
Environmental activist irony: Anti-chemical campaigners end up promoting higher
food prices with few farming or health benefits

hile food prices are rising, and with everyone from consumers to politicians in alarm mode, one segment 

Wof the public is actively (if inadvertently) campaigning for even higher prices: environmental non-
governmental organizations (ENGOs) advocacy groups backed by the organic industry. Here’s what the 
ENGOs are proposing or have enacted in just the past two years:

In Europe, which is on the verge of passing a so-called Green Deal Farm to Fork policy, organic 
lobbyists have succeeded in convincing the EU to enact policies that will require a 50% reduction in 
the use of agricultural chemicals by 2030. 
In Germany, in 2021, the government confirmed that it will ban glyphosate by 2023, and is targeting 
to produce 30% of its food from organic production by 2030. (https://www.gmo-free-
regions.org/de/gmo-news/meldung/34514.html) This is in spite of the evidence that organic crops 
yield an average of 30% less than conventional production methods that rely on synthetic chemicals 
and up to 70% less for some vegetable crops.
In Mexico, in January 2021, the government announced it would ban the import of GM corn and 
phase out the use of the weedkiller glyphosate by the end of 2023. Greenpeace fully supports this 
decree, stating that production would be “maintained”. 
The USDA announced this past June that it will provide $300 million in subsidies for organic 
agriculture, claiming this would increase production and benefit consumers. 

ENGOs are the major force behind these legislative actions. One of the most aggressive, Pesticide Action 
Network, relentlessly calls for phase-outs and bans on chemicals in the production of food, regardless of 
whether countries are industrial, developed countries, transitioning economies, or low to middle-income 
countries. 
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They cite “an alarming number of hazardous pesticides still in use, writing:

Highly Hazardous Pesticides contribute to the unacceptable situation that an estimated 385 
million children, women and men suffer from unintended acute pesticide poisoning each year 
…. Brain damage, IQ-loss, cancer, autism – children are especially at risk ….

These increasingly powerful ENGOs proudly define themselves as chemical rejectionists, but that’s both 
self-serving and wrong; they target chemicals judged safe by independent global regulatory bodies, such 
as glyphosate, but have no interest in restricting some of the most dangerous chemicals—if they are used 
by their ideological partners in the organic industry. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_3746
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-farming-lawmaking/german-cabinet-approves-legislation-to-ban-glyphosate-from-2024-idUSKBN2AA1GF
https://www.gmo-free-regions.org/de/gmo-news/meldung/34514.html
https://www.scribd.com/doc/283996769/The-Yield-Gap-For-Organic-Farming
https://mexiconewsdaily.com/news/nothing-will-stop-ban-on-use-of-glyphosate-insists-greenpeace/
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2022/06/01/usda-announces-framework-shoring-food-supply-chain-and-transforming
https://pan-international.org/release/no-more-excuses-global-network-demands-phase-out-of-highly-hazardous-pesticides-by-2030/
https://geneticliteracyproject.org/2021/09/13/infographic-does-glyphosate-aka-roundup-cause-cause-cancer-18-of-19-global-regulatory-and-chemical-oversight-agencies-say-no-while-one-presents-equivocal-data/


As it turns out, and surprisingly to many, the US and Canada—oft targeted by PAN and other activists for 
their embrace of conventional farming techniques, which often includes the judicious use of synthetic 
chemicals—use about half as much highly toxic chemicals per acre as precautionary-obsessed countries 
like Belgium and France. 

Why? Because European farming is awash in virtually unregulated ‘natural’ chemicals, particularly copper 
sulfate, widely used in wine-growing areas among other farming regions to control fungus. 

According to the National Pesticide Information Center at Oregon State University, “Copper sulfate can 
cause severe eye irritation. Eating large amounts of copper sulfate can lead to nausea, vomiting, and 
damage to body tissues, blood cells, the liver, and kidneys. With extreme exposures, shock and death can 
occur. Copper sulfate affects animals in a similar way.” 

The European Food Safety Authority has found that the non-degradable heavy metal accumulates in the 
soil and could bring risks to farm workers, birds, mammals, insects, and other soil organisms, as well as to 
the wider environment. EFSA was moving to recommend a ban before the European organic lobby 
stepped in, resulting in a postponing of a decision till this coming December. 

