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Introduction
Bees and other pollinators are essential for
two-thirds of our global food crops, from apples
to watermelons.1 Bee pollination of crops has
been valued at $20 billion in the United States2
and $217 billion globally.3,4 Unfortunately, bees
and other pollinators are in great peril, with
populations rapidly declining worldwide. A
strong and growing body of evidence points
to exposure to a class of neurotoxic pesticides
called neonicotinoids–the fastest-growing and
most widely used class of synthetic pesticides–
as a key contributing factor to bee declines.5,6,7
Neonicotinoids (also called neonics) are used
as seed treatments on more than 140 crops.
Virtually all corn and a large percentage of
soy, wheat and canola seeds planted in the
U.S. are pretreated with neonics, despite
research finding that this practice usually
doesn’t increase crop yields or benefit farmers.8
Neonics are systemic pesticides that are taken
up through roots and leaves and distributed
throughout the entire plant, including pollen
and nectar. They are persistent and accumulate
over time in the environment.
Numerous studies reveal that neonicotinoids
can kill bees outright by attacking their nervous
systems, while low levels of exposure have been
shown to disrupt foraging abilities,9 navigation,
learning, communication, memory10 and
suppress the immune systems of bees, making
them more vulnerable to disease and pests.11
While other factors have been identified as
possible contributors to bee declines and
hive failure–such as pests,12 diseases, loss of
forage and habitat13 and changing climate14-neonicotinoid pesticides are a core problem
that must be addressed. Science shows that
exposure to neonics is a compounding factor
that increases bee vulnerability and decreases
natural resilience to external stressors such as
varroa mite pests and pathogens.15,16,17,18,19
Neonicotinoids have also been shown to kill
other helpful organisms critical to sustainable
food production and healthy ecosystems, such
as wild bees, bats, butterflies, dragonflies,
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lacewings and ladybugs.20,21 The pesticides may
severely impact bird, earthworm, mammal,
amphibian and aquatic insect populations.22,23
Outbreaks of infectious diseases in honey bees,
fish, amphibians, bats and birds during the last
two decades have coincided with the increased
use of systemic insecticides, specifically several
neonicotinoids, with research suggesting a
cause and effect link.24
As the evidence that neonicotinoids are
harming and killing bees is so strong, the
insecticides were restricted in France, Germany,
Italy and Slovenia, starting in France in 1999.25
In 2013, the European Food Safety Authority
(EFSA) published a scientific review26 stating
that neonicotinoids pose an unacceptably
high risk to bees, and the industry-sponsored
science upon which regulatory agencies have
historically relied is inadequate for assessing
potential impacts on pollinators.27

Neonic pesticides are a
core problem that must
be addressed. Neonics
kill bees outright
and increase their
vulnerability to pests
and pathogens.
The EFSA recommended that the three
most-used neonicicotinoids— imidacloprid,
clothianidin and thiamethoxam—should not
be used on crops attractive to bees, and as a
result, the European Commission implemented
a continent-wide two-year suspension on these
insecticides.28 This regulatory action represents
the first and only wide-reaching restriction on
these pesticides due to science-based concerns
of toxicity to honey bees and other pollinator
populations.
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In the face of overwhelming evidence, and
regulators’ and scientists’ growing concerns,
major multinational petrochemical and seed
corporations have developed sophisticated,
multi-pronged public relation campaigns
backed by industry-supported scientists and
experts, in order to sow doubt and establish
controversy about the role of pesticides in
recent bee declines.
As this report documents, Bayer, Syngenta and
Monsanto are using a “kitchen sink” approach
to divert attention from the problem of
neonic pesticides while creating an elaborate
appearance of being “out in front” and taking a
lead role in “saving bees.” Accompanying these
tactics are relentless lobbying and new litigation
based on similar messages of diversion and
denial. Their goals: manufacture doubt about
their products’ contribution to the bee crisis
and delay action, or defeat bans or limits on
neonic pesticides, in order to allow them to
continue profiting from these products as long
as possible.

Tobacco-Style Tactics
These industry public relations strategies come
straight from the tobacco industry’s playbook,
and were used for years to
mislead the public about the
danger of their products by
manufacturing and magnifying
uncertainty about the cancer
risk of cigarettes. Coincidentally,
neonicotinoids are synthetic
derivatives of nicotine, a toxin
produced by the tobacco plant.
Ironically this bottle of
Bayer’s neonic pesticides for
garden use comes with “free
seeds for bees”.

