Press release (May 26, 2003)

STRP review was neither transparent nor impartial, says hunger striker

MANILA, May 26 -- Philippine Greens leader and 30-day hunger 
striker Roberto Verzola today disputed the claim in a paid advertisement 
Sunday by pro-GMO scientists that the Scientific and Technical Review 
Panel (STRP) which recommended approval of Bt corn commercialization 
was “transparent and impartial” and challenged them to an open and fair 
debate on the issues.

“Despite repeated requests, we couldn’t get an official copy of the 
STRP report. We got an unofficial and apparently incomplete copy only 
months later, during the hunger strike,” he said.

Verzola also revealed that he had a long “heart-to-heart” talk last 
Saturday with Dr. Emiliana Bernardo, an STRP member, in the presence 
of former DA Undersecretary Ernesto Ordoñez, who arranged the meeting 
as well as Dr. Bernardo’s meeting a few days earlier, also in the presence 
of Ordoñez, with Dr. Oscar Zamora of the UPLB Agronomy Department.

Dr. Bernardo’s description of her STRP terms of reference 
“showed procedural flaws,” according to Verzola, “through which an 
‘invisible hand’ could influence the results of the review process.” Verzola 
cited Dr. Bernardo’s admission that she only looked at documents provided 
her by the DA and BPI, and that she did no review of scientific literature 
to get a comprehensive picture of the state of scientific debate on the safety 
or non-safety of Bt corn. 

“Dr. Bernardo had no staff or budget to do a thorough literature 
search for her, and neither was this essential activity part of her terms of 
reference,” Verzola charged.

Verzola explained: “Due to this procedural flaw, Dr. Bernardo 
missed several key pieces of scientific information which had appeared on 
scientific journals as early as 1999. For instance, she believed that the Bt 
toxin lasted only for a few days in the soil. She even admitted she would be 
‘concerned’ if the toxin lasted 3-4 weeks. Yet, experiments by Saxena et 
al. in 1999 have shown that Bt toxin in the soil retains its pesticidal 
properties for more than 24 weeks. Dr. Bernardo also believed that the 
genetically-engineered toxin produced by Bt corn was identical to the 
natural toxin produced by Bt corn. She was apparently unaware that the 
engineered toxin was produced by a synthetic gene which was a slightly 
modified version of the natural bacterial gene.”

Acknowledging the pro-GMO position of some scientists, Verzola 
said: “We have pointed out all along that the scientific community is 
divided on this issue, and that the scientific debate is still unresolved. It
is 
the pro-GMO side which keeps hiding this truth by misrepresenting the 
debate as one between the scientific community and a supposedly 
uninformed public. Dr. Nelia Cortez-Maramba and 17 other medical 
experts from the UP College of Medicine and the Philippine General 
Hospital National Poison Control Center advised the government not to 
release Bt corn yet because of real dangers to health and the environment. 
They are as qualified and credible as the signatories to the paid ad. Both 
sides must be given a fair hearing.” 

“It is precisely this scientific deadlock that justifies a moratorium, 
to give the public and policy-makers enough time to study and resolve the 
contentious issues, including the economic implications of a wrong 
decision and the liabilities in case of actual damage from the irreversible 
release of Bt corn,” Verzola concluded.
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