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'If People Want Us to Stay

HETHER new tax has

' been levied in this bud-

get or not has been the
major topic of discussion in
this year's budget session in the
parliament. In all my years on
the government, [ have sensed
frustration in those at the helm
of the finance ministry. While
our friendly neighbours and or-
anisations who want
angladesh’s economic devel-
opment, poverty alleviation
and improvement of the
poverty-stricken people’s lot
ask us to expand our tax-base
and raise our forex reserve.
Unfortunately. there is no
means or option to directly ex-
pand the tax base in our coun-
try. People in power only recog-
nise its importance. ose in
opposition feel there is no need
1o expand the tax base for public
welfare, as if it could be done
with a magic wand or some
other means or wishful think-
ing.
gIn 1977, 1 had a conversation
with the then minister for fi-
nance and planning Fasthuddin
Mahtab. He had just pro a
Tk. 500 crore budget. en |
asked him what was his
impression of the country's
economy, he said. *I have pro-
osed a Tk 500 crore budget.
ay, it will lead to creation of
funds generating a surplus of
another 500 crore taka. Its
equal distribution will lead to
the rise of a discernible class, a
class that will manifest the
country's development.,” Mr.
Mahtab was not perhaps a
politician like me, but the fact
is that we no longer think of
improvement of the ple. We
are more in favour o fdistribu}—
ing the money to a few ple
wl%use personal gains Illa,'eoair-
conditioned residence and cars
will create a good image of the
country. Whether the people feel
it or not, the donor agencies
will be satisfied that there has
been economic development in
the country. :

In 1977-78, I had the oppor-
tunity to accompany late si-
dent Ziaur Rahman on a visit to
Indonesia. There | heard that if
the road from the airport to
Sheraton Hotel was developed,
if sky-scrapers were built on
both sides of the road, it would
convince the donors and credi-
tors that their money was
utilised. Yes, Mr Speaker, that
is what has been happening
here. We now have large build-
ings along the road from the
airport to the Sheraton Hotel,
we are constructing an eight-
lane road from airport to the
cantonment. We are construct-
ing four-lane roads, by-passes.
We now see neon lights decorate

them. Only the other day Mr
Harun, who was the owner of
the Pakistan Times and came to
Bangladesh after 28 years. said
in a speech, "l opposed Mujib

by Anwar Hossain Monju

when he wanted independence
for Bangladesh. I had told him
to negotiate. Today, having
come lo Bans]adtsh 28 years
later, I think Bangabandhu was
right. Bangladesh has really
prospered.” But, Mr Speaker,
one renowned economist from
Pakistan and one from
Bangladesh have "said that
Pakistan and Bangladesh have
nnlgr got poorer between the 60s
and the 90s. We cannot arrest
the downslide; Mr Speaker, nor
are we coming up with any solu-
tion.

When President Hossain
Mohammad Ershad assumed

wer then Bangladesh had a

urden of 2,000 crore taka in
tax and in 1990 we wanted to
levy 10,000 crore taka in tax.
When the democratic govern-
ment of Khaleda Zia stepped
down the tax-burden was 17,000
crore taka. Now. it is 19,000
crore taka. What do we do with
the money collected through
tax? For the sake of argument
we say that we have to levy tax
for public welfare, but, what do
we actually do? In reality, all
the money is spent for the min-
isters, bureaucrats, and gov-
ernment officials and employ-
ees; and to meet the deficit in
state-owned enterprises like
industries, and power and rail-
way sectors. As a result we are
left with nothing for develop-
ment. Then we have to depend
on foreign grants and plead for
exemption of previous grants.
We are one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world. The way we
are increasing tax and the way
the le are %tung poorer ev-
eryday, I am airaid, a day will
come when the people of
Bangladesh will refuse to pay
tax ior improvement of livin
standards of the ministers an
bureaucrats and overlook the
accruing deficit in public sec-
tors, We hope that day will
never come and we will find out
a way to eliminate shortages.

enever we go to Paris for

the Aid Club meeting, we want
to know how much money have
we got, 1.9 or two billion dol-
lars? Our well-wishers tell us —
why do l};m have to 3%3 to Paris,
Tokyo, London, Washington for
money? Just eliminate systems
loss in the power and railway
seclors, and ensure optimum
use of the Chittagong port, you
don't have to go to anyone for
money. The question is why
can't we do that?

