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Eco-advocacy issues & trends context 

• Political roots from 1960’s in U.S. 

and 1970/80’s fall of Soviet 

influence 

 

• Starting in the late 1980’s 

coordination among environmental 

advocacy groups has formalized 

 

• Three – five year major topic-

focused campaign cycles targeting 

specific industries and issues, 

e.g., 

 

– Toxic chemicals 

– Ag practices 

– Energy & natural resources issues 
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Ag-NGO coordination and planning 

Cycling ag-related campaigns 

to avoid issues and donor 

fatigue with 3-5 year 

campaigns 

 

• Late 1980’s – pesticides (Alar in 

Apples) 

 

• Late 1990’s – GMOs  

 

• Mid 2000’s – antibiotic 

resistance, CAFOs 

 

• Now – GMOs, pesticides and 

seed sovereignty combined  

Planning (2009 – 2011) via groups 

like EGA and SAFSF 

 

• Foundations and other donors seeding 

research (e.g., Seralini, Benbrook, 

PANNA) 

 

• NGO infrastructure and staffing put in 

place (e.g., CFS & California office) 

 

• Corporate, labor and political 

partnerships and campaigns established 

(e.g., Real Food Alliance, Organic Valley 

& Stonyfield initiatives) 

 

• EGA now boast more than 200 members 

with $200 billion in assets coordinating $2 

billion in campaigns annually 
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Ag biotech advocacy history 

• Historical context and background of anti-biotech 

movement 
– Advocacy opposition started with socio-economic aspects, principally 

patents in the United States in early 1980s 

– Early opposition was largely outside the environmental movement 

until first products introduced for regulatory approvals 

– Initial eco-advocacy in U.S. led by Greenpeace was largely 

unsuccessful and lacked broader advocacy and commercial 

engagement in early 1990’s 

– Moved to Europe with a focus on trade and labeling where a 

partnership model with organic industry became success model in mid 

1990’s 

– International anti-globalization, sovereignty and economic 

intersections established with political movements in mid 2000’s 

– North American campaigns re-established with broader organic and 

social responsibility business partnerships 2008-present 

– Must be viewed in context of broader NGO/advocacy movement  
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The environment today 

• Globally coordinated 

campaign seeded in 2008-

2009, launched 2012 and will 

extended to 2015-17. 

 

• Integrated with broader  

crop protection and anti-

corporate themes & 

stakeholders 

 

• Emerging “new” advocacy-

political and business  

models with millennial 

generation oppty/challenge 
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Common factor: Risk-driven story telling  

Advocacy campaign “risk” orientations: 

– Health/Safety 

– Environmental 

– Socio-economic/political 

 

Typical allegory/stories: 

– Villains 

– Victims 

– Heroes 

 

Risk-driven messages and story telling prompts opinion formation. 
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Influence model background “belief formation” 

Targeted and relevant 
AWARENESS: 

 
(Topic-linked: news, 

advertising, social 
media, and/or peer to 

peer-viral) 

If relevant 
and urgent 

FIRST 
EVALUATION: 

 
(General search to 

validate urgency 
and need) 

If urgency 
maintained and 

resistance avoided  
CHOICE WORK: 

 
(Supplemental, 
focused search 

and  topic/ expert 
portals and peers 

to compare and 
evaluate options) 

Action: 
 

(Destination  
Web site) 

Action: 
 

(Offline) 

50/50 online-traditional 

source mix 

90+ percent online 
80/20 mix 

Opinion Phase Belief Formation Awareness Phase 

Online visibility, usability and measurability  as a model 

for “risk” awareness to  belief formation behaviors: 
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Food & ag focused campaigns today 
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U.S. advocacy targeting food & agriculture 

• Agbiotech Info Net 

• Agribusiness Examiner 

• ACGA 

• American Pasturage 

• APHA 

• Animal Protection Institute 

• Beyond Pesticides 

• NCRLC 

• Center for Food Safety 

• Center for Informed Food Choices 

• Center for Media & Democracy 

• CSPI 

• Chef’s Collaborative 

• Children’s Health Env Coalition 

• Common Dreams 

• Consumer Federation of America 

• Consumers Union 

• Crop Choice 

• David Suzuki Foundation 

• Dawn Watch 

• Deep Ecology 

• Eco-Trust 

• Economic Democracy 

• Earth Spirit 

• Earth First 

• Environmental Defense 

• Environmental Media Services 

• FAIR 

• Family Farm Defenders 

 
 

• Farm Animal Reform Movement 

• Farm Aid 

• Farm Sanctuary 

• Friends of the Earth 

• GRACE 

• Government Accountability Project  

• Green Guide Institute 

• Green Party USA 

• Greenpeace 

• Humane Farm Association 

• Humane Society US 

• IATP 

• Institute for Public Accuracy 

• Land Institute 

• Local Harvest 

• NFFC 

• Nishoren 

• No Spray coalition 

• NWARN 

• Organic Consumers Association 

• PANNA 

• PETA 

• PCRM 

• PIRG 

• Public Citizen 

• Purdey Fund 

• Sierra Club 

• SEAC 

• Water Keeper Alliance 
 

More than 500 activist organizations in North 

America are spending in excess of $2.5 

billion annually engaging in food-related 

campaigns targeting conventional practices, 

biotech-related trade, obesity, labeling, 

animal welfare, testing and other regulatory 

and market constraints.  
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Global players (sample) 

• Greenpeace 

• Consumers 

International 

• Third World Network 

• ETC Group (RAFI) 

• Gene Watch 

• Friends of the Earth 

• Global Greens 

• GeneWatch 

• Oxfam 

• GRAIN 

• EarthFirst! 

