarriages of justice and ecological destruction posed not only by pesticide production and dispersal but also by the production of a whole array of drugs and chemicals. It is no simple irony that the same companies producing pesticides and polluting the environment accumulate their fortunes by also manufacturing pharmaceutical drugs to “save us” from the very cancers their pesticides are causing.

The entire planet is awash in chemical pollutants that poison our drinking water, food, human breast milk,3 animals, and ecosystems, not only pesticides but also other effluents from many industrial sources. The U.S. government has a long and pathetic history of groveling before and collaborating with the titans of industry, welcoming self-interested corporate assurances and juggling the figures to render more acceptable their contamination of the environment. It knows that most people can, under the right circumstances, be moved to rebel by truthful information, so it contaminates the truth, just as it pollutes the natural environment, to maximize profits, sow divisions and divert from the real issues.

Will the growing worldwide public awareness of pesticides and their effects on our lives broaden into critical challenges on related issues such as habitat fragmentation and destruction, climate chaos, agribusiness based on monocropping, genetic engineering and patenting of seeds, and the loss of biodiversity–that is, the systemic ravaging of the planet in the corporate quest for ever-increasing profits and control? Will activists in the United States and other industrial countries succeed in forcing their countries to reverse course? To do so requires us, those reading this book, to be reborn as ecology activists striving to win society to a different way of looking at human interactions with nature—no easy task—and to take action based on that transformed consciousness.

* * *

Throughout The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides, the chemical glyphosate and the Monsanto Corporation’s Roundup are treated interchangeably, even though Roundup’s formula of ingredients contains more than glyphosate. Herbicides (for weeds) and insecticides (for insects) are subsets of the overarching category, pesticides. The Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) is the statute that governs the registration, distribution, sale, and use of pesticides in the United States. With certain exceptions, a pesticide is any substance or mixture of substances intended for preventing, destroying, repelling, or mitigating any “pest,” or intended for use as a plant regulator, defoliant, desiccant, or any nitrogen stabilizer.

This book focuses not so much on examining the dangers of each and every pesticide du jour, but on the processes by which corporations such as Monsanto, Bayer, Dow, DuPont, Syngenta, Novartis, BASF Corporation, and the other pesticide and pharmaceutical manufacturers are allowed to mask the truth about their products. They are facilitated by the complicity of federal (and global) regulatory agencies, allowing them to intentionally thwart the development and congealing of educated and effective opposition.

How is it conceivable, for example, that despite worldwide medical and environmental exposures of glyphosate’s dangers and its designation as a “probable carcinogen,” governments nevertheless continue to deploy it? Only a handful of government officials throughout the world have joined with environmental activists and health professionals in banning the use of glyphosate and other pesticides, genetic engineering, hydrofracking, chemical toxins like PCBs and heavy metals (byproducts of industrial production), and nuclear power plants. We—you and me, people who want to breathe clean air, drink pure water, preserve what’s left of the old-growth forests, protect the many other species that share this earth with us, and escape from the epidemics of cancer and neurological disorders—need to ask profoundly radical questions about the misuses of science and our relationship to nature:

• What’s stopping officials from effectively opposing glyphosate and other pesticides?

• Since it has never been determined and convincingly reported that Monsanto’s product, Roundup, is safe, why was Roundup allowed to be applied for so many decades, contaminating so much of the earth’s soil?


• In fact, why did government officials, and international as well as domestic agencies, ever allow it at all?

• How did Monsanto and other companies thwart various government agencies’ attempts to regulate glyphosate?

Next comes a question about strategy for anti-pesticide activists: how significant is the fight to ban individual pesticides, since new and equally dangerous ones are manufactured and released rapidly to replace the ones being banned or withdrawn?

Finally, perhaps most important for the purposes of this book, what lessons can ecology and social justice movements draw from victories and losses of the global struggle to ban Monsanto’s Roundup and abolish the manufacturing and use of chemical pesticides?

The Fight Against Monsanto’s Roundup: The Politics of Pesticides encourages readers to think about the weaknesses and contradictions of the process used to approve pesticides. The so-called experts have been proven wrong on too many occasions to take their acceptance of Roundup at face value, especially since many researchers conceal their financial arrangements with corporate funders, thereby biasing the outcome and reporting of their research.

The 2016 occupation and blockade of oil pipeline construction at the Standing Rock Indian Reservation in North Dakota offered a wider vision for how to construct effective social movements. And even there, in the face of unprecedented united opposition to the pipeline among American Indian tribes and environmental activists, many politicians—Democrats and Republicans alike—acceded nonetheless to corporate power, just as they have been willing to accept Monsanto’s blanket assurances as to the safety of its pesticides and genetically engineered products over and over again, without challenge. Those politics, and the politicians who comply with and promulgate them, betray the public good; corporate donations to their campaigns serve to bribe key legislators and government executives into boosting Roundup, despite the dangers. And budget-conscious officials—many of them in thrall to the pesticide industry—have decided that it’s more cost-effective to lay off workers and replace their labor-intensive weeding-by-hand with chemical herbicides like glyphosate, saving public funds in the short-run, until the very large health and environmental costs are factored in.


The fight for clean water, earth, and air remains just as necessary today, unfortunately, as it was in 1962, when Rachel Carson’s magnum opus, Silent Spring, issued a call to arms not only against chemical pesticides such as DDT but, lest we forget, a plethora of pollutants including (especially) radiation from atomic bomb tests. Today, fifty-six years after its publication, it is increasingly evident that to succeed, mass movements need to draw on prior generations’ insights, efforts, victories, and sacrifices.