We have all observed hartals
when necessary to achieve our
freedom. But now that we are
independent, when we have

earned the right to improve '

upon our own lot, if we call har-
tals now and waste thousands
of crores of taka, then we have

failed to realise the essence of

ndence. When we went to
orld Bank for construc-

ind
the

_tion of the Bangabandhu Bridge

I met two Japanese prime min-
isters in Tokyo. If you could
stop hartal you would be able to
build one Bangabandhu Bride
every year, you wouldn’t need to
come here for money, they told
me. 1 was embarrassed, Mr
Speaker. As the communica-
tions minister when [ am re-
quested by a legislator for a cul-
vert in his constituency, I re-
alise that it is needed. after
all these years since indepen-
dence people would still have to
use bamboo-bridge? We have to
answer this guestion. We are
not stopping hartal. We are only
letting the deficit rise and going
Lo Paris for more aid. It is a vi-
cious cycle, a cycle we have to
come out of, We have to create a
new leadership and a new vi-
sion,

[ am a Jatiya Party man and
part of the opposition. This
government was not formed by

my vote. Even then, the incum-

bent prime minister has made
me minister in her cabinet. Not
only me she has also made min-
isters two BNP legislators. She
has created a consensus gov-
ernment. It is certainly a novel
concept, but what has actually
happened? It has been criti-
cised. The parliament has not
yet become the centre of politi-
cal activities,

Many a peer Awami League
legislator says that a politics of
conspiracy has started in the
country. We cannot come out of
this politics of conspiracy. I
had the chance to listen to Amir
Hossain Amu's speech the other
day. He said, “We have been in
pnﬁtics for so many years but
still could not manage more
than 30-35 per cent votes
whereas those who came to
power after 1975 managed 98

*r cent votes. How could that
appen?”
ere lies the conspiracy, We
came to this parliament with 98
per cent vote. We have to sustain
this change after 1990, for our
own interest and for the inter-
est of the people. We claim that
the constitution 3aflys people are
the determining force. people
are the driving force. Then why
are we nol turning to the peo-
ple? Why Hussain Muhammad
Ershad goes against the consti-
tution and also Begum Khaleda
Zia is the question when it is
said that people were not al-
lowed their rights to choose in
successive autocratic regimes
since 1974. Why is the compas-
sion to turn back the clock to
those days when only the TNOs
and SPs cast their votes. [ tell
my friends that it won’t happen
again.

With the advent of new age,
the end has come to the
of conspiracy, the politics that
ignore people for power. No
more can a dictator or an auto-
crat can come to power. In this
world, there will t

politics .

“no Marcos,

in Power..."

no Ayub Khan, no Tikka Khan
no Ziaur Rahman. There will be
Khaleda, Hasina and others
like them. But you have to re-
alise, Mr Speaker, that we have
to take a tough decision; a deci-
sion for the welfare of the peo-
ple. The mass must be told that
the government of the comin
millennium will improve their
lot. Gone are those days. gone
are the days of deficits. People
will pay tax for the improve-
ment of their lot and for the
improvement of their condi-
tions. There will be culverts,
roads and electricity for all.
Rights of the people of this new
world and the country will be
established. Democracy has
come to stay,