This cynical strategy, which worked to delay
policy action on smoking for many years, is
well documented in the book Doubt is Their
Product, by David Michaels, former assistant
secretary of labor for occupational safety
and health. The title is derived from the 1969
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These industry public
relations strategies
come straight from
the tobacco industry’s
playbook, and were used
for years to mislead the
public about the danger
of their products by
manufacturing
and magnifying
uncertainty about the
cancer risk of cigarettes.
memo written by a Brown & Williamson
tobacco company executive, who described the
company’s PR strategy: “Doubt is our product,
since it is the best means of competing with
the ‘body of fact’ that exists in the mind of the
general public.”29 This strategy has been used
repeatedly by industries responsible for the
production of other harmful products, such as
asbestos, BPA and DDT, to delay action that
would impact their bottom line—at the expense
of human health and the environment.30 Most
recently, fossil fuel industry-funded groups have
successfully applied this strategy to spread the
perception that scientists are still undecided
about the human causes of climate change.31,32
As concerns around the loss of bees intensifies
and the U.S. and European governments
face increasing pressure to enact permanent
restrictions on neonics, it’s important for the
media, policymakers and the general public to
be alert to these well-honed public relations
strategies, which, at their core, are designed
to delay policy action and protect the billions
of dollars in future sales and profits that these
companies stand to lose from restrictions on the
use of neonicotinoid pesticides.
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BIG MONEY
IN NEONICS
Entire Neonicotinoid Global Market:

$2.6 billion (2009 figures

)

41

3 top sellers:
Imidacloprid Market:
$1.1 billion

neonics. Sales in the corporation’s “Seeds and
Genomics” segment netted $9.8 billion in 2012.37
In the U.S., roughly 90 percent of corn is treated
with neonicotinoids.38 Monsanto promotes
“Acceleron®” as a designer seed treatment for
its genetically-modified seeds -- corn, soy and
cotton. Several Acceleron® seed treatments
contain the neonicotinoids imidacloprid and
clothianadin.39,40

Divert Attention from Pesticides

Bayer, Syngenta and Monsanto all have a great
deal at stake in the fight over who and what
gets blamed for widespread bee deaths.

In recent years, Bayer, Syngenta and Monsanto
have deployed a mix of PR tactics designed
to deny and divert attention away from
neonicotinoids as a key contributor to bee
declines. They have typically promoted a
“multiple factors” argument that downplays
and manufactures doubt as to pesticides’
key role. This argument emphasizes varroa
mites, pathogens and bee forage as primary
forces threatening bees, blames pesticide
users (farmers and consumers) for “misusing”
otherwise “safe” neonicotinoid pesticide
products and accuses beekeepers of poor bee
stewardship.

With sales of $14.2 billion in 2012,33 Switzerlandbased Syngenta consistently ranks among
the world’s top petrochemical and seed
corporations. Syngenta stands to lose
significant profits from its leading neonic
product, thiamethoxam, worth $627 million in
sales, if limits are placed on its use.34

In the European Union, where criticism and the
regulation of pesticides and corporate power
tend to be more strenuous than in the U.S.,
Germany-based Bayer CropScience has waged
a sophisticated public relations campaign to
divert attention away from its neonicotinoid
products.

Germany-based Bayer’s “Crop Protection”
products (including herbicides, fungicides,
insecticides and seed growth) topped $10
billion35 in 2012. With its leading neonic
product, imidaclorprid worth $1.1 billion and its
shared interest in clothianidin, worth over $439
million, Bayer stands to lose even more than
Syngenta.36

When the European Commission declared a ban
on three widely used neonicotinoid pesticides
(clothianidin, imidacloprid and thiamethoxam)
in April 2013, Bayer called the restriction “a
decision that Bayer CropScience considers
disproportionate and one that distracts
attention away from the real issues surrounding
poor bee health.”42

While Monsanto does not manufacture neonics
per se, as the world’s largest seed corporation
and a top agrochemical manufacturer, Monsanto
has a lot of business at stake in the bee
crisis because it sells seeds pre-treated with

Bayer accused the commission of distracting
attention from the “real” causes of bee die-offs.
“The European Commission could have taken
the bold decision to focus on the real issues
surrounding bee health such as the varroa

Thiamethoxam Market:
$627 million
Clothianidin Market:
$439 million

Big Money in Neonics
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—Syngenta
mite, bee diseases and viruses, and the need
to provide more nectar-rich habitats. Bayer
CropScience is extremely disappointed that
they, instead, took the controversial decision to
restrict useful products with a long track record
of safe use. European agriculture will be less
sustainable as a result.”43
Bayer added: “Bayer CropScience remains
convinced that neonicotinoids are safe for
bees when used responsibly and properly
according to the label instructions.”44 As NBC
News reported, the European Union ban and
possible future U.S. actions, threaten profits for
Bayer and other industry leaders like Syngenta:
“Similar constraints in the United States could
cost manufacturers millions of dollars in sales.”45
In May 2013, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency and U.S. Department of Agriculture
issued a joint Report on the National
Stakeholders Conference on Honey Bee Health –
concluding, among other things, that “Pesticide
exposure to pollinators continues to be an
area of research and concern, particularly the
systemic pesticides such as neonicotinoids.”46
Bayer responded immediately, attempting to
spin public understanding about the report’s
conclusions: “Of particular concern noted in
the report is the recognition of the impact
of parasites, especially the varroa mite, and
associated diseases on bee health and the
Friends of the Earth