Standing on the shoulders of those who came before, we become increasingly aware of the connections between glyphosate and other pesticides, hydrofracking, climate chaos, huge dams, mountaintop removal, nuclear power and weapons, oil and gas pipelines, pollution, factory farming, wetlands destruction, and the genetic engineering of agriculture. They are all interrelated products of an industrial capitalism that is, and cannot be otherwise, anti-ecological at its very core. As such, we are impelled to continue the work of prior generations, and to commit ourselves to new forms of action against not only individual pesticides but also the systemic imperial wars initiated by the same corporations and governments for cheap labor, land, resources, and geopolitical control, as Rachel Carson clearly taught.






GENETIC ENGINEARRINGS

with apologies to Joyce Kilmer

I think that I have never seen

A tree as lovely as the Neem

Whose twigs when chewed prevent disease

Keep bugs away by grinding seeds

A tree that may in summer wear

A nest of vipers in her hair

Who folds her leafy arms to pray

That no one steal her DNA

Patent her soul. What sick disgrace

Would profit W. R. Grace

And Company? Forgive my rant, O

But Grace is owned now by Monsanto.
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Roundup the Usual Suspects
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Illustration by Haideen Anderson

As imperceptibly as grief

the Summer lapsed away

—Emily Dickinson

It was not a silent spring. For decades, ecology activists have been targeting the Monsanto Company, its herbicides, and genetically engineered crops as the embodiment of an industry that will do anything it can get away with for profit, regardless of how much environmental damage it causes and havoc it wreaks on human health.


In March 2017, the state of California, following in the footsteps of the United Nation’s World Health Organization, declared its intent to list the widely used chemical glyphosate—the main active ingredient in the Monsanto Company’s herbicide Roundup—as a cancer-causing agent. Monsanto challenged the state’s designation in California State Supreme Court. And, in a substantial defeat for the corporation in July 2017, Monsanto lost.1

And then on April 19, 2018, a California appellate court delivered a crushing blow to Monsanto, rejecting the company’s appeal of the earlier decision and reaffirming that Monsanto’s glyphosate pesticide can be listed as a known carcinogen under California’s Proposition 65, which “requires notification and labeling of all chemicals known to cause cancer, birth defects or other reproductive harm, and prohibits their discharge into drinking waters.”2

Grassroots activists had been advocating that action since the early 1990s. What took California so long? Small farmers as well as gigantic industrial agricultural companies had for decades applied greater and greater amounts of Roundup, especially once Monsanto’s genetically modified Roundup Ready corn and soy crops had been engineered to withstand the herbicide. It’s a lucrative technological fix, where an herbicide is patented and plants are engineered to “tolerate” that chemical.

When the court released heretofore secret Monsanto documents to public scrutiny, ecology activists’ decades-old suspicions were confirmed. The secret Monsanto documents revealed that those active in anti-pesticide protests, along with those opposing the World Trade Organization in Seattle in 1999 and hundreds of lesser-known actions, indeed had the good sense to give voice to their outrage. According to the New York Times, “The records suggested that Monsanto had ghostwritten research that was later attributed to academics.” Moreover, they “indicated that a senior official at the Environmental Protection Agency had worked to quash a review of Roundup’s main ingredient, glyphosate, that was to have been conducted by the United States Department of Health and Human Services.”3

The documents show that both industry and regulators “understood the extraordinary toxicity of many chemical products and worked together to conceal this information from the public and the press,” according to the Bioscience Resource Project, which publishes groundbreaking and topical analyses of the science underlying food and agriculture systems in the peer-reviewed academic literature and elsewhere.4 “These papers will transform our understanding of the hazards posed by certain chemicals on the market and the fraudulence of some of the regulatory processes relied upon to protect human health and the environment.”5

Dr. Jonathan Latham, executive director of the project, explains:

These documents represent a tremendous trove of previously hidden or lost evidence on chemical regulatory activity and chemical safety. What is most striking about them is their heavy focus on the activities of regulators. Time and time again regulators went to the extreme lengths of setting up secret committees, deceiving the media and the public, and covering up evidence of human exposure and human harm. These secret activities extended and increased human exposure to chemicals they knew to be toxic.6

Revelations in 2016 about the spraying of glyphosate by the Quaker Oats Company on its pre-rolled oats as a drying agent,7 the discovery that 90 percent of the samples tested of “socially responsible” Ben & Jerry’s ice cream contained glyphosate (traced to the candy added, not to the milk),8 and, shortly after, findings of glyphosate in leading orange juice brands9 provided impetus for heated global debate. And now new findings reveal that children’s vaccines10 as well as popular brands of wine and beer are contaminated with the cancer-causing pesticide.11

A report by Carey Gillam, widely disseminated by EcoWatch, claimed that Monsanto intentionally suppressed information about the potential dangers of its Roundup herbicide and relied on corrupt U.S. regulators to cover it up.12 The evidence of government’s collusion with Monsanto infuriated the jury in the case of Dewayne Johnson v. Monsanto. In the summer of 2018, it voted unanimously to award Johnson, the school groundskeeper and plaintiff, a quarter-of-a-billion dollars, much of it as part of punitive damages against the company. Currently, thousands of people are suing Monsanto, alleging that Roundup “caused them or their family members to become ill with non-Hodgkin[’s] lymphoma, a type of blood cancer…. The documents, which were obtained through court-ordered discovery in the litigation, are also available as part of a long list of Roundup court-case documents compiled by the consumer group U.S. Right to Know.”13


Attorney Brent Wisner was stunned at the revelations found in the documents. “This is a look behind the curtain,” he said. “These [documents] show that Monsanto has deliberately been stopping studies that look bad for them, ghostwriting literature and engaging in a whole host of corporate malfeasance. They [Monsanto] have been telling everybody that these products are safe because regulators have said they are safe, but it turns out that Monsanto has been in bed with U.S. regulators while misleading European regulators.”14

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., one of the plaintiff’s lawyers, explains that this trove of released documents shows Monsanto executives:

colluding with corrupted EPA officials to manipulate and bury scientific data to kill studies when preliminary data threatened Monsanto’s commercial ambitions, bribing scientists and ghostwriting their publications, and purchasing peer review to conceal information about Roundup’s carcinogenicity, its toxicity, its rapid absorption by the human body, and its horrendous risks to public health and the environment.

