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English
transcript of the audio file "SNV Special Interview Lebanon - War & Seeds.mp3".
[00:00] [Intro Music: Trumpet Fanfare]
Voiceover: This is a Socialist News and Views special interview.
[00:10] [Sound of static/tuning]

Nick Shillingford: I'm Nick Shillingford coming to you from the Urban Cabin Studios in South
Minneapolis with this special interview. On Socialist News and Views, we let folks introduce
themselves. Do you want to just tell those tuning in who you are?

Ghassan Makarem: Yes, of course. My name is Ghassan Makarem. I'm part of the Agricultural
Movement in Lebanon, which was set up around five years ago to work on food sovereignty
and in solidarity with small farmers and farm workers. | am currently working with them on a
campaign focusing on a new seeds law that was introduced by the Minister of Agriculture a
couple of months ago, which seems to go against everything that we’ve been discussing in
the country about agriculture and setting up legal space for multinational companies to come
to Lebanon and steal the seeds, like they did in many places around the world.

Nick Shillingford: Right. Yeah, as you mentioned, the Agri Movement and farm worker-led
organizing that you've been doing... | was reading an interview recently from award-winning
journalist Mary Ann DeNeen on some of that organizing. There was an interview with Agri
Movement’s Bashar Abu Saifan and Sarah Saloum. We'll link in the show notes.

Obviously, something that's continued to be of central concern for people that believe in



human rights across the globe is the ongoing genocide against Palestinian people in that
area. The article mentioned and discussed that Lebanon shares a border with historical
Palestine, and we've seen the Zionist colonial project—Israel—target countries all over the
region: Syria, Iran, Gaza, Yemen, Qatar, and attacks in international waters, the flotilla carrying
Greta Thunberg. Lebanon has a whole history of coming under these attacks from Zionists.
What impact is the whole ongoing disruption having on the small-hold farmers that you work
with in Lebanon?

Ghassan Makarem: The impact is huge. There are several villages that are de facto occupied
now in South Lebanon, and they already lost their olive season. Olives are a staple in our diet
and also one of the main crops of the South. Israel’s policies in Gaza are echoed in
Lebanon—and had been echoed in the past two years—through a continuation of the policy
of "ecocide" that they used in Gaza, and forcing people into starvation.

[Israel is targeting] agricultural infrastructure and large... they deliberately burnt down old
olive trees. Some olive trees in Lebanon are as much as 2,000, maybe 3,000 years old. And
[they] removed some of the trees to take them back to study them because we were spared
in Lebanon a couple of diseases that hit olives around the Mediterranean in the past few
years, and our trees are much more resilient than the marketed types of olives that are being
introduced into the Mediterranean, like in Tunisia and in Morocco.

Israel’s policy includes ecocide as a major component of genocide. And it's more of a
long-term genocide, a slower genocide, but there is enough evidence from statements by
Israeli officials and through their policies in Palestine in the past almost 70 years of barring
Palestinian farmers from their lands, enclosing lands inside the apartheid wall, and of course
in Gaza, the direct destruction of the agricultural infrastructure along with the ongoing
genocide.

And | say ongoing because it hasn't stopped. Today, only today, Israel bombed Lebanon 25
times. All of the targets are in agricultural regions. And they don't discriminate at all from past
experience. So, in the Agricultural Movement, we believe that the struggle against Israel in
Lebanon and Palestine is the same struggle. And we see it perfectly in agriculture.

It also coincides with the interests of several foreign powers who are now attempting to
relocate their businesses from Gaza to South Lebanon. So, for example, the Dutch, who used
Gaza to grow strawberries and tulips, are now in negotiations with the Lebanese government
to move their operations into South Lebanon. So it's all interlinked, and food is probably one
of the more prominent results of the genocide—the impact on food. Even though usually we
focus more, of course, on human destruction and infrastructure destruction, but the food
system itself has always suffered because of Israeli aggression in South Lebanon, and it
prevented it in the past 50 years from developing a resilient agricultural sector.

Nick Shillingford: Yeah, the resiliency is tough when they're constantly under attack. You
mentioned attacking food systems, and obviously, that's clearly outlined as part of genocide



as one of the conditions there is attacking those food systems. You talked about the eco-side
and people just don't think about—or some people certainly don't think about, that aren't
farmers probably—about when you talk about 2,000-year-old olive trees... this is something
very serious and something that should be very concerning to people.