One other thing, Mr Speaker.
We have to do something about

corruption otherwise we will be

in grave danger in future. There
are news reports on the pun-
ishment of an elected union
parishad member for embez-
zlln% two tonnes of wheat. The
World Bank in its report de-
scribes how a policeman in our
country takes bribe. Those of us
who own thousands of crores of
taka keep our money in their
(abroad) banks. Once I asked a
person from there when you
ve the documents on Benazir
hutto to the Pakistan govern-
ment, why can’'t you release the
documents on Hussain
Muhammad Ershad? Double
standard shouldn’t be practised.
One of my friends once told
me if Ershad is corrupt then so
is Monju. I am not saying that I
am not corrupt. Mr Speaker,; the
BNP government arrested me
under the Special Powers Act.
They kept me in the punish-
ment cell four times but they
filed no corruption case against
me. We have heard allegations
of corruption against the BNP
overnment. We have heard of
rbus, arms, fertiliser factory.
KAFCO and also issuance of 25-
30 lakh taka by legislator with-
out any kind of auditing, How-
ever, there was no case and
there still is not, yet we claim
we want elimination of corrup-
tion. I pro closure of the bu-
reau. Mr Speaker, these corrupt
Peﬂcgzle are now the opposition
eaders. They don’t want to see
the elected government in
power any more, although it
does not depend on their
whims. When people will no
longer want them, they will
leave. If people want them to
stay they will stay. In our time,
we used to say that you cannot
oust us. When Allah wants us to
go, we will only be ousted then.

The author is the minister for
communications of the Gov-
ernment of Bangladesh. The
above (s an ab
his speech in the just-concluded
budget session of the parlia-
ment.

Concerns over Tanbazaar

by Salma Ali

HE recent steps taken by

the government to bring

an end to prostitution in
Tanbazaar and the su uent
measures taken to rehabilitate
the these women into the social
mainstream has caused me
great concern. | applaud the
sincerity of the government in
its efforts in making the flesh
trade to an end. But as an
activist who is directly
involved with the sex workers, T
believe the system is failing to
foresee many of the complica-
tions related to rehabilitate
these individuals. I commend
the decision of the government
to rehabilitate sex workers for
which it has all my support, but
I would also like to state that
the dissipation of centuries-old
profession cannot be brought
about drastically without con-
sideration of the serious reper-
cussions it has for the nation as
a whole.

The grim determination
with which the government has
embarked on such a project
seems to suggest that the efforts
are entirely divorced from the
subjects, i.e. the prostitutes, and
this can only mean a failure in
the measures in the long-run.
My personal experience in
working with prostitutes and
victims of sexual abuse and re-
habilitating them as healthy
functioning members of the so-
ciety has shown that this is a
long, tedious and exhaustive
process, which is plagued with
possibilities and actual inci-
dents of failures. I feel there are
certain issues that the govern-
ment has to taken into consid-
eration before following
through their ambitious pro-
gramme.

The urgency of the local au-
thorities and government to re-
habilitate the sex workers to-
gether with the unnatural death
of Jesmin have led to these
women including over 70 per
cent of the minors moving away
from the red-light area. They
are now spread all over the city
and the outlying areas of the
country, This means that there
are many who will continue be-
ing prostitutes at the cost of fa-
tal health consequences. The
continued efforts of BNWLA to
rescue prostitutes and women

subjected to sexual abuse since
1991, have systematically ex-
posed a grim pattern of serious
diseases among these women.
The organisation has, to date,
rescued over a hundred women
and young girls. And it has been
found that out of every 20, two
have been tested positive for the
HIV virus, 80 per cent of them
have been inflicted with STDs
and hundred per cent of them
have skin diseases. If the re-
sults found are anything to
judge by, it can be stated with-
out any doubt that the dispersal
of the sex workers will pose as a
serious health problem of
calamitous proportions in the
near future.

Rehabilitation does not only
imply the physical movement
of a group into an existing
framework. | feel that the gov-
ernment has not put any
thought into the whole issue of
psychological trauma that each
of the sex workers carry with
them, especially the minor girls
and the need for psychosocial
counselling before they become
integrated into the social
mainstream. Rehabilitation
requires time and the dedicated
work of s- moving the sex
workers to another area and
providing them with another
profession does not begin to ad-
dress the roots of the problem.

Experience has shown that
victims of sexual abuse and sys-
tematic and continued sexual
exploitation suffer from serious
often devastating psl\{;chuiugical
disorders. Yﬂu}l}l_ﬁgr children are
plagued with D (post-trau-
matic stress syndrome) which
involves frequent nightmares,
flashbacks and acute sensitiv-
ity to their social surroundings.

ey also sulfer from depres-
sion. inability to confide in
anyone, distrust of themselves
and others around them, are
volatile in their behaviour and
engage in destructive behaviour
including self-mutilation and
destruction of personal belong-
ings.
This is the grim reality
which I face in my line of work
and | do not think that learning
a different profession is an ad-
equate measure to deal with the
multifaceted aspect of rehabili-

tation. In a situation where 95
per cent of the sex traders are
illiterate and are very much
bound by the social and cultural
dos and don'ts | find it difficult
1o accept any easy solution to
the flesh trade.