We can now prove that all Monsanto’s claims about glyphosate’s safety were myths concocted by amoral propaganda and lobbying teams. Monsanto has been spinning its lethal yarn to everybody for years and suborning various perjuries from regulators and scientists who have all been lying in concert to American farmers, landscapers and consumers. It’s shocking no matter how jaded you are! These new revelations are commiserate with the documents that brought down big tobacco.15

Especially indicting in the Monsanto documents are messages from some of the corporation’s own scientists who questioned the safety claims Monsanto was making, but who were either obstructed or ignored. “In one email,” reports EcoWatch, “Monsanto scientist Donna Farmer writes, ‘you cannot say that Roundup is not a carcinogen … we have not done the necessary testing on the formulation to make that statement. The testing on the formulations are not anywhere near the level of the active ingredient.’”16 Monsanto nevertheless disregarded its own scientist’s warning; it went ahead and claimed that Roundup is not a carcinogen and is perfectly safe.


Nor is cancer the only concern. Some researchers have also linked glyphosate and other pesticides to what appears to be a major upsurge in autism in children,17 and to Monsanto’s marketing of its pesticide to farmers planting genetically engineered seeds, which are frequently sprayed with much greater doses of pesticides than non-GMO crops. The company aggressively promotes its genetically engineered Roundup Ready corn and soy and markets its Roundup herbicide as designed specifically to unlock the secrets engineered into its crops. As a consequence, Roundup saw sales of more than $4.7 billion in 2016, triple that of a few years earlier. In that same year, Monsanto raked in more than $12 billion in sales of its genetically engineered products.

Monsanto, in collusion with lawmakers throughout the country, pressured growers, landscapers, and municipalities to deny consumers the right to even know whether their food is genetically engineered. It has fought tooth and nail against attempts to require labeling of products containing genetically engineered ingredients. “The present-day chemical companies have manufactured a nano planet, a second unseen world. We can’t see it. We don’t notice it. But we notice the epidemic of cancer deaths. We notice our dying loved ones. We vaguely blame modern life. We continue to hesitate to defend ourselves against Monsanto and Bayer, Syngenta, Dow and DuPont, BASF, and the big Chinese outfits,” intones Rev. Billy Talen, exorcising the “Monsanto devil” at a performance with the Church of Stop Shopping outside Monsanto’s headquarters in St. Louis, Missouri.

“They are a vanishing act. Their chemicals enter the world as dark magic. The sprays and vapors and seed coatings vanish into the eco-systems, and into our bodies. Our regulators are corrupted, and we are left with the surgical strikes from Big Chem’s marketing departments, fake scientists, and bribed politicians.”18 Roundup, and another pesticide, 2,4-D,19 have been deployed by the United States and other governments since the mid-1970s to defoliate entire forests, eradicate unwanted plants, facilitate extraction of minerals, and clear land for monocropped and pesticide-saturated export crops. In the country of Colombia, where people indigenous to the coca-growing areas have for millennia harvested coca plants as part of their culture and local economy, the U.S. government’s “war on drugs” has funded—and U.S. citizens have piloted—airplanes spraying massive amounts of glyphosate over the tens of thousands of acres of coca fields, part of the U.S. government’s “Plan Colombia.”20

In Argentina, the same toxic brew is sprayed over miles of monocropped genetically modified soy.21

The Parks Department in New York City, as well as hundreds of agencies in towns and villages throughout the United States, applies Roundup and other herbicides in public parks and sidewalks for “cosmetic reasons.” Under the spell of TV images of grassy suburban homes and Monsanto’s propaganda depicting what a happy lawn looks like, homeowners spray Roundup and 2,4-D on their lawns and gardens to kill what they deem unsightly weeds, like dandelions and crabgrass.22 Neil Gentzlinger, writing in the New York Times Book Review, points to the power of the industry’s advertising even among intelligent people who care about their children’s health and the environment: “Plenty of lawn-obsessed people read the paper, have college degrees, support the Nature Conservancy; they cannot possibly think the chemicals they dump on their grass are good for their children or wildlife or groundwater, yet they dump them anyway.”23

A tiny dose of just ten micrograms of glyphosate is all that it takes to shrivel and kill a plant that has not been engineered to withstand it or has not yet grown resistant to it.24 The proliferation of weeds could be controlled through a variety of methods, including permaculture, crop rotation, horticulture, interspersed rows of complementary plants, friendly insects, and organic (though labor-intensive) means.25 But with monocropping, companion plants that repel weeds and insect “pests” are eliminated, prompting resistance to pesticides among such “pests.” Thus, heavier and more frequent doses of pesticides are required, and we become trapped on the chemical treadmill. As a result, the aggregate dosages applied to farmland in the United States are enormous, with profound and destructive effects on our environment, and, consequently, on our health.26 By 1999, agribusiness corporations (85 percent) and homeowners (15 percent) were together dumping more than 556 million pounds of toxic herbicides on U.S. farmlands each year,27 which often ended up in drinking water, where they exceeded federal safety levels. By 2011, total pesticide volume applied in the United States rose to 1.1 billion pounds annually.28

