BIOTECHNOLOGY REGULATORY 

AUTHORITY BILL, 2010: 

A Fastracking process to disenfranchise agricultural systems and traditional farming knowledges

30th August 2010

Dear Members of the NAC ,

As members of the National Advisory Council (NAC) of the Indian democracy, the people of the country have rendered tremendous faith in your hands that any far reaching policy decision  will uphold the pillars of the constitution of the country. Therefore we do believe that informed and democratised parliamentary debates can go a long way in upholding our knowledge cultures and spearheading a future Indian democracy. 

However, as a member of the NAC you would appreciate the fact that any important decision of the Government that will substantially impact the life, livelihood and health of the people of the country, should require public disclosure and informed public debate before they are set to roll. It is in this regard we are writing to you seeking your intervention with proposed Biotechnology Regulatory Authority Bill (BRAI), 2010 which was recently approved by the cabinet. We would like to bring to your attention the following facts:

1. The only version of the Bill which is publicly available on the Department of Biotechnology website is the 2008 version. All other versions are being internally discussed and there has been no effort towards disclosure during the phase of policy formulation which is most critical phase where an informed public debate is is deemed necessary in a democracy. Even the Right to Information process is unable render a disclosure.

2. In a open conflict of interest the Bill is emanating from the corridors of the Department of Biotechnology which has the greatest role to play in the promotion of Genetic Engineering and other forms of modern biotechnology.

3. The Bill only seeks regulate research, manufacture, import of organisms, transfer and so on related to modern biotechnology. It works on the premise that modern biotechnology (including Genetic Engineering) is acceptable and its research applications will continue, which is a raging and un-resolved issue worldwide.

4. India has seen widespread criticism with the introduction of Bt Brinjal, the culmination of which had reached the streets when the Minister of Environment called for public hearings in different parts of the country. The realisation of the tentative science behind the Bt Brinjal and huge public pressure is what led the Minister to take a bold step instate a moratorium on the introduction of Bt Brinjal into the farmer's fields.

The drafters and proponents of the BRAI Bill have not even made a remote effort to bring their ideas under public scrutiny. This is important because world over the problems and limitations of Genetic Engineering are being seen increasing clearly by all reputed world bodies. In the International Assessment on Agricultural Science and Technology for Development [IAASTD] in which over 400 world class scientists participated under the banner of the World Bank, FAO, WHO, UNESCO etc. clearly refused to endorse genetic engineering as a solution to food security. Last week the Head of UNDP Ms Helen Clark who was formerly the Prime Minister of New Zealand clearly said that I don’t think GE is the solution to the food security problem. Instead, I recommend more funding for agriculture that emphasised solutions to the problems faced by poor farmers”. 

We would like to bring to your attention that 40% of soils in Warangal [a district in the North of Andhra Pradesh] have become toxic within five years of Bt Cotton cultivation. Farmer women of Deccan Development Society with the help of scientists have brought out extremely revealing evidence (visual and written) which we enclose for you with this letter. In fact an experiment done with nine sheep on the implications of Bt Cotton plants had stunning results. In this experiment carried out in the year 2008, three sheep were fed entirely on Bollgard 1, three with Bollgard II and three with non Bt cotton. Bollgard I and II are two generations of Bt Cotton. The result indicated the levels of poison that the Bt Gene is infested with. Bollgard I and II fed sheep started ailing from week 6 and by 13th week all of them were dead. But non Bt fed sheep did not die at all. We are enclosing documents and videos that substantiate our claim above.

As the cabinet has already approved the Bill, we believe that the NAC will be viewing its content soon.  We the members of the South Against Genetic Engineering (SAGE), take this opportunity to request you to take a powerful position towards protecting the future of food and farming of India. We have a few very simple requests:

1. Ask for a full and informed public disclosure cum debate on the GE in Agriculture with the country. This should include special parliamentary awareness debates on the impacts of GE and other forms of modern biotechnology. Such debates can then we translated into farmer-parliament discussions in various constituencies.

2. Ask for a stay on the formulation on a regulatory Bill like BRAI till there is informed consensus that GE is indeed the future of farming in India, as its proponents seem to think. India has one of the oldest traditions of farming which deserve the respect and consideration of its parliamentary estate, rather than a takeover by invasive technologies.

3. Ask for a full and informed public disclosure on the text of the BRAI Bill in different languages at the level of gram panchayats so that both producers and consumers of food are aware of the decisions being taken far away from their living realities.

As farmers, farmer's organisations, scientists, NGOs, researchers, lawyers and media persons who have come together as SAGE, we do hope you will take our appeal into consideration and take the necessary steps towards democratising decisions around GE and other modern biotechnology which  will have an irreversible impact on India's food and farming cultures.

p v satheesh


National Convener

South Against Genetic Engineering