Using standard industry messaging,
Annette Schurmann, one of Bayer’s leading
spokespeople on bee health, ignored pesticides
when discussing key threats to bees: “the main
challenges are disease pathogens such as
parasites and varroa mites, and the growing
decline in areas where bees can collect pollen
and nectar… in addition there is climate change,
various factors stemming from bee inbreeding
problems, the list of factors is long and varied.”47
Helmut Schramm, head of Bayer CropScience
Germany, added: “It’s generally known that the
varroa mite is the main enemy of the bee.”
To further emphasize the role of mites, Bayer
has gone so far as to erect a giant sculpture
of the varroa mite at its “Bee Care” Center in
Germany.48

Source: Bayer/PR Web

“Since we do not
believe pesticides
cause bee losses,
banning them will not
make any difference
to bee health.”

need to adopt best management practices
to improve bee genetics and enhance
nutritional opportunities, while minimizing
potential exposure from the use of agricultural
pesticides. The need for collaboration and
information sharing among all stakeholders is
a critical component in promoting these best
management practices.”

Bayer distributes these plush bees at their
“Bee Care Tour” stops and during National
Pollinator Week.

According to Bayer, its Bee Care Centers “focus
on Integrated Pest Management for the multiple
causes affecting bee health, such as parasites,
like the varroa mite, predators, diseases,
seasonal management, and environmental
stressors” and “the active promotion of beeresponsible use of Bayer products along
5

with communication activities worldwide.” In
addition, Bayer states “one role for the bee care
centers is better education for beekeepers on
mite control, through research and education.”49

•

On April 15, 2014, Bayer opened its new $2.4
million North American Bayer Bee Care Center
in Triangle Park, North Carolina. Again, the
message was the same—a focus on factors
other than pesticides.

On the day of the EU’s vote on its neonicotinoid
moritorium, Syngenta attempted to spin the
story its way. The company called the vote a
failure, painting a picture of member nations
being divided due to poor science and an
absence of evidence, and suggested that the
moratorium is an appropriate time to look
further into the “real causes” of bee declines.55

In Bayer’s press release announcing the
opening of its new North American Bee Care
Center, Jim Blome, president and CEO of
Bayer CropScience LP, stated, “Honey bees are
essential to modern agriculture production, and
our North American Bee Care Center will help
facilitate the research needed to help honey
bees meet the increasing global demand for
crop pollination. Healthy honey bees mean a
more substantial and nutritious food supply for
us all, and we understand the many complex
issues affecting honey bees’ ability to thrive,
including disease, parasites such as varroa
mites, genetics and more.”
The release goes to on to say, “Products and
technology developed at the Center will control
parasitic mites in honey bee hives, help manage
a Healthy Bees program, assess the safety of
crop protection products to bees, and much
more. Other activities conducted on-site include
a Sentinel Hive monitoring program, varroagate
testing and development, varroa resistance
monitoring and varroacide screening.”50
This multipronged PR effort has included
social media outreach that points to the mite
issue as the central threat. Recent tweets by
@BayerBeeCare51 have included the following:
•

“Bee researchers have described #varroa
mite as the greatest threat to #beehealth.
Learn more: http://beecaretour.bayer.com
#BayerBeeTour52”

•

“Additional restrictions will not improve
#beehealth in Europe. Read full comment
here t.co/LSKSFYAY9k”53
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“Did the European Commission ignore
survey results that found #varroa key threat
to #beehealth in Europe? t.co/AJioiahuqs via
@plosone”54

Bayer, Syngenta
and Monsanto are
using a “kitchen
sink” approach to
divert attention
from the problem of
neonic pesticides.
In July 2013, Syngenta said it was boosting
its public relations budget in the wake of the
European Union’s action to ban neonics. As
Bloomberg Business reported, “The largest
maker of crop chemicals will announce plans
this year to improve its ‘outreach’ to persuade
the public that farmers need advanced
technologies to meet rising demand for food
over the next decades.”56
Syngenta has also been working to deemphasize the role of pesticides in bee declines.
In a “Plight of the Bees” page on its website,
for instance, Syngenta enumerates 11 causes
of the bee crisis and colony collapse disorder,
with only passing mention of pesticides in the
context of farmers “misusing them.” 57,58 The
company’s talking points include:

Friends of the Earth

•

“...such disappearances have occurred
throughout the history of apiculture...”

•

“Multiple possible causes of CCD have
been identified. In 2007, some authorities
attributed the problem to biotic factors
such as varroa mites and insect diseases
(pathogens including Nosemaapis and
Israel acute paralysis virus). Other proposed
causes include environmental changerelated stresses, malnutrition, and migratory
beekeeping.”

•

“Since we do not believe pesticides cause
bee losses, banning them will not make any
difference to bee health.”