According to the direct action group Greenpeace, which in 1997 published an early assessment of Roundup, glyphosate is one of the world’s most toxic herbicides, belonging to a family of chemicals known as organophosphates.29 Glyphosate can be more damaging to wild flora than many other herbicides. Aerial spraying with glyphosate, writes Greenpeace, has been detected drifting for two thousand five hundred feet beyond its intended target area, and ground spraying has been shown to damage sensitive plants up to three hundred feet away from the field sprayed.30 Roundup is also extremely toxic to fish, earthworms, insects (including those beneficial to protecting crops), birds and some mammals, and tadpoles and frogs.31

Roundup does not attack a plant just through glyphosate. Additional extremely toxic compounds are built into Roundup and other herbicides. “In particular most contain surfactants known as polyoxyethyleneamines (POEA). Some of these are much more toxic than glyphosate,”32 and can account for many of the worker-reported health effects. They are serious irritants of the respiratory tract, eyes, and skin. In addition, POEAs “are contaminated with dioxane (not dioxin), which is a suspected carcinogen.”33

Greenpeace’s 1997 Glyphosate Fact Sheet was followed by several additional critical reports. In July 2000, Organic Gardening reported that glyphosate “made bean plants more susceptible to disease, and reduce[d] the growth of beneficial soil-dwelling mycorrhizal fungi. In rabbits exposed to glyphosate, sperm production was diminished by 50%,”34 and the herbicide has been shown to cause genetic damage to the livers and kidneys of mice.35

In fact, a U.S. Geological Survey concluded that a large percentage of waterways and streams throughout the United States, including those in urban and non-farming areas, are flooded with environmentally destructive chemicals36 that have severe impacts on animal and aquatic life. And a 2005 study by the Centers for Disease Control found that even those living in urban and non-farming areas in the United States now carry in their bodies dangerously high levels of pesticides and pesticide residues.37

Neither the corporations nor the agencies assigned to regulate the toxic onslaught have been required to demonstrate glyphosate’s safety. In his chapter in this book, “Glyphosate on Trial: The Search for Toxicological Truth,” Sheldon Krimsky examines the procedures used by U.N. agencies to analyze differing interpretations of the existing research on glyphosate. The U.S. government failed to require the pesticide industry to use the “precautionary principle” throughout Roundup’s approval process, which would require corporations to submit proof that the chemicals to be released into the environment are safe for humans and animal life—individually and in conjunction with other chemicals—before allowing the pesticides to be approved. In this case, as in others, government agencies actually promoted the herbicide throughout the approval process. As a result, the companies are manufacturing new and dangerous synthetic chemicals to kill “weeds” and “pests,” substituting them for the existing pesticides as they are banned. Given this ongoing cycle, grassroots activists need to rethink strategies for ending the widespread use of toxic pesticides altogether.

In 2007, the No Spray Coalition—the grassroots group I co-founded in 1999 to oppose New York City’s spraying of malathion (another organophospate) and pyrethroids to kill mosquitoes said to be carrying West Nile virus—met with Julius Spiegel, then commissioner of New York City parks for Brooklyn. Also present was Jean Halloran of Consumers Union, and a biologist working for the New York City Parks Department. The No Spray Coalition and Halloran urged the city officials to stop spraying glyphosate not only in the parks but also on New York City’s sidewalks around schoolyards and playgrounds. The coalition’s representatives handed Spiegel several studies on the disastrous effects pesticides have, especially on children, the elderly, and people with compromised immune systems—a solid majority of the people who live in Brooklyn. Spiegel’s parents were Holocaust survivors, and of all the government officials I’d met over the years, Spiegel seemed truly concerned with the spraying of the public parks he presided over and of the surrounding sidewalks, which often abutted children’s playgrounds. It was Spiegel who first explained to me that more than 70 percent of the Parks Department workforce had been laid off over the preceding decade as a cost-cutting measure, which meant that chemical herbicides were now replacing city workers who had previously weeded public parks and sidewalks by hand.

Of course, spraying Monsanto’s Roundup and other toxins for cosmetic reasons is unnecessary and should simply be stopped. Even small amounts of pesticides are poisonous to children.38 Further, what some call “weeds” in today’s urban environment were once upon a time medicinal or nutritious plants used by American Indians and healers. Connie Lesold, a community activist, and I both noted in our conversation with Spiegel that the dyes the city had added to the herbicides expressly to warn the public to “stay away” were actually having an unintended opposite effect. Lesold lived along Eastern Parkway, a main traffic artery cutting across the heart of Brooklyn. We had observed children there attracted to the bright yellow and green areas, which they saw as play zones. I also witnessed numerous children in Coney Island rolling around in the newly sprayed weeds and riding their bicycles and scooters through them. They tracked the chemicals into their classrooms and parents’ apartments. So the first of our suggestions (apart from our main demand that all spraying be stopped at once) was that the Parks Department at least inform teachers when spraying would occur near schools and parks, and have them warn students to stay away from those areas. Spiegel agreed with the coalition’s proposal to contact all school principals in advance of any spraying by the city, who would then inform their young students to stay away from those areas.

New York City’s biologist didn’t agree. He defended the use of Roundup. Glyphosate, he said, was “perfectly safe—unless you are a weed.” Commissioner Spiegel, however, took note of the city biologist’s arrogance and overruled him. He agreed to implement the proposal and thought favorably of a second one: to set up a pilot project in which volunteers would take responsibility for hand-weeding unsprayed sections along Eastern Parkway. This too was opposed by the city’s biologist, who now appeared to be taking personally our criticisms of the herbicide. Officials, we learned, are frequently wary of establishing a prototype relying on the mobilizing of local volunteers—risky business for those in positions of authority, whenever people get together around any project and begin to discover their own power.