• La Via Campesina 

• Action Aid 

• GEAN 

• International Forum 

on Globalization 

• Polaris Institute 
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AFR regional players (sample) 

• Africa Green Federation 

• Africa Centre for Biosafety 

• Biowatch SA 

• Coordination National des 

Organisations Paysanne 

• African Biodiversity Network 

• Eastern & Southern Africa 

Small Scale Farmers’ Forum 

(ESAFF) 

• Inades-Formation 

• PELUM 

• Kenya Biodiversity Coalition 

• Institute for Culture and 

Ecology 

• Institute for Sustainable 

Development (ISD) 

• Mupo Foundation 

• Environmental Monitoring 

Group (EMG) 

• KEGCO 

• MELCA-Ethiopia 

• COPAGEN 
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Typical NGO orientations targeting ag 

Types of advocacy groups 
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Managing anti-GMO advocacy 

 

Understanding: 

 

• Who – stakeholders identified and defined 

 

• How – funding, resources and partnerships 

 

• What – tactics, collaboration, networks 

 

• Influence – results evaluated, what matters 
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Influential advocacy stakeholder types 

• Who – the key players and their networks involved in 

protesting conventional agriculture practices, GMO  

specific example (North American model): 

 

– About a dozen organizations with a dedicated focus on GMOs 

(primary) 

 

– Nearly 75 other organizations which have dedicated units or staff 

focused on GMOs (secondary) 

 

– Two hundred plus organizations which serve as syndicators and 

supporters via co-signers or funders on GMO-related topics for 

the primary and secondary groups (tertiary) 

© 2011 v-Fluence 
14 



© 2013 v-Fluence 

Primary influencers – who (NGOs) 
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Primary influencers – who (commercial) 
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Other global influencers 
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How: Organizations & resources (U.S.) 

Tertiary (208) 
$1.6B 

Secondary (68) 
$800M 

Primary (18) 
$20M 

Some 300 formal and informal 

organizations with combined annual 

expenditures of $2.4 billion in 

annual revenues are involved in 

anti-GMO advocacy in North 

America. 

 

Funding sources are: 

1. Foundations 

2. Corporations  

3. Wealthy individuals 

4. Sales/ Subscriptions/ Memberships/ 

Litigation 

5. Other individual donors 

6.  Government grants 
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Coordination and cross-pollination influence 

19 

Via common staff, board members 

and coalition activities, Andrew 

Kimbrell directly influences the 

activities of 20+ advocacy 

organizations (primary, secondary 

& tertiary) with combined budgets 

exceeding $200 million. 

 

EGM and EFN coordination of 

more than $2 billion annually. 

 

Common board members and 

funders of joint campaigns with  

litigator, organic and natural health 

industry groups – with combined 

marketing budgets exceeding $10 

billion 
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Results:  

Proliferation of (dis)-information sources 

• Food Safety News & 

Food Poison Journal 

published by law firms 

 

• Health and natural 

news published by 

alternative health & 

nutraceutical marketing 

groups 

 

• Extensively cross-

linked, syndicated and 

amplified via social 

media 
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Results: 

What coordination and leverage look like 

21 

Money 
Marketing Support 

Coordinated 
Activities 
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Role of the Internet & social media 
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Risk-based awareness 

on health, environment 

and choice/control 

issues is highly viral 

and generates broader 

audience engagement 

outside of advocacy 

group followers 
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Awareness drives people to inquiry (online) 

• Every month there are more 

than 500,000 searches on 

biotechnology related terms 

– using more than 10,000 

phrases 

 

• There are some 2,200 

websites with any 

measurable influence 

 

• The top 50 have 65 percent 

of all influence 
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Advocacy influence - results 

• Advocacy groups measure success and are 

sustained via different models than those 

used by corporations.  They have a much 

more long-term (not defined by quarterly 

financial reports) approach. 