Syngenta goes so far as to blame human fear as
one of the “causes” of bee declines. Syngenta
explains, “Many people are afraid of bees,
wasps, hornets, and many other flying insects.
This fear converts, unfortunately, into a major
health threat to bees, as too many people
simply kill them if they fly into a home or too
near to people as they eat, sleep, talk or drink.
The number of bees killed by humans each year
dwarfs the numbers of bees killed by any of its
other predators.”
Efforts to blame “anything but pesticides”
on the bee crisis date back to at least 2009,
when the University of Warwick announced a
major research initiative on the bee crisis, with
substantial funding from the UK’s Biotechnology
and Biological Sciences Research Council.
As was soon revealed in The Guardian, the
study would examine just about every culprit
other than pesticides. (The Guardian quoted
a researcher as admitting there would be “no
pesticide component in it at all.”)59 One likely
reason: the research council was supporting
the study “in partnership with Syngenta,”
which provided 10 percent of the project funds,
according to reporter George Monbiot. As The
Guardian detailed, the University press release
describes Syngenta as helping to “protect the
environment and improve health and quality of
life.”60

Friends of the Earth

Targeting Children:
From Joe Camel to
“Toby and the Bees”
Taking another
page from
Big Tobacco’s
playbook,61 Bayer
published a
children’s book
entitled Toby
and the Bees,62 in
which a friendly
neighborhood beekeeper tells young
Toby that the bees are getting sick, but
“not to worry”it’s just a problem with
mites, and there is special medicine to
make bees healthy.
Bayer manufactures that “medicine” —
miticide Check-Mite Plus (coumaphos)
which, along with other miticides,
has been shown to interact with
other commonly-used pesticides and
fungicides to significantly reduce
the survival rate of bee larvae.63, 64
The book fails to mention the role of
pesticides in bee declines and the role
that neonicotinoids play in making
bees more vulnerable to mites and
pathogens.

Bayer’s children’s book Toby and the
Bees aims to reach parents and children
with its spin on the cause of bee declines,
mites, and promote Bayer’s miticide as
the solution while ignoring the role
of pesticides.

7

“Bee Care” PR Buzz

Source: Bayer Germany website

The major element of industry’s PR strategy
has been to go on the offensive by creating an
elaborate appearance of “being out in front”
and taking a lead role in “saving bees” through
the creation and promotion of “bee health,”
“Bee Care Centers” and a “Bee Care Tour.”

declining and really put our money where
our mouth is and enable a more scientific
approach,” said David Hollinrake, Bayer
CropScience agricultural commercial operations
marketing vice president.66
While Bayer’s North Carolina site was being
constructed, Bayer was already producing Bee
Care Center videos, such as “We Care for Bees:
Challenge and Solutions,” featuring company
executives declaring their passion for bee
health. “The health of bees and their future is
in our hearts,” says Annette Schurmann, Global
Bee Health Manager for Bayer CropScience AG,
in front of soft-toned images of flowers and
bees.
In 2013, Bayer launched its mobile “Bee Care
Tour” at the Ag Issues Forum and Commodity
Classic in Orlando, Florida. According to the
company:67

In May 2013, about the same time that the
USDA published its report implicating neonics,
Bayer CropScience broke ground on its North
American Bee Care Center at Research Triangle
Park in North Carolina.65 Through this, Bayer
engaged in a PR strategy to shape media
coverage of the story: its Bee Care Center was
designed to establish scientific credibility as
well as proactive “feel good” public relations.
“Ultimately what we’re trying to do is provide
good scientific support to this epidemic and
help understand why bee populations are
8

“The specially-wrapped vehicle and interactive
exhibit traveled to university agriculture schools
and farm communities across the Midwest.
Everyone who visited the exhibit had the
opportunity to commit to be a Champion for
Bee Health encouraging everyone to make
pollinator health and stewardship a priority.”
The tour continues in 2014, with stops at
Oregon State University, Washington State
University, University of California, Davis,
South Dakota State University and Purdue
University. In June, the Bee Care Tour will be in
Washington, D.C. for National Pollinator Week.68

Friends of the Earth

Bayer has also created a Bayer Bee Care
Community Leadership Award.69 The head of
the company’s Bee Care Program explained:
“The support of beekeeping and beekeepers
can bring a wide range of benefits to a
local community, and we believe these
beneficial programs deserve recognition
and encouragement.”70 Additionally, Bayer
has dispatched its own employees as “Bee
Ambassadors to interface with those concerned
about honey bee health.”71

Facebook post of The Honey and
Pollination Center at the Robert Mondavi
Institute after the Bayer Bee Care Tour
stop at UC Davis in February 2014.