The city’s biologist sneered: “What do you propose for areas where you can’t get volunteers?” My reply came as a shock: Goats. Sheep. I had recently met Lani Malmberg, a sheep and goat herder from Wyoming, at a Beyond Pesticides conference in Washington, DC. Beyond Pesticides was one of the organizations (along with Disabled in Action, Save Organic Standards, and the Brooklyn Greens) that had joined with the No Spray Coalition in suing New York City’s government to stop its aerial and truck-spraying of chemical pesticides. Beyond Pesticides–formerly the National Coalition Against Misuse of Pesticides–sponsored annual gatherings of activists, scientists, and occasionally government officials, who would strategize ways to vastly reduce, if not outright ban, the use of chemical pesticides. Lani explained that she travels around the western United States bringing hundreds of animals to “weed” urban areas. This approach seemed to me both beautiful artistically and functional—a way to solve problems in line with nature rather than going to war with it, a change from the modus operandi of the pesticide industry. The city’s biologist ridiculed the idea. Even Spiegel was taken aback by it.

Over the years, more and more people have come to understand the importance of the anti-pesticides work. But activists kept meeting the same intransigence from government officials, even after a federal judge ruled in favor of the No Spray Coalition and against New York City in a lawsuit the Coalition brought under the Clean Water Act,39 and even after the City administration signed a settlement agreement with the No Spray Coalition that it soon ignored. When New York City’s new mayor, Bill de Blasio, assigned two assistants in 2015 to meet with the Coalition, it became clear that the City had learned nothing in the sixteen years following the filing of the lawsuit; there was no institutional memory. They asked the Coalition’s Cathryn Swan and me the same question: “Which less toxic chemical sprays should we use?” And we answered with the same response we’d given Spiegel eight years earlier: “None! Bring in goats, dragonflies, bats!” The use of natural predators of the so-called pests in question was to them so far outside the boundaries of the dominant chemical mindset as to seem absurd.

In the years since the No Spray Coalition first made that proposal, Rev. Billy Talen and Savitri D., the choreographer and director of the Church of Stop Shopping’s performances, led New Yorkers in the fight to block NYC officials from applying Roundup to city parks. Weekly performances of their show, “Monsanto is the Devil,” sold out fashionable Joe’s Pub in the Public Theater in SoHo and mobilized audiences for protests. At last, in the summer of 2016, goats were finally brought into the city from an upstate New York farm to feed on weeds in a fenced-off section of Prospect Park. The goats chomped happily on the wild plants. Children got to see them “at work,” and appreciated their new connection to nature. That section of the park was safely “weeded” in record time. But instead of expanding the use of goats or assigning workers to weed by hand, the city government continued to spray glyphosate, which bioaccumulates in bone marrow.40 It also “applied”—and continues to apply—other cancer-causing and endocrine-disrupting adulticides throughout the five boroughs, despite the well-documented harmful effects on people and the environment.


As a result of the work of the No Spray Coalition and sister groups such as East Bay Pesticide Alert (Don’t Spray California), Beyond Pesticides, and Organic Consumers Association, California has now listed glyphosate as a likely carcinogen. Meanwhile, an important study (2018) of glyphosate’s affect on pregnant women confirms that the widely used herbicide ends up in women’s bodies and that prenatal glyphosate exposure may be linked to shorter pregnancies and lifelong adverse health consequences for children.41 In New York City, Paula Rogovin, a teacher at Public School 290-Manhattan New School on the Upper East Side, and jazz pianist Jill McManus are currently mobilizing students, teachers, and the community to press the City Council and the Mayor to ban all synthetic pesticides from city parks.

Despite the increasing consciousness over the dangers of pesticides, environmental and health activists are at every turn confronted by corporate power, corporate profiteering, and corporate ways of thinking that Monsanto and others, in conjunction with governments, propagate at the expense of future biodiversity and children’s health. What we do today makes all the difference in whether there will even be a future in which to argue the finer points of our philosophies, theories, and proposals. There’s a saying from the 1960s: “The future will be what we the people struggle to make it.” While micro-organisms will no doubt continue to thrive no matter what, humans won’t. The fate of complex life on this planet, including human beings, is in our hands.
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Better Active Today than Radioactive Tomorrow

The United States emerged from its military victory over Nazi Germany, Japan, and Italy in World War II awash in technological innovations and, in a few years, bristling with nuclear weapons. The U.S. government’s decision to drop atomic bombs for the first time in world history on the Japanese citizenry of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (August 1945), launched a cold war with the Soviet Union and a never-ending manufacture of military weapons. The country enjoyed a burgeoning economy kick-started by profiteering from wars whose widespread devastation never reached its own shores.

America’s newly powerful agribusiness sector and its mass application of pesticides were direct outgrowths of war production.1 Along with advertising, heavy industry, and pharmaceutical/chemical infrastructure, agribusiness and pesticides held out the promise of securing “the good life” for all, although that application of democracy in real life would require powerful social justice movements to overturn the country’s legacy of white supremacy and Jim Crow laws. Millions of people were excluded from partaking in what was portrayed as the American dream and that remained, for many, an American nightmare.

From the perspective of an expansive capitalism, nature stood in the way. The environment, to the extent that nature was noticed at all in the 1950s, was seen by many as an obstacle to overcome and control. The mass application of pesticides would become the way to both protect America’s citizenry from the weedy monsters of the remaining wilderness and to secure food for all. In her book Silent Spring (1962), Rachel Carson challenged the chemicalization of agriculture and in so doing undermined the ideological imperative of the suburban fantasy for what constitutes “the good life”—a Hollywood propagandized fantasy serving as the glue, the big idea—uniting an aspiring middle class around the illusion of a singular domestic national identity, and thrusting American capitalism forward into the post–World War II era.