 

• Success if often defined by: 

– Negative publicity and awareness  

– Delays to implementation 

– Increased development and market costs 

 

• From a general “awareness” to “belief 

formation” model online anti-biotechnology 

advocacy groups have dominant influence 

from a branded reference perspective. (28% 

combined, non-overlapping influence over 

all biotech online content) 
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Results – negative beliefs formed 

AWARENESS 
 

 
FIRST 

EVALUATION
: 
 
 

CHOICE 
WORK: 

 
 

Action 

• High impact awareness 

through publicity, advertising 

and grassroots outreach 

using risk-oriented villain 

and victims allegories 

 

• Domination of online 

inquiry and choice work 

channels with reinforcing 

negative content 

 

• Wealth of “action” 

opportunities to participate 

to lock in beliefs 
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Seeds of change in the wind 

“When public misunderstanding and superstition becomes 

widespread on an issue, irrational policymaking is the 

inevitable consequence, and great damage is done to 

peoples’ lives as a result.  

 

This is what has happened with the GMOs food scare in 

Europe, Africa and many other parts of the world. Allowing 

anti-GMO activists to dictate policymaking on 

biotechnology is like putting homeopaths in charge of the 

health service, or asking anti-vaccine campaigners to take 

the lead in eradicating polio.” 

 

- Mark Lynas, former anti-GMO campaigner 
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Hope 

“Major agribusinesses are increasingly concerned about sustainability. 

No sustainability translates to no long-term supply… Another agricultural 

technology we should consider carefully is genetic modification. The 

National Academy of Sciences has found no adverse health effects from 

GMOs, and also concluded that they can be environmentally beneficial 

in some ways. Yet having a thoughtful debate on the merits and risks of 

GM foods has become nearly impossible.  

 

The arguments are often based not in science but in ideology… We 

would also be smart to put more focus on making GMO technology 

available to lower-income farmers, given the potential benefits that 

climate-resilient GMO crops could bring to the developing world… But 

we cannot have such careful analysis if each side in the debate paints 

the other as evil or ignorant. We need passion on our side, but not at 

the expense of sound science and open minds.”  

 

– Mark Tercek, president The Nature Conservancy 
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Managing advocacy 

• Monitoring & stakeholder research 

 

• Best practices in new media individually 

 

• Enhanced collaboration and syndication among 

partners 

 

• Responses and outreach require a foundation in risk 

communications 

 

• Response, outreach and inoculation success requires 

speed, credibility and flexibility 
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Conclusions, considerations & discussion 

• Anti-biotechnology advocacy is driven by a relatively small core group of 

professional, focused individuals and organizations (both NGO and corporate) – 

highly coordinated, well funded we should anticipate a 3-5 year anti-agriculture 

campaign period (2011-2014+) 

 

• These primary players are inter-connected with a much larger network of well 

resourced ($2-3 billion annually in North America) and broader based advocacy 

AND commercial entities 

 

• Anti-GMO (pesticide) advocacy would not be sustainable or successful without 

support from corporate organic, alternative health and natural product marketing 

interests – primarily organic marketing interests 

 

• In developing marketing anti-biotech movement more closely tied to political 

organizations and movements 

 

• Organic, natural product and alternative health linked advocacy and commercial interest 

groups have few (if any) incentives for constructive engagement while openings exist 

with some environmental (conservation) and sustainable development advocacy 

groups in support of biotech and some crop protection practices 
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THANK YOU 

Jay Byrne – jay.byrne@v-Fluence.com  

www.v-Fluence.com 

(877) 835-8362 

mailto:jay.byrne@v-Fluence.com
mailto:jay.byrne@v-Fluence.com
mailto:jay.byrne@v-Fluence.com
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Other related activities intensifying  

31 

 

All of these attacks on conventional 

agriculture occurred in September & 

October of 2012 – indicating a 

significant intensification of activist 

activity more than two years in the 

planning. 
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US co-marketing example 
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Food labeling campaign example 

• Bringing together primary (anti-

GMO) activists with secondary 

and tertiary broader 

eco/health/political NGOs. 

 

– California labeling campaign 

claims more than 1,800 

supporting food & ag, 

health, environmental, and 

political interest groups 

 

– Same small core group of 

activists driving this campaign 

 

– Largely funded by the organic 

& natural products industries 

33 



© 2013 v-Fluence 

Results – search interest 

• Are campaigns working - inquiries online? 

 

 

 

 

 
• Awareness & interest in biotech-related labeling remains small but 

increased by more than 72,000 percent in one year at time when 

interest in organic labels actually decreased (50) percent. 

 

• Awareness & interest is growing – latest month more than 7,000 

queries using some 300 “GMO” related labeling linked terms 
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Results – what they find 

• For all general (non-biotech specific) labeling search interest: 

 

– 1,500 destinations found against various labeling search 

terms 

– Top 50 have 75 percent of all influence (visible results on 

page one) 

– While less than 8 percent of queries (interest) is specific to 

GMO’s and organic combined: 

 

• 28 percent of all results include references and 

information about organic topics 

 

• 26 percent of all results included GMO or biotech 

references 
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Top online influencers 

• General labeling  

interest 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• The top 50 sites have 75% of the 

influence – but users will find 

information about organic & GMOs on 

more than 1/3 of all these destinations

  

• Biotech-specific labeling 

interest 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

• Of the top 50 with 72% of the influence 

more than 30 are organic /anti-biotech 

and only 2 are industry/biotech 

sources  
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