Buying Credibility
All three companies are strengthening their
reach into the scientific community in order
to establish credibility for their case, that
pesticides are not to blame for bee declines. In
addition, they are funding scientific studies and
cultivating alliances and strategic partnerships
with farmers, beekeepers and agricultural
organizations, with the goal of bolstering the
legitimacy of their arguments and positioning
themselves as “friends of the bees.”
In June 2013, Monsanto grabbed headlines
by hosting a three-day Bee Health Summit
at its Chesterfield Village Research Center,
in Chesterfield, Missouri, where the company
greatly expanded its reach and influence
in the scientific community. At the summit,
Monsanto announced the formation of a Honey
Friends of the Earth

Even with a
friendly audience
at its corporate
headquarters, a
post-summit survey
found that only 14
percent of attendees
felt pesticides were
covered well or
usefully at Monsanto’s
Bee Health Summit.
Bee Advisory Council — a strategic alliance
“comprised of Monsanto executives and others,
including Diana Cox-Foster, a professor at Penn
State University; David Mendez, past president
of the American Beekeeping Association; Gus
Rouse, owner of Kona Queen Hawaii Inc.; and
Larry Johnson, commercial beekeeper,” the
St. Louis business Journal reported. The paper
noted, “for its part, Monsanto has been investing
in bee health in the past several years.”72
A press report from the summit noted that
Monsanto’s research into efforts to control
varroa mites was influenced by the very same
Honey Bee Advisory Council it had assembled –
suggesting that the company may be using the
council’s scientific credibility to emphasize bee
threats other than pesticides: “The company
also says that based largely on HBAC’s counsel,
it has focused its bee health research efforts on
finding a way to control the varroa mite, which
is a carrier of various viruses that are harmful to
honeybees.”73
9

“There is something very wrongheaded about
an organization that claims to be defending the
interests of bees and beekeepers taking money
from the manufacturers of pesticides.”
—Member of the British Beekeeper’s Association after the BBKA received
funding from Bayer and Syngenta and took a pro-pesticide stance.
As Monsanto reported on its own summit,
“There was general agreement among speakers
and summit participants that the causes of
declining honey bee health are multi-factorial ...
poor nutrition, pesticides, pests and pathogens
all playing a role in honey bee decline.”
Mentioning pesticides in a list of factors not
only downplays their central role, but implies
credibility. Yet, even with a friendly audience
at its corporate headquarters, a post-summit
survey found that only 14 percent of attendees
felt pesticides were covered well or usefully at
Monsanto’s Bee Health Summit.74
The company’s creation of the Honey Bee
Advisory Council as well as its purchase of a bee
research firm has generated both internal and
broader public credibility as Monsanto positions
itself as a key driver of solutions, rather than
a source of the problem as a major pesticide
manufacturer and a distributor of neonic coated
seeds. This framing, for both insider and public
consumption, has included the emphasis of
causes of bee deaths other than pesticides.
In September 2011 — in what might best be
described as fox-buys-henhouse — Monsanto
acquired Beelogics, a bee research firm based
in Israel and Florida, for $113 million. Under
the celebratory headline, “Monsanto buys
Beeologics, working to save pollinating bees,”
Monsanto’s hometown newspaper, the St.
Louis Post-Dispatch, reported that Monsanto’s
newest acquisition had developed an antiviral
product called Remembee, which could provide
a solution to the “mysterious disorder” of bee
colony collapse. “While the investment is an
enabling technology for us, we’re absolutely
committed to Beeologics’ existing work,”
10

Monsanto spokesperson Kelly Powers said.75
Monsanto promptly tapped longtime employee
Jerry Hayes to be Beeologics’ commercial lead.
In a press release, Monsanto explained how
the corporation would influence Beelogics:
“Monsanto, which has proven expertise in
managing a technology pipeline, will support
the Beeologics team and its Technology
Advisory Board in advancing its pipeline.
Beeologics’ work to promote bee health will
continue under Monsanto’s ownership.”76

Source: Beelogics website

Monsanto’s public relations effort and recent
acquisition of Beelogics has presented the
company as a conscientious and effective
leader in addressing the bee crisis. Its bee
summit garnered glowing media coverage,
particularly from hometown press in St. Louis.
One headline announced, “Monsanto hopes to
win over beekeepers with cure.” The article
quoted Jerry Hayes, explaining that one of
the summit’s main goals was, “To connect the
beekeeping industry more closely to Monsanto,
and to connect Monsanto more closely to the
beekeeping industry. They’ve heard all the big
scary stuff about the company. We want to raise
their comfort level.”77
In another partnership with bee researchers,
Monsanto announced in September 2012 that
it would match a grant to Project Apis m.
(PAm) from the California Department of Food
Friends of the Earth

and Agriculture, cementing the corporation’s
financial relationship with the nonprofit.78

Source:

Hayes Valley Farm/Flickr

PAm’s “mission is to fund and direct research
to enhance the health and vitality of honey bee
colonies while improving crop production.”
PAm, which counts Monsanto’s Jerry Hayes as
one of its three scientific advisers, touts itself
as “the go-to organization at the interface of
honeybees and pollinated crops.”79 The Project
Apis m. monthly newsletter reported that,
“Jerry Hayes, Honey Bee Lead for Monsanto,
announced on September 19th that PAm
has been fortified with funding to further
promote forage resources for honey bees.”80
By emphasizing the loss of forage, Monsanto is
again attempting to deflect attention away from
harmful pesticides.

Beekeepers across the US lost 40-100%
of their hives last winter —one of the
worst bee losses on record.