More than half a century has now passed since Carson meticulously exposed some of the insidious consequences of what the quest for “Progress” and “The Good Life” meant in terms of the environment, government and corporate poisoning of the planet with synthetic pesticides and radiation from nuclear bomb tests. Serialized in the New Yorker in weekly installments, Silent Spring was read by thousands before it was officially published as a book. In the throes of the lingering and officially orchestrated anti-Communist hysteria of the 1950s where women were pushed back into their role as housewives in the nuclear family, Silent Spring was read by many of these women in installments as they were published. Rachel Carson not only exposed the prevalence of chemical pesticides but also the fact that radioactive Strontium 90, a byproduct of the above-ground nuclear bomb tests, had tainted the nation’s milk supply. This was shocking information indeed, and it inspired an army of young women in particular, who anguished over the threats to the health of their children. Many men became alarmed and active as well, but as the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union heated dramatically, it was the mobilization of women, primarily, that challenged the government on the nuclear bomb tests and the possibility of nuclear annihilation.

Their challenge extended beyond the issue of nuclear radiation, as horrific as that was. Women working in blue-collar jobs had participated by the tens of thousands in support of the anti-Nazi effort, and they brought their newly experienced independence into organizing the new mass movement, shaking up what we think of as the typical or traditional family structure—a structure that was never as typical or traditional as we’re led to believe.

There has never been a shortage of brilliant and courageous people who work against all odds to bring about a different world. Hollywood is replete with stories of heroic individuals standing up to and defeating powerful villains. America’s fantasy machine has, by now, ushered Rachel Carson into that panoply of exalted but isolated figures—the better to cast our hero as a romantic lone wolf against the system that audiences crave. In fact, those individual heroes are almost never isolated, and the social changes they inspire succeed only when large numbers of people forge new ways of looking at their own place in the world and join together as part of something that becomes larger than them and that transcends their own immediate self-interest.

Today’s revising of history has forgotten the role these women played in the movement to ban the bomb. Carson, bravely unconventional, was part of a revolt in the 1950s and 1960s of scientists, mothers, and leftist thinkers alarmed not only by chemical pollution and pesticides but also equally by the above-ground nuclear bomb tests and the harmful effects of radiation. These life-and-death matters in the early 1960s “spurred scientists, emanating primarily from the left, to raise searching questions about the destructiveness of our civilization. From this work the modern ecology movement emerged,” wrote John Bellamy Foster and Brett Clark in a revelatory 2017 article in Monthly Review.2 Rachel Carson inspired thousands to join an environmental movement that grew many tentacles; they did not separate their condemnation of chemical pesticides from support for banning the bomb. The issues were organically related and indivisible, and the joining of both efforts helped to spur an emerging ecological sensibility.

A decade after her death from cancer in 1964, that movement succeeded in forcing the banning of domestic applications of DDT, an organochlorine pesticide that had been developed to replace the arsenic-based insecticides previously in use. New national efforts were mobilized to preserve rivers, oceans, parks, and forests. Public opposition to pest-spray pollution was overwhelming. By the 1970s, President Richard Nixon, one of the most reviled and hostile politicians of the era, nonetheless responded by outlawing DDT and instituting the Environmental Protection Agency, Clean Water Act, Safe Water Drinking Act, Department of Natural Resources, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Clean Air Act, Pesticide Control Act, Endangered Species Act, and Water Quality Improvement Act—all of them currently under attack. Whatever Nixon’s private sentiments concerning the environment (environmental aide John Whitaker years later told Nixon he would be remembered for his domestic-policy successes, especially on the environment, to which Nixon responded, “For God’s sake, John, I hope that’s not true”),3 Nixon’s policies were purely expedient. He believed that by sponsoring environmental legislation at home, he could make the environment a Republican issue4 and break off some of the liberal support for antiwar radicals who were in the streets and clogging the jails in opposition to U.S. military bombardment of North Vietnam’s cities of Hanoi and Haiphong, the mining of their ports, invasions of Laos and Cambodia, and authorization of massive spraying of chemical pesticides over forests throughout Southeast Asia.5

The pesticide made for that purpose by Monsanto, Dow, and DuPont—Agent Orange—was used as a defoliant to strip Vietnamese forces of ground cover and food, while American helicopters strafed overhead. Agent Orange stays in the soil and sediment at the bottom of lakes and rivers for generations. It can enter the food supply through the fat of fish and other animals and has been found at alarmingly high levels in breast milk that dioxin-contaminated mothers have fed their children.6 Agent Orange poisoned millions of Vietnamese people and hundreds of thousands of U.S. soldiers, with chromosome-damaging and cancer-causing dioxin. An estimated five million Vietnamese were killed in more than a decade of direct U.S. military bombardment and warfare, and by the lingering effects of the U.S. government’s intentional mass-spraying of pesticides over Southeast Asia’s forests, rice paddies, and drinking water.

The U.S. chemical companies that made Agent Orange–and the government and military authorities who ordered it sprayed on Vietnam–were fully aware of the terrible toll it would take, and they were thus complicit in enacting massive crimes against humanity and nature.

Such are the revelations compiled by journalist Jon Dillingham from the records Monsanto was forced to release in 2017, but which have escaped the kind of media attention that, in another era and in another country, would have sent government officials and corporate executives to the guillotine. Decades after the U.S. military was forced to withdraw from Vietnam, spokespersons for Monsanto were still concealing evidence of Agent Orange’s devastating effects7—and the corporation continues to do the same today, lying to federal authorities and falsifying studies in defense of (and to win approval for) the company’s signature weed-killer Roundup.