In trying to provide an al-

. ternative to prostitution, 1 be-

lieve the government is engag-
ing in a simple case of putting
the 'cart before the horse',
Teaching them a different trade
is not the way to reintegrate the
sex traders. What causes me
concern is the fact that the gov-
ernment has not recognised
that the mentality of the work-
ers themselves has to be
changed. They themselves have
to come into terms with the fact
that their old profession is over
and they have to be wmmLﬁ to
accept it and work within their
actual limitations. Even if
many of the madams took away
most of their earnings, the tips
they received promised them
fineries which as garments
workers they will not be able to
afford. By looking at them 'as
subjects of a project only, the
underlying issue of their exist-
ing mental framework will not
change.

It is important to recognise
the importance of these women
understanding their limita-
lions and being satisfied with
their new way of life. Otherwise,
they will not be rehabilitated
into the very society that is try-
ing to reform them.

What a propose is that de-
tailed action research is carried
out instead of haphazard sur-
veys which only gloss over the
problem. It is vital that the %::w-
ernment listens to what they
have to say about their wants,
needs and problems. The needs
of the children of sex traders
too cannot be ignored. Other-
wise there is little possibility
that the government endeavour
will succeed. While reintegrat-
ing the sex workers of Tan-
bazaar. it is also important that
a level of secrecy is maintained.
Otherwise these new training
areas will be identified as areas
where these women have been
rehabilitated, and will only
mean a relocation of the prob-

lem without actually accepting |

them as individuals into the
society.

In trying to deal with the is-
sue of the sex workers in Tan-
bazaar, the government should
be aware of the lessons learned
from Kandaputti. In trying to
eradicate prostitution, the gov-
ernment and the local authori-
ties should not work with a po-
litical or personal agenda, but
should work with exis NGOs
with experience and knowledge
in this area. The betterment of
these women should be the one
and only goal. And as I pointed
out, the road to success in this
respect is very long with too
many pitfalls.

The author is Executive Di-
rector of BNWLA. '

ged version of

Liberation and Bey

(The Daily Star is serialising extracts from the boo
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contract with University Press Limited (UP’L), publisher of its

Bangladesh edition).

1972: Efforts at National
Consolidation

AKSAR found Mujibur Rahman ambiguous and dilatory
in some of his responses. | remember him remarking t o
me after one of his sessions with Mujib in Dhaka:"[t iz

difficult enough to negotiate with the Pakistan: but what 1 fi nd
more difficult is to negotiate with our own side with differisnt
departments of Government of India and with Sheikh Muji bur
Rahman.” In the even he was successful in get the consent of
the Bangladesh Government to return the POWSs to Pakistan.
M#ihur Rahman on his own told Haksar that giveri the
difficulties about collecting evidence he did not want to yxaste

energy and time on holding war crime trials. The substzintive

motivation for Mujib's decision might have been his lon g-term
strategy ol not doing anything which would prevent reco gnition
of Bangladesh by Pakistan and other Islamic countries. Holding
on to a large number of POWSs and conducting war crirne trials
would have generated controversies and subjected Bargladesh

to the criticism of prolonging tensions even after liberzition was
achieved. In the larger interests of peace and normalcy in the
sub-continent Mujibur Rahman's approach was valid. It also
heilped India in finalising arrangements for the Bhuitto-Indira
Gandhi summit at Shimla in July 1972.

As far as Bangladesh is concerned, the Shimla Agreement
embodied the following decisions: all the prisoners o)f war were
to be repatriated to Pakistan. India conveyed to Pakistan on
behalf ufp Bangladesh that no war crime tria.l}; would be held. In-
dia ‘also suggested to Zulfigar Ali Bhutto that he s’hould recog-
nise Bangladesh and establish diplomatic relations with it. An
in-depth analysis of the Shimla Agreement in the context of In-
dia-Pakistan relations is not relevant here. (I hav already cov-
ered the subject in some detail in my book published in 1995
anatomy of a Flawed Inheritance.)