Hayes, a former apiary inspector for the Florida
Department of Agriculture, has become one
of Monsanto’s most effective and visible
spokespeople on the bee crisis. In one blog
entry, Hayes wrote: “Monsanto is committed to
sustainable agriculture. It makes good business
sense to support sustainable agriculture and
that’s why they want to use their time, talents
and resources to contribute positively to honey
bee health. This is not a PR stunt; this is a smart
business move to help agriculture globally.”81
Beekeeper Larry Johnson, who Monsanto
tapped for its “Honey Bee Advisory Council”,

Friends of the Earth

blogged that Hayes and his team “truly care
about the problems beekeepers face.” In a
welcoming speech at the bee summit, Johnson
made his appreciation for the company clear:
“this is a great company that does a lot of great
things … this is a great thing for Monsanto and
the bee industry to get together.”82
Randy Oliver, one of three key advisors to
PAm, consistently praised the company’s role
in addressing the bee crisis, while repeating
key message points that divert the focus away
from pesticides: “the key common consensus
was that the main causes of colony health
problems are poor nutrition and the varroa/
virus complex, sometimes exacerbated by
pesticide issues.”83 At the end of his extensive
report on the Monsanto bee summit – which,
he emphasized, was “not a corporate sales
pitch” – Oliver discloses: “Disclaimer: I received
payment from Monsanto this year for the rental
of hives and the labor involved in running a
research trial.” After attending the company’s
Bee Summit, Oliver authored a lengthy article
applauding and defending Monsanto and urging
critics to “drop the demonization,” adding,
“Monsanto appears to genuinely want to be a
good corporate citizen.”84
The industry’s reach with beekeepers extends
to Europe, where the British BeeKeepers
Association (BBKA) has received significant
funding from Bayer, Syngenta and other
pesticide companies, an arrangement that
some critics have called a quid pro quo, as the
organization has endorsed insecticides as “beefriendly.”85, 86
In 2009, after the BBKA took a pro-pesticide
stance, one of its members, beekeeper Philip
Chandler, stated “In my opinion ... they should
not be endorsing pesticides or other toxins
under any conditions whatsoever. There
is something very wrongheaded about an
organization that claims to be defending the
interests of bees and beekeepers taking money
from the manufacturers of pesticides. Having a
dialog with them is one thing, but taking money
from them is another.” 87
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More recently, the organization appears to be
taking up the pesticide lobby’s cause, arguing
that new restrictions on neonics would result
in more harm to wildlife from the use of other
chemicals.88

“The small number of
instances of damage
to bee health from
these pesticides has
come from the very
rare occasions when
farmers have used the
product incorrectly.”

One company, Syngenta, has even attempted
to bring Friends of the Earth England, Wales,
Northern Ireland into their fold, using Friends
of the Earth’s statements on bee declines as
an opportunity to push their own “anything
but pesticides” messaging. In one blog item,
“Together for Bees,” Syngenta remarks, “It was
also good to see FoE starting to recognize
that the main causes of bee decline in the UK
and in other countries are habitat loss, diet
deterioration, and above all, mites, diseases and
bacteria. Whether they can join bee-keepers
and government in accepting that pesticides
play an insignificant role remains to be seen.”89
Syngenta adds: “Wouldn’t it be logical, creative
and appropriate to bring Syngenta’s Operation
Pollinator together with the FoE Bee Action
Plan? After all, it’s so much brighter and better
to work together on common solutions for bees
than to argue and bicker.”90

actor-journalist, that “we are completely
convinced … that bee declines have nothing to
do with this class of chemistry [neonics]” and
“millions of hectares have been tested to verify
that these products are safe to bee populations
… the combination of their benefits and the lack
of impact on the bee populations is why they
are so important worldwide.”92

In another blog item – titled “Bed & breakfast
for bees … are Friends of the Earth joining
Syngenta to tackle bee health?” – Syngenta
appears to welcome cooperation while
undermining any criticism of pesticides’
impact: “So despite our disagreements, we
wonder whether Friends of the Earth are
about to reconsider their position and work
with us to tackle the real causes of bee health
decline instead of trying to get safe pesticides
banned.”91

Atkins later goes on the offensive: “we are doing
much more, truly, to support the health of bees,
than many people who are attacking us… there
is much more at stake than money, this is about
the principles of scientific evaluation, it’s about
the benefits of this product, it’s about the facts.”
He then criticizes the European Commission
move to restrict neonicotinoids, insisting the
agency “ignored plenty of evidence from the
real world that these pesticides do not damage
the health of bees.”93

Company Videos Masquerading
as News

Blaming the Farmer

Syngenta’s attempts at creating distraction also
include company-produced “news interviews,”
and direct attacks on critics and regulators.
In one Syngenta-produced video “news
interview” about neonicotinoids, chief operating
officer John Atkins assures a seemingly sincere
12