Why didn’t U.S. government agencies ban Monsanto’s products, instead of fast-tracking them and enabling Monsanto and others to market them as quickly and as widely as possible? Writing in Thanh Nien, the flagship publication of the Vietnam National Youth Federation, Jon Dillingham explained just how insidious the pesticide industry was and continues to be.

The massive spraying of Agent Orange was a war crime and crime against humanity under international law, which government officials knew well before approving the defoliant’s use.8 In fact, Dillingham discovered a declassified letter by V. K. Rowe at Dow’s Biochemical Research Library to Bioproducts Manager Ross Milholland, dated June 24, 1965, which reveals that the company knew in advance that the dioxin in its products, including Agent Orange, would be toxic to people—and was proud of it! Rowe stated: “This material is exceptionally toxic; it has a tremendous potential for producing chloracne and systemic injury.” Dillingham notes that Rowe worried the company would suffer if word got out: “The whole 2,4,5-T industry would be hard hit and I would expect restrictive legislation, either barring the material or putting very rigid controls upon it,” Rowe wrote.9

Rowe advised the company to keep quiet about the toxicity: “There is no reason why we cannot get this problem under strict control and thereby hopefully avoid restrictive legislation…. I trust you will be very judicious in your use of this information. It could be quite embarrassing if it were misinterpreted or misused…. P.S. Under no circumstances may this letter be reproduced, shown, or sent to anyone outside of Dow,” Rowe concluded. Dillingham summed it up: “Dow played its cards right, never getting in serious trouble. The spraying of Agent Orange in Vietnam went on for another six years.”10

Included among the information concealed by Dow and Monsanto was that several factory workers had fallen sick after exposure to dioxin. It turns out, Dillingham wrote, that the chemical companies could have manufactured their pesticides without dioxin, as others had done, but the process was slower and more expensive. So they chose a more dangerous method that enabled the companies to maximize their profits. According to plaintiffs in a lawsuit that ended up before the U.S. Supreme Court in 2009, the companies “secretly tested their products for dioxin and hid its extreme toxicity from the military.”11

Are we really to believe that the U.S. military and government officials were clueless? Just as R. J. Reynolds and other cigarette manufacturers defended Big Tobacco against citizen lawsuits12 (the tobacco corporations eventually lost, but not until many people lost their lives to cancers caused by their products), and just as the giant wireless cellphone corporations have been allowed to suppress the results of numerous studies indicating the dangers of wireless technology,13 the pesticide corporations have provided (and continue to provide) government officials with “credible denial,” enabling government officials to pretend to look the other way and feign not to know, while contracting for and administering the chemicals that are poisoning the planet.

Suppression of research establishing that pesticides, highly pesticided cigarettes, and cellphone technologies cause cancer and neurological illnesses, has become the standard operating procedure for giant multinational corporations. Dow and Monsanto, for example, funded “studies” by one “expert,” Dr. Alvin L. Young, whose role was to trivialize health concerns of U.S. ground forces poisoned by Agent Orange. Young—a doctor who was frequently paid to testify at the behest of the pesticide industry—testified that dioxins are not harmful, and then, when challenged, was forced to concede that pesticides are indeed harmful, after all.14

Was the U.S. military aware of the pesticide industry’s hiding of data showing the harmful effects of dioxin on the human body? Of course it was. Did it conspire with Dow and others to cover up those intentional gaps in the data that its hirelings presented? Yes.

“Though reports point to the fact that chemical companies like Dow and Monsanto knowingly hid evidence of dioxin-related medical problems from the government, the declassified 1990 Zumwalt Report suggests that U.S. military experts knew that Agent Orange was harmful at the time of its use,” Jon Dillingham wrote. He continued: “The report quotes a 1988 letter from Dr. James R. Clary, a former government scientist with the Chemical Weapons Branch. Dr. Clary was involved in designing tanks that sprayed herbicides and defoliants in Vietnam, according to the report.” Clary told Daschle the following:

When we (military scientists) initiated the herbicide program in the 1960’s, we were aware of the potential for damage due to dioxin contamination in the herbicide. We were even aware that the ‘military’ formulation had a higher dioxin concentration than the ‘civilian’ version due to the lower cost and speed of manufacture. However, because the material was to be used on the ‘enemy,’ none of us were overly concerned. We never considered a scenario in which our own personnel would become contaminated with the herbicide. And, if we had, we would have expected our own government to give assistance to veterans so contaminated.15


Supporters of the U.S. government’s Agent Orange campaign tried to mask their complicity in the destruction of millions of lives by rationalizing the government’s environmental toxification of Vietnam as an “herbicide program” to clear away forests–bad enough!–rather than what it actually was: chemical and biological warfare, and genocide.