After Mrs. Gandhi's visit Indo-Bangladesh rexlations settled
down to normal patterns of bilateral interaction. These of
course were subject to the political attitudes in Iadia and the po-
litical developments in Bangladesh. On secorad thoughts, to
claim that Indo-Bangladesh relations settled down to normal
and positive inter-State patterns by March. 1672 would be an
over-simplification. As for the Indian aftitude towards
Bangladesh, there was the strategic and political situation of
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k through exclusive

derstanding of the deep uniclercurrents in ‘the psyche of the

Bangladesh power structure

under Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.

Indian anticipations also lacked in political realism, as we

shall see in later development;s.
Bangladesh attitude under the leadershy,
Rahman, though not expresse:d overtly an

of Sheikh Mujibur
clearly, were quite

different from Indian expectatiions. Mujib 1of course appreciated

India’s hel
friendly relationship with Indi

in the liberation st ruggpte.
a.-He was

le Clesired a practical and
also «conscious -that if

Bangladesh earned sufficient recognition from important coun-
tries and developed the mininnum required levels of bilateral

political, economic and technological re:lations.
need India‘'s substantive :su’pP.
e

with this approach; he was ¢

wish to be over-dependent on In

he swould not

brt and :assistance: In keeping
ar in his; mind that he did not
dia, He ralso [quite lo

cally) did

not wish Bangladesh to be dubbed a clie nt State of India_ as was

being anticipated by many

political

Cibservers and analysts

from different parts of the world. He wzis of the view that while

pending disputes

and issues should

be resolved amicably

through political dialnlgue. there was n.ot going to be any com-

promises on the part o

Bangladesh on ‘issues which could affect

Har_}%adesh’ vi

cloud his perceptions of B
to reduce his
interests. lis objectives were to conscilidate his own leadership
and the Awami League's swa ics. He
wanted to focus on the politic

having achieved a decisive military vie

*
e

o

Sheikh Mujib is flanked by Mr. Tajuddin Ahmed, Prime Minister
for the Mujibnagar Government, on his right and Swved Nazrul
Islam, Vice President, Mujibnagar Government to his left.

There was also the feeling that India had outmanoeuvred and
isolated Pakistan in the international community despite a
majority of the countries supporting Pakistan bilaterally and
at the United Nations. There was also euphoric hubris that the
people of Bangladesh seceding from. Pakistan to establish an
independent State on the basis of their linguistic, cultural and
intellectual traditions had finally disproved the two-nation
theory which led to the partition of India..The prognosis was
that given the massive local popular support and India's mili-
tary support for the liberation struggle. Indo-Bangladesh rela-
tions would be close, warm and based on mutual trust and
goodwill. There was also the expectation in Indian public opin-
ion that the Government and people of Bangladesh would be
grateful for many years to come for India having helped them
break the shackles of West Pakistani domination and discrim-
ination.

India desired the closest economic, political and defence co-
operation with Bangladesh. It also expected that the issues in-
herited from Indo-Pakistan relations 1947 to 1972, would be re-
solved peacefully without acrimony and by mutual accommo-
dation. Issues like the sharing of the Ganga waters, the ex-
change of enclaves and the granttiﬁ of mutual transit facilities
for travel and tourism were C to be sorted out in the con-
text of goodwill and mutual cooperation which characterised
India’s relations with the Mujibnagar Government during the
liberation struggle. As events from the second half of 1972
showed Indian expectations proved to have lacked a clear un-

tory over Pakistan.

interests as perceived. by him.
¢ appreciation or gratitude towariis India was not going to
angladesh’ iraterests, nor was it oing
etermination to stancl firm on fulfillin 5_11:5&
_over Bangladesh politics. He
s on the consolidation and economic re-
construction of Bangladesh. He felt 1 hat to achieve these objec-
tives, he had to gain recognition friom important countries in
different parts of the world, pariicular y' from the United
States, China and Pakistan. The othier two important countries,
the Soviet Union and India, were alrea Yy supportive of
Bangladesh. His political jud%&ment wis valid that balancing
off any excessive influence by Indiet would depend on his ability
to establish formal and substantive relationship with impor-
tant countries of Asia and the Sulpﬁr Powers. He had taken a de-
cision by May-June 1972 that if he had to compromise on the
question of release of prisoners of war and the helding of war
crime trials in order to establish relations with Pakistan he
would do so.