Organic and regenerative agriculture lobbyists have been spreading their science-rejectionist mantra 
around the world, with devasting consequences in recent years. Exhibit A is Sri Lanka. In the spring of 
2021, at the urging and guidance of anti-biotechnology activist philosopher Vandana Shiva, Sri Lanka’s 
government banned the use of synthetic chemicals, stipulating that all crops had to be produced 
organically. 

http://npic.orst.edu/factsheets/cuso4gen.html
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/2969
https://geneticliteracyproject.org/2020/09/04/examining-the-eus-contradictory-treatment-of-glyphosate-and-copper-sulfate-pesticides/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/eu-renews-toxic-pesticide-amid-safety-uncertainty/


The consequences of the policy shift were devastating. Before the chemical ban, this poor country was 
self-sufficient in rice production. Afterwards? “Catastrophe,” as Foreign Policy magazine characterized it. 
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Farmers lost hundreds of millions in revenue as food production plummeted to such a degree that rice had 
to be imported for the first time in decades. The country is now in a steep, self-induced food-related 
recession. 

Follow the latest news and policy debates on sustainable agriculture, biomedicine, and other ‘disruptive’

https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/05/sri-lanka-organic-farming-crisis/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/05/sri-lanka-organic-farming-crisis/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/05/sri-lanka-organic-farming-crisis/
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What’s the takeaway?

Will these politically-driven trends to ban many chemicals judged safe by scientists benefit farm production 
and promote health and safety, as many ENGOs claim?

The above list of actions and policies are almost certainly destined to reduce food production and increase 
food insecurity, without providing any substantial sustainability benefits as the world struggles to limit the 
impacts of climate change. 

Removing chemical use from food production and switching to organic production methods will require 
more land to be used for production. One assessment of the EU’s policy plan to restrict chemical use and 
require greater organic production will raise food prices by up to 20% and require up to an additional 3 
million hectares of land for food production. 

Here’s agricultural science 101. To ensure their yields are as high as they can be, farmers require the best 
in terms of seed technology and new varieties, fertilizers to ensure proper nutrient availability for their 
crops and chemicals to control weeds, insects and plant diseases. When farmers reuse seeds from their 
previous crop to plant the following year, the germination rate of this seed often declines slightly year after 
year. One study found that after 5 years, germination rates varied from 73 – 92%.

And without proper crop nutrients, yields are reduced as the crops lack nutrients provided through 
fertilizers to reach peak yields. Yield reductions from reusing seed and insufficient nutrient availability are 
less than those that occur from chemical restrictions.

When farmers have chemical controls removed or restricted, yields are often quickly devastated. In the 
worst instances, weeds are capable of reducing yields by up to 80%. Depending on the crop, yield loss 
from weeds can be as high as 40%, but more typically range from 3-25%. 

https://research.wur.nl/en/publications/impact-assessment-study-on-ec-2030-green-deal-targets-for-sustain
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-94-009-5685-8_10
http://scihub.org/ABJNA/PDF/2011/5/ABJNA-2-5-752-760.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/weed-technology/article/potential-wheat-yield-loss-due-to-weeds-in-the-united-states-and-canada/61A88AF7FEDEF5F97BEA3406A3A41765


Palmer Amaranth weeds growing between rows of corn. Courtesy: University of Tennessee

Farmers have a long history of using natural chemical compounds to attempt to control weeds, with limited 
success. In addition to the poor weed control provided, 27 of the 52 natural compounds tested
, have been found to be carcinogenic. This becomes concerning for consumers of organic products, as 
synthetic chemicals are tested for carcinogenic levels, with usage rates established far below levels where 
consumption could harm consumers.