And of course, the US... Israel operates as a part of the US empire too in that region. So,
people in the United States have to be accountable and take seriously this stuff. And | wanted
to get to the seed law in Lebanon that you mentioned at the beginning. This is a threat to
Lebanon's heritage. Again, you talked about farming going back a long time, the seeds go
back a long time. Sarah Saloum said in the interview with Mary Ann DeNeen that this is, quote,
"due to pressure from global markets and Western interests," end quote. Which is why they're
bringing in this seed law.

Can you talk about what exactly it is that they're proposing in these seed laws and how you're
supporting farmers that are organizing to push back against the laws?

Ghassan Makarem: You're right. The link is very strong between ecocide and genocide and
also the link between the ecocide that's through the Israeli army and global seed businesses.
But since in Lebanon we're closer to the EU... so the threat to agriculture in Gaza and in
Lebanon is similar. So on one hand, you have direct assault and destruction by Israel. And on
the other, you have policies that are being imposed by developed nations to impose the global
seed regime that they are trying to impose locally on Lebanon.

We were spared this for years because of the unstable security situation, but | guess now as
part of the new direction of the EU and the US in Lebanon... they're insisting on reshaping
Lebanese policies in all fields to fit more into the... [Brief audio skip] ...is basically a copy of
many seed laws that we saw in India, in Morocco, in Tunisia, that have already shown
documented proof of being destructive when it comes to small farmers and farm workers. And
| think the problem also exists in the United States. Farmers in the US, despite having more
resources than farmers around the world, are also facing the same impact.

The laws that are now being spread around the world concerning seeds are ones that were
installed by groups like Cargill years ago in the United States and reshaped the US food
system into what it is today. The global food market has been impacted by many of the laws
that were forced on US farmers years ago. And the impact of these laws, we can see today in
the crisis of quality of food in the United States. And they were later—the same laws were
reshaped by UN agencies and international agencies to be imposed around the world through
commercializing seeds and agriculture, criminalizing local solidarity in terms of seed saving
and distribution. In terms of forcing seed propagators to abide by regulations and laws that
are for most small farmers in third-world countries are economically prohibitive. The cost of
licensing itself is enough to stop farmers from saving their seeds.

And even though we were spared here, | think now there is a push to reimpose—to impose
these laws in Lebanon. And we analyzed the provisions of the law and they fit perfectly with



agreements on seeds that are considered by many activists around the world to be lethal
sometimes. | think up until today, in the past—I can't remember how many years, maybe 10 or
20—around 300,000 farmers in India committed suicide due to laws like this being imposed.

So what we're trying to do now is work with farmers and farmers' organizations to raise
awareness about the law. Especially since it was proposed without any debate. Or any prior
notification that such a bill will be proposed. Most agriculture and food system scientists in
the country were left out of the discussions. There was no discussion with any civil society
organizations. And judging from the discussions we've had with the Ministry in the past
couple of months and interactions with them, the law itself was proposed by consultants hired
by the United Nations in the Ministry, supposedly to help reform the Ministry.

That's why we don't see it... we see it as very intricately linked with the ecocide that's
happening in Gaza and South Lebanon. So on one hand you have Israel destroying actual
farmland, and on the other, the state is imposing laws that can do similar type of destruction
and damage to the agricultural sector.

Another point you mentioned is the question of heritage, which is also a very pertinent point
here. The region we live in, the Levant, is where agriculture started on the planet. It's not just
an old heritage. It's the first... it's where the first agricultural settlements were and where the
first crops were domesticated.

Nick Shillingford: Super important.

Ghassan Makarem: So we're losing a global heritage, not just a Lebanese heritage or a
Syrian heritage. This is very important for everyone around the world because this is where
agriculture started and where a lot of the knowledge of old farmer communities still exists.
And that's what we see firsthand with working with traditional farmers and sustenance
farmers, family farmers who still use old traditions and are actually more capable in resisting
climate change and other factors than many of the most modern research and science in
agricultural technology.

The seeds that we have here are the first seeds. They've been grown in the same area for the
past 12,000 years. And | don't think that any lab can create a seed that can be more resilient
and more climate-resistant than what nature can do. And we saw that, like | mentioned the
question of olive trees. So when a lot of the modern types of olive trees that, you know, were
where you can get a higher yield of oil, for example, were hit by a plague basically... in Tunisia,
they removed the old trees and planted the new hybrids that large seed companies are
creating. And farmers are complaining that their trees are dying too soon.