It was also his assessment that Bangladesh should reassert
not just its Bengali linguistic and cultural identity but its Ben-
gali Muslim identity as well if the countiry were not to be
swain by identification with West Bengal and India; He was;
therefore keen for Bangladesh to be acknowledged as an impor -
tant Muslim country of South Asia.

S0 despite the genuinely emotional and sincerely warm te-
ception which he extended to Mrs. Indira Gandhi when she v/is-
ited Dhaka and despite his desire to retain Indian troops to s up-
press residual pro-Pakistani opposition, his foreign and se-cu-
rity policies were at variance from the: general Indian expecta-
tions.

The Indian brigade operating in Cex's Bazar and Chitta gong
Hill Tracts completed its task by July-August; 1972 anci was
withdrawn. At the end of the negofiations which Mujity had
with P.N. Haksar in June 1972 he agreed to the return of all the
POWs to Pakistan and he had indiciated that the was dr opping
the idea of holding war crime trials. He had taken the firrst step
towards normalising relations wit'h Pakistan under ‘Zulfigar
Ali Bhutto.

He also took a number of steps for what he consideresd neces-
sary for ensuring national reconciliation and for sign alling his
independence from Indian influence, The Banglades!) Govern-
ment conveyed messages emphasising its urgent des! re to take
possession of the enclaves which India was supposed to transfer
to former East Pakistan under tlhe Radcliff Award :and subse-
quent agreements. He appointed Dr. Abbas as the 'Bangladesh
co-chairman of the Indo-Bangladesh Joint Rivers ( >ommission
which was to resolve the complex issue of the shar ing of Ganga
waters. Abbas had been the senior negotiator on Eehalf of Pak-
istan at discussions on the Farakka issue with In¢ lia before lib-
eration. He was a hardliner commitied to the Pak istani negoti-
ating stance. He had even authored a book c alled Mrityur
Padadhwani (The sound of the footsteps of de.ath). a hi hly
polemical work criticising the consequences of the India-built
Farakka barrage.

Mujib took a decision to re-recruit Banglade sh military offi-
cers and civil servants of the Pakistani armed_ forces and civil
service, He did so despite the fact that many of them did not
support liberation struggle of Bangladesh.

He gave the important portfolio of Irrigatiion and Water Re-
sources, a Ministry which was to deal with th e Farakka barrage
negotiations, to Khondakar Mushtaq Alhmed. who had been
removed as Foreign Minister by Tajuddin Ahimed in September-
October, 1971 for reasons recounted earli er. Mujib also sent
messages to the United States, UK and Ch.ina as well as to In-
donesia and Malaysia cunveﬁngbﬂangladf:sh's desire to estab-
lish bilateral relations. He sent "back charinel" messages to Z.A

- Bhutto that he was willing to restore riormal relations with

Pakistan if Pakistan if Pakistan

gave full recognition to
Bangladesh,

showed a willingness to pziy some sort of repara-
tion to Bangladesh for the losses durings the liberation war and
also agreed to transfer some assets oy West Pakistan to East
Pakistan which were the legitimate in heritance of former East

Pakistanis. -
(Continued)
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Food and the Frankenstein Factor

Claude Martin writes from Gland, Switzerland

HROUGHOUT history, one
I of the strongest forces
driving the development
of human society has been
concern for health. Many
fundamental scientific and
technological advances have
occurred as a result of the desire
to control or eradicate disease
and to improve the quality and
duration of our lives. In the
20th century. a huge
international industry has
grown up dedicated to the
promotion and achievement of
good health and prolonged fit-
ness. It covers everything from
drugs and medical technology
to our lifestyle habits and the
food we eat.