Plant diseases can significantly impact yields, even more so than weeds. Yield losses of 40-60% have 
been reported in soybeans from plant disease, with losses in corn ranging from 8-14%. Insect damage to 
crops ranges from 4-21%, further reducing yields. What this means is that without the proper care and 
attention to the health of a crop, its yield can quickly decline. The range of losses is summed up in the 
table below.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC54831/
https://apsjournals.apsnet.org/doi/10.1094/PHP-01-21-0013-RS
https://apsjournals.apsnet.org/doi/10.1094/PHP-05-20-0038-RS
https://phytopath.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/DPVCC-Chapter-2-Crop-losses.pdf
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/weed-technology/article/perspectives-on-potential-soybean-yield-losses-from-weeds-in-north-america/839B31C6771865071E6956BAEFC0F076
https://apsjournals.apsnet.org/doi/10.1094/PHP-01-21-0013-RS
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/weed-technology/article/potential-corn-yield-losses-from-weeds-in-north-america/4AFABD1F1F976034665D000FBA543C2F
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https://apsjournals.apsnet.org/doi/10.1094/PHP-05-20-0038-RS
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/weed-technology/article/potential-wheat-yield-loss-due-to-weeds-in-the-united-states-and-canada/61A88AF7FEDEF5F97BEA3406A3A41765
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aat3466
https://apsjournals.apsnet.org/doi/10.1094/PDIS-09-17-1375-FE
https://cdnsciencepub.com/doi/pdf/10.4141/P00-102
https://www.mdpi.com/2223-7747/5/3/32/htm#:~:text=Severe economic damage typically occurs,high infestation levels [7]
https://cdnsciencepub.com/doi/10.1139/cjps-2019-0259
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-94-009-0775-1_24#:~:text=Relative yield losses due to,wet season and transplanted rice
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s41348-019-00268-y


In the sampling of yield loss literature, in the worst instances, at least 50% of crops would be lost for 
vegetables and wheat and complete crop failures with soy, corn, canola and rice production. ENGO 
activists routinely call for reductions and bans of synthetic agricultural chemicals, ignoring the impacts on 
food production and prices from their naïve ideas. 

The Pesticide Action Network has stated that Mexico’s ban on importing GM corn and banning glyphosate 
within its borders, “could potentially take its farming system in a more just direction, in favor of small 
farmers and decreasing dependence on imported food. The reality is that it’s going to cost Mexico more 
than $3 billion annually to import non-GM corn, with no health benefits.

Facing yield losses of up to 50% for sugar beets in France and rapeseed in the UK governments in 
France and the UK reversed bans on the use of neonicotinoid chemicals, provoking the Friends of the 
Earth to state, “this decision must not be repeated”. 

In October 2020, the FAO and CropLife International announced a partnership to increase the production 
of sustainable food and to enhance rural development, contributing to achieving the UN’s SDGs. This 
partnership was immediately attacked by many environmental NGOs. Pesticide Action Network stated
that the FAO should not be entering into a partnership with “an industry that is devastating people and the 
planet”, adding, “[s]uch an alliance is dangerous for the future of our global food systems.” 

Arrogance of affluence?

The vast majority of these environmental campaigners live in industrial, food-secure countries, highlighting 
the hypocrisy of their advocacy. Although they undoubtedly believe their solutions to food insecurity are in 
the best interests of the planet and people, they are wrong on the science. The consequence is that if we 
follow their prescriptions, the food vulnerable in the poorest countries would no longer have access to 
many nutritious and inexpensive foods, while the more affluent in the rich countries would just absorb the 
price shocks and suffer few consequences.  

Farming and food are filled with tradeoffs. The judicious use of synthetic chemicals in the production of 
crops that feed us is essential. Without the ability to apply herbicides, insecticides and fungicides, the yield 
potential of important food crops would significantly decrease. As the climate changes, plant pathogens 
and fungal diseases could have an even greater detrimental impact on food production and food security
. The use of chemicals provides the ability to offset the potential increase in yield loss from climate 
change. 

The time has come for societies to seriously question the motives of many ENGOs as they often don’t 
have the best interests of humanity in mind in their campaigns for restrictions and bans on agricultural 
chemicals. If we don’t challenge their recommendations with the science, hundreds of millions of people 
may soon annually die from a lack of nutritious food.

https://www.panna.org/blog/industry-attacks-mexicos-glyphosate-ban
https://www.iatp.org/blog/201901/do-no-harm-nafta-non-regulation-gmos-and-mexican-agriculture
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35227174/
https://geneticliteracyproject.org/2020/08/25/neonicotinoid-insecticide-ban-drought-could-cut-french-sugar-beet-yields-30-50-percent-usda-finds/
https://policy.friendsoftheearth.uk/insight/why-government-wrong-ever-allow-banned-neonics-our-fields
https://croplife.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/CLI-FAO-Partnership-Announcement.pdf
https://pan-international.org/stop-fao-croplife-toxicalliance/
https://pan-international.org/stop-fao-croplife-toxicalliance/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-020-0075-0
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