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High risks, few rewards for Mexico with
Monsanto's maize

Why is Monsanto interested in Mexico's maize market?
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Timothy A Wise is the Policy Research Director, Global Development and Environment
Institute, Tufts University, Medford.

To listen to the current debates over the controversial requests by Monsanto and other biotech
giants to grow genetically modified (GM) maize in Mexico, you'd think the danger to the
country's rich biodiversity in maize was hypothetical. It is anything but.

Studies have found the presence of transgenes in native maize in nearly half of Mexico's
states. A study of maize diversity within the confines of Mexico's sprawling capital city revealed
transgenic maize in 70 percent of the samples from the area of Xochimilco and 49 percent of
those from Tialpan.

Mexico is the “centre of origin" where maize was first domesticated from its wild ancestor,
teocinte. The country is arguably the last place you'd want to risk the possibility that its wide
array of native seeds might be undermined by what

I'd come to Mexico to investigate the ongoing controversy over the proposed introduction of
genetically modified (GM) maize into the birthplace of this important global food crop. The
issue was hot, because last October a Mexican judge had issued an injunction halting all
experimental and commercial planting of GM maize, a process that was well underway in six
northern states. The ruling cited the need for precaution to ensure that Mexico's rich diversity
of maize varieties were protected from inadvertent "gene flow" from GM maize. (See my eariier
article on the injunction.)

As | began to investigate this most controversial of biotech initiatives, the question that most
puzzled me was: why anyone in Mexico thinks the country needs anything that transgenic
maize has to offer?

Monsanto, of course, had an answer to that question. | met with a group of company officials in
their high-rise offices in Mexico City's transnational business district of Santa Fe. They offered
their "Vision 2020", in which transgenic maize is key to feeding the world. In Mexico, they
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