—Syngenta

While denying criticism of pesticides, Syngenta
adds another element of diversion by blaming
pesticide users (i.e., farmers) for any “rare”
negative effects on bees. Listing “misused
pesticides” as one of its 11 causes of bee
declines, Syngenta claims, “Some theoretical
research recently has purported to show that

Friends of the Earth

pesticides are directly responsible for bee
losses, even when they are applied correctly
and appropriately at the right time and in the
right place. There is no real-life evidence to
support this conclusion.” In a comment belying
its feel-good cooperative PR, Syngenta goes a
step further, directly blaming farmers for any
negative consequences of pesticide use: “The
small number of instances of damage to bee
health from these pesticides has come from
the very rare occasions when farmers have
used the product incorrectly (e.g. not followed
label instructions).”94

Source:

Rowan Collins/Flickr

Bayer’s Bee Care website emphasizes the “beeresponsible use”95 of its products and implies
that any problem with neonics is because of
improper use of its products by farmers and
other users.

Spinning Science
The companies’ denials of blame and attempts
to spin science are nothing new.
When Bayer’s most lucrative neonic pesticide,
imidacloprid, was restricted in France due
to patent expirations and government bans
in 1999, the company “brought a similarly
functioning successor product, clothianidin,
onto the market,” according to Environment
News Service. A French scientific advisory panel
“declared that the treatment of seeds with
imidacloprid leads to significant risks for bees.
Bayer’s application for approval of clothianidin
was also rejected by French authorities.”96
Yet this didn’t prevent Dr. Hans-Josef Diehl,
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head of development and registration at Bayer
CropScience Deutschland, from claiming at
expert hearings on bee losses in Germany:
“Seed treatments are one of the most targeted
and environmentally friendly forms to apply
crop protection products. We regret the recent
bee losses and the situation they have created
for the beekeepers in Baden-Württemberg.”
Similarly, in 2008, Bayer ecologist Dr. Richard
Schmuck, asserted, “All studies available to us
confirm that our product is safe to bees if the
recommended dressing quality is maintained.
This is also shown by the product safety
assessments which we have submitted to the
registration authorities.”97
But European and other government agencies
contradicted Bayer’s attempts to spin the
science. As Environment News Service reported
in 2008, “The accusation of flawed studies is
echoed by the Canadian Pest Management
Regulatory Agency which said of Bayer’s
clothianidin application, ‘All of the field/
semi-field studies, however, were found to
be deficient in design and conduct of the
studies and were, therefore, considered as
supplemental information only. Clothianidin may
pose a risk to honey bees and other pollinators,
if exposure occurs via pollen and nectar of crop
plants grown from treated seeds.”98 The PMRA
released further findings in 2013: “the PMRA has
concluded that current agricultural practices
related to the use of neonicotinoid treated corn
and soybean seed are not sustainable.”99

Attacking Regulators
Industry’s PR machine, with its well-honed
diversionary messaging, went into full force
after the European Union announced its
proposal to ban neonicotinoids.
In January 2013, Bayer issued a press release
asking the dramatic question, “Is Europe
heading for a set-back in agriculture?”100 Calling
the European Commission’s proposal to ban
neonicotinoids “draconian,” Bayer claimed that
the pesticides can be “safely and effectively
13

used in sustainable agriculture.” Once again,
Bayer pointed to “multiple factors” that can
cause poor bee health and colony losses, and
suggested that the EU’s precautionary principle
need not apply here.101
By March 2013, Syngenta and Bayer proposed
an alternative plan to support bee health.
Their suggestions in this “comprehensive” plan
included planting more flowering field margins
and monitoring neonicotinoids.102
During this time, Bayer103 and Syngenta104 also
used PR to amplify any lack of consensus on
the ban amongst EU member countries and
publicize this lack of compromise as recognition
of the safety of neonicotinoids.105
The same diversionary messaging is
incorporated into lobbying documents.
Documents obtained by the Corporate Europe
Observatory revealed that, from as early as
June 2012, Syngenta, Bayer and the European
Crop Protection Association (the pesticide
makers’ lobbying group) were engaged in a
private behind-the-scenes lobbying campaign
to prevent a ban on neonicotinoids in the EU.106
Through a series of letters, these companies
made accusations with questionable scientific
and factual backing in an effort to convince
European commissioners that neonicotinoids
were not the problem.
For example, in a letter to Commissioner
Dalli of Belgium, Bayer suggested that the
harm done to honeybees in the past was the
fault of the farmers for improper use of the
pesticides.107 A letter from Syngenta to the same
commissioner accused some member states as
being “driven by a small group of activists and
hobby bee-keepers” and urged him to “resist
the pressure” to give in.108 When the European
Food Safety Authority published its findings,
critical of the use of the pesticides, Syngenta
and Bayer continued to push forward their own
independent analysis of the findings109 and
even threatened to take legal action against the
EFSA.110
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When All Else Fails, Go to Court
After their PR and lobbying efforts to stop the
neonic ban failed, Syngenta and Bayer filed
lawsuits against the European Commission in
August 2013 for the ban of thiamethoxam, one
of the three neonic suspended insecticides,
claiming that the Commission’s decision was
based on an “inaccurate and incomplete
assessment.”111 Despite Syngenta’s rhetoric
that it had “no other choice” but to take
legal action,112 the lawsuit made clear that the
companies will use every tool at their disposal
to protect their profits.