Dillingham points to a U.S. Senate’s Congressional Record dated August 11, 1969. There, “a table presented to senators showed that congress clearly classified 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T (main components of Agent Orange) in the Chemical and Biological Warfare category. The table also includes cacodylic acid, a main component of Agent Blue, another chemical sprayed on Vietnam”16 to destroy the rice paddies and force the villagers to leave their homes in search of food, as well as to destroy bamboo, which provided cover.17 The table describes it as “an arsenic-base compound … heavy concentrations will cause arsenical poisoning in humans. Widely used in Vietnam. It is composed of 54.29 percent arsenic.” As Vietnam War scholar and U.S. veteran W. D. Ehrhart put it concisely in a Thanh Nien Daily interview in 2009, “It would be hard to describe Agent Orange as anything other than a chemical weapon. Dioxin is a chemical.” Dillingham says: “So is arsenic.”18

* * *

Arsenic is both a naturally occurring rock as well as a synthetic poison. Lead and calcium arsenate were widely used as pesticides in the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries on apples, cotton, and rice, and arsenic was used to treat lumber, such as telephone poles and wood flooring. In the 1944 film Arsenic and Old Lace, arsenic was made infamous as the murder agent of preference discovered by Cary Grant’s character. While the maximum allowable arsenic in drinking water was set in the U.S. at 50 parts per billion in 1942, the United Nations and other bodies, concerned with arsenic’s culpability in causing cancer of the skin, lungs, bladder, and prostate and its record as an endocrine disruptor, had long recommended that the levels around the world be lowered to 10 parts per billion.

President Bill Clinton and Vice President Al Gore did nothing to address arsenic during their eight years in office. Environmentalists advocated that the maximum level of arsenic in drinking water be lowered not to 10 ppb, but to 3 parts per billion. It was not until three days before leaving office that Clinton finally adopted a tougher standard. On becoming president in 2001, George W. Bush was informed that much of the drinking water in the United States was contaminated with unexpectedly high levels of arsenic. Nevertheless, the Bush administration suspended Clinton’s newly lowered arsenic maximum, estimating that it would cost at least $200 million for local communities to enact the tougher standard. Bush also questioned the scientific basis behind the arsenic studies that had been cited to justify lowering the amount of arsenic allowed in drinking water.

But the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) responded with a report19 in 2001 claiming the Environmental Protection Agency had greatly underestimated the cancer risks of arsenic in drinking water. CBS News summed up the report: “The risks [from arsenic] are much higher than the agency had acknowledged under the Clinton administration as well as the current Bush administration, even for low levels of arsenic in tap water.”20

“Even very low concentrations of arsenic in drinking water appear to be associated with a higher incidence of cancer,” said Robert Goyer, chair of the committee that wrote the report and professor emeritus of pathology, University of Western Ontario, now living in Chapel Hill, North Carolina “We estimated the risk of developing cancer at various arsenic concentrations, and now it is up to the federal government to determine an acceptable level to allow in drinking-water supplies.”21

Doctors should certainly be routinely ordering the testing of urine for heavy metals (usually arsenic, lead, mercury and sometimes chromium), toxicologist Robert Simon maintains. In addition to drinking water, mercury poisoning can come from eating tuna; arsenic poisoning can come from rat poison as well as contaminated drinking water; and lead poisoning can come from children eating chips of paint and breathing paint particles in dust. “These types of tests should become routine, because even if we can convince the government agencies to lower the allowable arsenic levels in drinking water down to less than 3 parts per billion, there will still be people who will have contaminated water or face other sources of harmful chemical exposures. Good medical practice must be included in protecting people from heavy metal poisoning.”22 Even at that lower level of three parts per billion, the risk of bladder and lung cancer from arsenic exposure is still between four and ten deaths per ten thousand people, according to the aforementioned NAS report. The EPA’s maximum acceptable level of risk for the past two decades for all drinking water contaminants has been one death in ten thousand. At each level of arsenic in drinking water, investigators found the cancer risks to be much higher than the EPA had estimated.

Arsenic at various levels is also associated with heart disease, high blood pressure, and diabetes, among other diseases. The report rejected arguments by industry that there is a clear, safe threshold below which arsenic could not cause cancer.

A 2014 overview by David Heath for the Center for Public Integrity23 covered the political gyrations and jockeying over the arsenic issue. Updated in 2015, the story is astounding to read—made more so by the fact that so few in the United States are aware of anything at all about arsenic contamination of drinking water, and even less about how a relative handful of legislators, working hand in hand with pesticide manufacturers, managed to prevent a disinterested Obama administration from taking critical measures needed to protect the country’s drinking water.24

Just as the broader public is now learning that much of the U.S. drinking water is contaminated with arsenic, a shocking study published in Toxicology Reports shows that the current regulatory assessments of the world’s most used herbicides are wrong, and that arsenic is being regularly found in Roundup and other glyphosate-based pesticides at toxic levels.25

Professor Gilles-Eric Séralini from the University of Caen Normandy, France, and Drs. Nicolas Defarge and Joël Spiroux, discovered that so-called “inert” ingredients in glyphosate-based pesticides like Roundup add even more to the toxicity of the pesticide, and that glyphosate-based herbicides contain endocrine-disrupting heavy metals such as arsenic, which would otherwise be banned due to their toxicity.26 (Large amounts of arsenic were found in Roundup previously sold in Sri Lanka before that country banned such herbicides due to concerns about chronic kidney disease.) “Inert” ingredients (or “formulants”) in Roundup and all pesticides need to be listed, labeled, researched, and regulated—not just the primary ingredient. And, says Séralini, glyphosate-based herbicides should be banned.

Henry Rowlands, a project director for Sustainable Pulse, concluded: “These results show that the difference between ‘active ingredient’ and ‘inert compound’ is a regulatory assertion with no demonstrated toxicological basis…. An immediate ban on glyphosate-based herbicides is the only way to protect public health.”27


Could the decades of mass spraying of corn and soy fields with Monsanto’s Roundup have poisoned the nation’s waters with arsenic, thereby contributing to the skyrocketing rates of many types of cancer across the United States? What did Monsanto’s corporate officers (and U.S. and European government officials) know about these other components in Roundup, and when did they know it?
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“This may be one of the most important books you read this year. We are
being poisoned and chis book is sounding a well-informed alarm.”
—EVE ENSLER, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
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