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In ‘Assault’ on Mexican Food Sovereignty, US Ramps

Up Fight Over GM Corn

"U.S. agribusiness exporters, the biotech industry, and their allies in Congress
are pushing this case, intent on compelling Mexico to accept U.S. exports
without debate," said one expert.
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[This article was originally published in August 2023.]

After two-and-a-half months of failed negotiations, the U.S. government on Thursday
intensified its effort to quash Mexico’s limits on genetically modified corn imports by calling
for the formation of a dispute settlement panel under a North American trade deal.

In a 2020 decree backed by agricultural, consumer, environmental, public health, and
worker groups, Mexican President Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador (AMLO) announced plans to
phase out genetically modified (GM) corn and the herbicide glyphosate by January 2024.

Under pressure from the U.S. government and impacted industries, he issued a new decree
in February reiterating plans to block GM corn imports for human consumption by then but
lifting the deadline for imports intended for livestock feed and industrial use.

“The Mexican government will show what has occurred: Its cherished tortillas are being
contaminated with glyphosate and GM corn. And they intend to put a stop to that.”

While AMLO’s move was seen as a concession to the U.S. and lobbyists challenging his
policies, the Biden administration in June still requested 75 days of formal negotiations. After
talks ended Wednesday, U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) Katherine Tai confirmed the
decision to form a panel under the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA).

“Through the USMCA dispute panel, we seek to resolve our concerns and help ensure
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consumers can continue to access safe and affordable food and agricultural products,”
Tai said Thursday. “It is critical that Mexico eliminate its USMCA-inconsistent
biotechnology measures so that American farmers can continue to access the Mexican
market and use innovative tools to respond to climate and food security challenges. Our
bilateral relationship with Mexico, one of our oldest and strongest trading partners, is
rooted in trust and honesty, and there are many areas where we will continue to
cooperate and work together.”

U.S. Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack similarly said that “Mexico’s approach to
biotechnology is not based on science” and “the United States is continuing to exercise its
rights under the USMCA to ensure that U.S. producers and exporters have full and fair
access to the Mexican market.”

The Mexican Ministry of Economy responded in a statement that “Mexico does not agree
with the position of the United States” and “is prepared to defend the Mexican position
before this international panel and demonstrate: 1) that the national regulation is consistent
with the commitments signed in the treaty; and 2) that the challenged measures do not
have commercial effects.”

#ComunicadoEconomia

Recibe México solicitud de Estados Unidos para establecer un panel arbitral del
#TMEC sobre maiz transgénico.

La Secretaria de Economia se encuentra preparada para coordinar la defensa
de México y demostrar que la regulacién nacional es consistente con...

pic.twitter.com/1AycEsj9Yy
— Economia México (@SE_mx) August 17, 2023

The Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (IATP) has previously supported Mexico's
efforts to phase out GM corn and glyphosate and on Thursday challenged claims by U.S.
officials and agribusiness about Mexican obligations under the treaty and the potential
economic impact of the policies.

“U.S. agribusiness exporters, the biotech industry, and their allies in Congress are
pushing this case, intent on compelling Mexico to accept U.S. exports without debate. It
is an assault on Mexico’s food sovereignty,” said Karen Hansen-Kuhn, IATP director of
trade and international strategies. “Trade rules should provide a forum to protect and
advance rights, rather than block them.”

Hansen-Kuhn on Thursday authored an op-ed about Mexico’s rights under the USMCA while
ITAP senior adviser Timothy A. Wise wrote about “exaggerated claims of economic damage”
that “sprang from a convenient set of assumptions, all of which are flawed and now
outdated in light of the more recent presidential decree.”

“As Mexican Economy Minister Raquel Buenrostro stated in response to the USTR
request for technical consultations, Mexico’s decree is based on science, and she will

challenge the U.S. government in the consultations to show ‘quantitatively, with
numbers, something that has not occurred: that the corn decree has commercially
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affected U.S. exporters,'” Wise also said.

“The Mexican government will show what has occurred: Its cherished tortillas are being
contaminated with glyphosate and GM corn,” he continued. “And they intend to put a
stop to that.”

As Reuters detailed Thursday:

Under USMCA'’s dispute settlement rules, a five-person panel, chosen from a roster of
pre-approved experts, must be convened within 30 days, with a chair jointly chosen and
the U.S. side choosing two Mexican panelists and Mexico choosing two American
panelists. The panel will review testimony and written submissions and its initial report
is due 150 days after the panel is convened.

Previous USMCA dispute panels last year ruled in the U.S.’s favor in a dispute over
Canadian dairy quotas, and against the U.S. on automotive rules of origin, siding with
Mexico and Canada.

There have been other disagreements between the U.S. and Mexico, most notably over
energy in which the U.S. has argued that Mexico’s nationalist policy prejudices foreign
companies.

Arturo Sarukhan, a former Mexican ambassador to the United States, said on social media
Thursday that “of the two consultation processes—energy and yellow corn—this is the one
that is politically most relevant for the White House in 2024,” given the significance of
agricultural states such as Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin to Democratic U.S. President
Joe Biden, who is seeking reelection, and the GOP nominee, which could be former President
Donald Trump, who signed the USMCA.
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