Within a week of opening
its new “Bee Care Center”
in Triangle Park, North
Carolina, Bayer increased
its lobbying muscle
by hiring Cornerstone
Government Affairs, a
D.C.-based lobby firm.
U.S. Politics
Some observers surmise that the chemical
industry’s aggressive lobbying in Europe is,
in part, driven by fear that the United States
might act next.113 While U.S. regulatory agencies
have not made any significant move to adopt
similar restrictions, in July 2013, Representatives
John Conyers (D- Mich.) and Earl Blumenauer
(D- Ore.) introduced the Saving America’s
Pollinators Act (H.R. 2692), which would
suspend the use of neonicotinoid pesticides
until a full review of scientific evidence indicates
they are safe, and a field study demonstrates no
harmful impacts to pollinators.114
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While lobbying disclosures are not bill-specific,
Bayer lobbied Congress during the first115 and
second116 quarters of 2013 on the issue of bee health
and specifically had “discussions on EPA regulatory
actions involving pollinator protection.”

similar to that of the European Food Security
Association, on the high risk that neonicotinoids
pose to bees,122 the EPA and U.S. Department of
Agriculture have indicated that a ban in the U.S. is
not necessary.123

In April 2014, according to Politico, within a week
of opening its new “Bee Care Center” in Triangle
Park, North Carolina, Bayer increased its lobbying
muscle by hiring Cornerstone Government Affairs,
a D.C.-based lobby firm, “to help ‘pollinator health
and habitat promotion’ after a growing campaign,
which includes reports from the European Union,
has accused the chemical company of causing
large-scale harm to the bee population with
its pesticides.”117 Current clients of Cornerstone
Government Affairs also include Syngenta
and CropLife America (a trade association
representing the manufacturers of pesticides and
other agricultural chemicals).118

This failure to act persists despite leaked
documents from EPA that indicate the agency is
ignoring warnings from its own scientists about
the dangers of the neonic clothianidin. Here is how
agriculture journalist Tom Philpott described the
leaked memo in 2010:

While bee health was not listed as a specific
issue on Monsanto’s119 and Syngenta’s120 lobbying
records, the documents do indicate that the
companies lobbied the Environmental Protection
Agency in 2013 on agricultural research, biotech
regulations and pesticides. The EPA is currently
charged with reevaluating neonicotinoids through
its pesticide registration review program, which is
not set to be completed until at least 2018.121
Despite the EPA’s scientific conclusions,
Friends of the Earth

“EPA scientists have essentially rejected the
findings of a study conducted on behalf of Bayer
that the agency had used to justify the registration
of clothianidin. And they reiterated concerns that
widespread use of clothianidin imperils the health
of the nation’s honeybees.”124
Nevertheless, instead of a ban, the EPA has
developed a new pesticide label that will allegedly
help to protect bees from toxic exposure to
neonicotinoids by prohibiting their use where
bees are present. However, the labels ignore the
widest application of neonicotinoid pesticides:
the seed treatments that enable the uptake of
pesticides into the plant and later into pollen and
nectar, which are gathered and eaten by bees and
other key pollinators. The proposed labels would
therefore do little to address the problem of bee
declines.
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Conclusion
For decades, tobacco companies muddled the science, misled
regulators and the public, and caused incalculable injury to protect
cigarette sales. How much longer will we allow similar tactics to delay
meaningful action in protecting these small but essential pollinators?
Bees are essential to one out of three bites of the food we eat, and
two thirds of global food crops, from almonds to strawberries.
While industry attempts at spin, distraction, and the manufacture of
doubt may be effective political tools in the U.S. for causing delay and
inaction, they will only cause more harm in the long run.

Policy Action Needed Now
It’s time for the United States government to follow the lead of the
European Union and act to protect such a vital component of our food
system and healthy ecosystems. We urge Congress to pass the Saving
America’s Pollinators Act. We urge the EPA to listen to the growing body of
science linking neonicotinoids to bee declines and move quickly to limit the
use of these pesticides while taking other steps to protect bees and other
essential pollinators. The White House must also demonstrate leadership and
push Congress and federal agencies to move quickly to protect bees.

Fair and Accurate Reporting
We also urge members of the media to be aware of the tobacco-style tactics
pesticide companies are using – including spinning the science, buying
credibility, blaming the user and promoting the “anything but pesticides”
multiple factors theory – to deflect blame from pesticides in the bee crisis.
A strong and growing body of science indicates that neonics are a core
contributor to bee declines that must be addressed. Studies indicate these
pesticides not only harm and kill bees directly, but also increase
pollinators’ vulnerability to other stressors such as mites, climate
change and habitat loss.125,126,127,128,129

We must act before it’s too late.
Our very food supply is at stake.
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