Nick Shillingford: It's terrible.
Ghassan Makarem: Yes.

Nick Shillingford: | just wanted to go back to one thing. You mentioned India and the



situation, how bad it's been there. Do you guys have contacts with farmers' organizations in
India and do you guys share knowledge, that kind of thing? Is that something that's happening
or has been happening?

Ghassan Makarem: Of course. We're part of several coalitions regarding food sovereignty
and seeds. And we have comrades in India and in many parts of Asia and Latin America and
Africa. And that's why we're trying to promote the campaign globally also. Mainly because it's
a global heritage that we all have to protect all around the world. And because the powers of
the market are much stronger than a small country like Lebanon where even the government
does not have the capacity to say no to the Europeans.

Nick Shillingford: Right. And so, you know, | wanted to thank you so much for coming on and
speaking with me. I'm going to try to... I'm going to get this out to the farmers that | know once
we release this interview and make sure that they hear this. Is there anything else you want to
share before you go? And then, what should people in the US... how can they support you and
where can they find you? How can they connect with you if they want to support in some
way?

Ghassan Makarem: In terms of connection, we're on Instagram, on YouTube, and through
email.

Nick Shillingford: Agricultural Movement in Lebanon? Is that the best way?
Ghassan Makarem: agrimovement.org.

Nick Shillingford: agrimovement.org. Right?

Ghassan Makarem: Yeah.

Nick Shillingford: Okay. And we'll put links to everything too in the show notes to make sure
people can go there. And you know, are there... what should people be doing? Is there
anything else people should be doing to... | know there's a petition, | believe... other things
that people...

Ghassan Makarem: There is a petition. We're also calling for pressure on the Lebanese and
Italian governments because the law was sponsored by Italy. They paid for it. And they got
one of their main research centers to help write the law.

Nick Shillingford: Oh, okay.

Ghassan Makarem: Another thing is that a global struggle like this needs local struggles all
around the world. So | think that people can also help by trying to fix the situation where they
live by promoting sustainable agriculture and lobbying against large interests... powerful
interests in agriculture.



Nick Shillingford: Right. Because if they go after us, you know, in one country with these laws
and things, they're going to come back... You know, like you said, it started in the US, but it's
going to probably come back to the US and they'll try to make it even more favorable to
corporations and try to even take more away from what the few farmers that are even left in
the United States... very few... small ones.

Ghassan Makarem: Unfortunately, they're the same. They're the exact same ones. We have a
campaign with farmers to teach them not to use Glyphosate. But it's being imposed in
different manners in Lebanon under different names, through smuggling for example. So, and
it's the same issue in the US. You know, people are talking about the impact of Glyphosate and
the impact of mono-cropping and modern agriculture. And | believe that it's the same
struggle for all of us. Any gain in the US or anywhere in the world is a gain for us also.

| think two weeks ago | saw a clip | think somewhere... that there were six suicides in
December or November or December of US farmers because of the situation they're in.

Nick Shillingford: | believe it. Yeah, Trump had to give a bailout of some kind, | don't exactly
know who all got it, of some kind just to try to keep shoring up some support with more rural
people in the US. So, yeah, it's an ongoing struggle. And yeah, | think there can be a lot of
solidarity that can be built among farmers in the coming time because | think they're all going
to be facing a lot of similar... if obviously not the same... but there's going to be similar
enemies. There's going to be similar corporations and countries that are going to be trying to
clamp down.

Ghassan Makarem: It's the exact same ones.

Nick Shillingford: Well, yeah, and | really appreciate your time like | said. And of course, any
updates or anything else that's going on that you want me to be aware of and I'll promote as
much as | can, feel free to, you know, email me or reach me on social media as well with
updates. I'm always happy to receive updates.

Ghassan Makarem: Thank you very much.

Nick Shillingford: Take care. Have a good... have a good rest of your evening.
Ghassan Makarem: Thank you. Bye bye.

Nick Shillingford: Bye.

Voiceover: And that's our special interview. Thanks for listening. Solidarity.
[15:15] [Outro Music]

Voiceover: This has been a Socialist News and Views special interview.



