
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GM food is in a tight spot but the United States has a plan to 
save it.   

 
The plan calls for demolition of protections that governments around the world have 
set specifically to cover GMOs.  Washington’s tool of choice is “harmonisation” and 
the delivery vehicle is free trade agreements. 
 
In the sights are other countries’ rights to independently assess whether GM foods 
should be grown or eaten.  Even the right to require GM content to be labelled is in 
the gun. 
 
None of this requires any leaked document to prove.  But none of it can be done in 
broad daylight either - as it would look craven to US interests for a government to 
remove protections that citizens overwhelmingly support.  For example, 83% of New 
Zealanders favour retaining the current requirement to label for GM content in food.1 
 
So the US is pushing this one through free trade deals that are out of public view – 
agreements that bundle lost sovereignty with promises of economic growth for all. 
They become Trojan Horses for smuggling in  
fundamental changes that would not survive 
normal democratic processes.   
 
The US has a lot at stake as it has gambled 
big on GM crops and the bet has not gone 
well for what it describes as “the core of 
U.S. agricultural exports”.2  In Europe and  
many other high value markets there is  
sustained and widespread consumer  
resistance to GM food.  The great bulk of it  
goes to animal feed or is highly processed, and  
only a tiny percentage is grown outside the 
Americas.3  With a trend towards labelling for the  
use of GM feed in animal products, even the  
animal feed market is facing challenges.  
 
For the US, the imperative is to normalise GM foods  
by getting everyone else to “harmonise” to permissive  
US standards: finding middle ground would not be a 
fix.  It has first been rounding up friends 
in the Americas and proposed  
arrangements with Canada describe 
precisely what the US is seeking.4   
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• “Mutual Recognition Agreement for biotechnology products” - meaning any 

GM product the US approves is legal in the other country. 
 
• “Harmonised risk assessments” – meaning the assessment processes for 

GMOs in the US and the other country will need to come to the same 
conclusions.  

 
Just how badly the US wants such arrangements was spelt out when it recently 
opened negotiations with the EU on a transatlantic free trade deal.  Despite a 
number of EU nations having effectively banned GM crops, a letter from the US 
Senate to its negotiators made clear that: no removal of barriers to US agricultural 
products, no deal.5   
 
At the top of the Senate’s brief list for what a “successful” agreement must tackle are 
agricultural barriers with the first one cited being “the EU’s restrictions on genetically 
engineered crops”.  And the US Trade Representative officially describes GM food 
labelling requirements as a “trade barrier”.6 
 
In a proposed sister agreement, the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), the US is taking 
a different approach.  For this one there have been no public demands and 
according to MFAT, there is so far nothing in the draft text that would force parties 
to it - including New Zealand - to alter their regulation of GMOs.7 
 
That can be read as the US initially focusing on wealthy food importers like the EU. 
But competing food exporters like New Zealand will also come under fire at some 
point.  
 
That could come later in the TPP negotiations, as New Zealand has still to make 
headway on its biggest objective of better access to the US dairy market.  Or it could 
come after signing, as the TPP would also set up a framework for making new rules 
on mutual recognition. 
 
Given what is coming down the road, New Zealand should now be making crystal 
clear that its right to choose on GM matters is non-negotiable.  The country’s status 
as a GM Free Food Producer is a vital support to its fragile clean green brand (try 
selling “clean, green and GM”).8 
 
And there is more at stake than economic value.  Just as its nuclear free status has 
become part of New Zealand’s identity, so has GM free food production. 
 
When asked to rule out trading away New Zealand’s GM protections, ministers have 
so far refused to make that commitment.  Until they are willing to rule out any 
weakening of New Zealand laws governing food labelling and GMOs, then its GM 
position is ultimately up for grabs. 
 
 
 
 
An article based on this text was first published in the Dominion Post on 26 August 2013. 
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