Most recently, what has be-
come almost an obsession with
health has led to renewed inter-
est in traditional medicine and
in the potential of biological
treasures such as those con-
tained in tropical forests,
which harbour a vast array of
plant species with possible
medicinal value,

At the same time, howewer,
the health industry and public
expectations have combined to
Bruduce new branches of science

ased on interference with the
[undamental materials of life.
The study of genetics, of course,

is not new, but what is different
abotit it now is the ability of
scientists to manipulate genetic
material
production of drugs.

gineering has also responded to
the other
on health, which concerns diet.

them in a tomato.

easily for the
But the science of genetic en-

great current theory

sult we want we can take genes

Bt had been genetically en%]‘-
from. say. a [lish, and place half the

neered killed nearly

monarch butterfly caterpillars
If that sounds far-fetched, it fed on it in a test at Cornell
is not, The gene that proiects a
flounder from extreme cold has
been introduced into the make-
up of tomato plants so that they

will continue to flourish in ad-

gene had been added to almost a1
quarter of the US corn crop.

o

modified material so that wor-
ried consumers can avoid them.
WWF believes that is not
enough, Certainly people

University. The really worrying  ghould be able to identify prod-
point of this is that the test was | (g cuntalnjn% the now widely
carried out only after the Bt | ced genetically modified soya

and other GMOs, "but the

The race is on to create almost
unlimited quantities of what is
considered to be good, healthy
and affordable food. Here,
though, genetic manipulation
has run into trouble. Fears are
rowing that genetically modi-
ied organisms, or GMOs, will
produce food that is itself dan-
gerous to health.
We have been eating plants
and animals which have been
roduced with<the help of man
or centuries Plant and animal
breeders have always mixed
and matched genetic material
to create the ?fiecies of vegeta-
bles, fruit. cattle and so on that
we take for granted. Those
modifications, though, were
carried out among closely re-
lated species through selection
processes using cross-pollina-
tion and cross-fertilization.
What is new about today's genet-
ically modified foods is that we
can cross species barriers. so
that in order to achieve the re-

verse weather. That may help to
ensure ready supplies of toma-
toes but the question is, what ef-
fect might the foreign gene have
on the people who eat them?
The same applies to genetically
modified crops such as soya,
corn, maize, rape and potatoes
which have been developed by
conglomerates like Monsanto
and Novartis, chemical firms
which now prefer to describe
themselves as "life science
companies.”

} this is worrying enough.
to the extent that agricultural
GMOs have been dubbed
"Frankenstein foods". But there
are wider implications that
concern us at WWF — effects
that could radically alter the
biological structure of the entire
planet.

An example of what can
happen when GM crops are in-
troduced was reported last
month in the USA. Pollen from
corn into which a toxin called

Imagine the possible result s
if GMOs were widely used.
Cross-pollination could trars-
fer the foreign genes to othier

" plants, with the result t hat

weeds could become resistar it to
diseases, pests and herbici des.
Monsanto has patented =.eeds
that are genetically immu ne to
its own product Roundup, one of
the world's leading weed killers.
If those plants cross-pol'iinated.
Roundup could become  useless
against species of supe r-weeds
and the whole exercise 1 vould be
a best counter-producti ve and at
worst highly d%ngerm 1S, Simi-
larly pest-control gene s spread-
ing into the wild could| wipe out
countless animal arad insect
species.
Now that such rissk are be-
%inning to be unde¢irstood, a
erce international ¢ lebate has
begun over GMOs. S.ome coun-
tries, such as Switz erland, are
demanding clear 1abelling of
foods containing genetically

broader environmental threat
demands much stronger action.

WWF is calling for a morato-
rinm on the use or release of
GMOs until their potential im-
pact on the general environ-
ment has been carefully re-
searched and evaluated — and
proper safeguards have been
established. Moreover, it is vi-
tal that the implications for the
food chain and the natural en-
vironment are openly commu-
nicated to the public so that in-
formed choices can be made.
Nor should control of gene
technology be left to scientists
and commercial organizations:
there must be official regula-
tion through independent statu-
tory bodies with the power to
ban future GMO releases until
agreed standards have been
met,

, — WWF Featires

The author is Director Gen-

eral of WWF International
based in Gland,; Switzerland
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