Monsanto is one of the most controversial companies in the world. Here & Now's Jeremy
Hobson conducts a wide-ranging conversation with, Hugh Grant,CEO of the agrochemical
and biotech giant, about pesticides, genetically modified crops (GMOs) and the future of
agriculture. This is part one of a two part interview.
•
•

Part two of our interview with Monsanto CEO Hugh Grant
See more in our View From The Top conversation series

Interview Highlights: Hugh Grant
Why do you think Monsanto has become the ‘face of corporate evil’ in this country?
“I think a piece of this comes with – we’re the market leader, the original inventor of a lot of
these technologies and I think sometimes when you’re first out the gate, when you’re in a
leadership position like that, you become the de facto spear catcher. I think for us that was
maybe the genesis of this, and I think there’s a piece of, also, this – we’re right in the middle
of this discussion on food and agriculture and the safety and security of food, so I understand
some of the concern. But I think, nevertheless, there’s work to be done in explaining more
clearly where food comes from and how food is produced.”
What part of the concern do you understand?
“I think in the U.S. today there is still a very significant misunderstanding about science.
When you think about the consumer today, there’s more work to be done in helping to explain
the science behind these technologies, so I think a lot of the concern comes through that. My
experience has been, when you can explain what these products do and you can explain the
extraordinary benefits that they bring to growers and to society, you usually meet a middle
ground. That’s been my experience over the years.”
On concerns about genetically engineered seeds
“So it’s springtime in St. Louis, in a few weeks’ time, the Midwest will start planting crops,
and those crops feed the world. This is the 20th spring that the U.S. has planted GMOs; it’s
the 20th anniversary this year for biotech around the world. So billions of acres, trillions of
meals served and not a single health concern, so I think the weight of science and, frankly, the
evidence of practices is pretty clear on this.”
So why are there still so many protests, in the U.S. and abroad, against genetically
modified seeds?
“I actually think it’s improving. I think the dialogue – so here’s the interesting thing, and it’s
more evident today than I think it was 10 years ago. It doesn’t matter where you go, if you’ve
got a party on the weekend there’s usually a conversation about food and food is front and
center in many discussions, and any time there’s a conversation about food, usually Monsanto
is at the table, and I think it’s a healthy thing, but I think of if you look, you know, GMOs
have been around 20 years. If you think of it the next 30 years, we’re gonna have to figure out
how to grow twice as much food on a shrinking footprint. We’re gonna have to figure out
how to grow more on a smaller footprint worldwide and use less stuff. We’re gonna have to
make agriculture much more sustainable, and I don’t think GMOs are the silver bullet there. I
think there’s other things that we’re gonna have to figure out, how we look after soil better,

how we use less water, but I see that conversation improving. The quality of that dialogue is
improving and I think that’s cause for optimism.”
You think by using genetically modified seeds, we can use less water when planting
crops?
“This is the conundrum. There’s three things that as a civilization we’re going to have to do
simultaneously. We’ll have to do, I think within the lifetime of our children or for some of us
our grandchildren, and the three things that we’ll have to figure out to do simultaneously are
number one: How do we use less water in agriculture, because agriculture is gargling its way
through about 70 percent of the world’s fresh water, so obviously we need to improve that.
Number two: How do you change the slope in the curve of food security? Because as many
parts of the world don’t have enough to eat, and Africa this year is heading into another
famine. We see the front end of that right now. And number three: How do we help
solve climate change? I think that the key in this is how you do three things at once. You can’t
say ‘I solved food security, but I’m really sorry about water,’ or ‘I’m using less water, but I
apologize about climate change.’ I think agriculture can contribute to all three, and I thing
GMOs and microbials and better use of data, I think the convergence at hand for these
technologies has a really important part to play in solving these three pieces.”
Why is there a need for Monsanto to sue farmers that reuse their seeds instead of buying
fresh ones every year?
“Yes, one of these urban myths.”
Is it an urban myth? You have sued farmers in Canada, and won.
“Here’s the reality. We sell to about, in the U.S., a quarter of a million to a third of a million
farmers every year. We’ve been selling to that same group for 20 years. So 20 times a third of
a million, you’re about 7 million customers that we have sold to over the last two decades,
and we will have sued less than 10 growers in that time. So any business - a business where
you sue your customers isn’t really great for business. If you’re in a generational business
where you’re selling to farmers and hoping to sell to their sons and daughters, that doesn’t
really shake out. The reality is, and that’s why I call it a myth, growers buy fresh seed every
year because fresh seed yields better crops. They’ve been doing that with corn since the
1940s. In fact, when America fed a war-torn Europe in the 1945 to 1950 time frame, America
flipped to hybrids. You buy fresh hybrids every single year, and now the world has followed
them. France followed America in the 1950s, Vietnam made the move in the 1970s, so it’s a
nice soundbite, but the reality of agriculture is, you’re never going to force farmers into doing
something that doesn’t make business sense, and they plant fresh seed because it yields
more.”
So if a farmer decided not to buy new seed and reuse their older ones, you would have a
problem with that?
“I’d have a problem with it, but the practice is 96 or 97 percent of them are planting, and corn,
100 percent of them plant fresh corn every year. Nobody stores corn because the second year
you plant it, the yields are lousy. That’s the nature of a hybrid, and in soybeans you get
disease, bugs and broken seed. So 95 or 97 percent of them are planting fresh seeds. The
challenge of this is, there’s a piece of our technology in there, just in the same way as if you

buy a DVD or a piece of recorded music, so there’s an expectation that we get paid for the
investment we make. That’s a fair deal, and farmers honor that.”
What would you say to the people that still, after this interview, dislike everything
Monsanto does?
“I think, I mean it’s a complex one. I’d ask people to take a step back, to think about our little
blue planet, and think about food production, not just this harvest but for the next 20 or 30
harvests and think from the perspective of how are we going to feed a population that has
grown significantly. The irony of the population growth and the life of their kids or grandkids,
the irony is that the growth is going to come in many parts of the world that are largely or
more affected by climate change. So the world is going to be warmer, dustier, drier and
thirstier, and we are going to have to grow more stuff against that backdrop. I guess I would
ask your listeners to think about how we’re going to produce more food and how we’re going
to feed the world, and a lot of that is going to be done in the U.S., Brazil, Argentina and I
think Mexico, and that food will be moved and we’re going to have to figure out how we
apply technologies to do that in a much more sustainable manner. That’s a long answer, but I
think the faster that we can get to a central dialogue rather than an either-or, that would be a
healthy outcome for everybody I think.”
People think your Roundup pesticide could be linked with cancer and other health
problems. How do you respond to that?
“Roundup is not a carcinogen. It’s 40 years old, it’s been studied; virtually every year of its
life it’s been under a review somewhere in the world by regulatory authorities. So Canada and
Europe just finished. Europe finished their review last year and came back with glowing
colors. The Canadians were the same and now we are going through a similar process in the
U.S., so I’ve absolutely no concerns about the safety of the product."
Do you ever envision a pesticide-free Monsanto?
"A pesticide-free Monsanto, or a pesticide-free world, if you look at the last 20 years - and
this is probably myth number two that’s been exploded - pesticide use has been reduced, and
as we have seen the increase in GMOs, the use of pesticides has decreased significantly. The
reason for that is mainly an insecticide, the chemicals that kill bugs. Bug control is now done
by the plant more than it’s done by the sprays on the top. If I think about the next 30 or 40
years, I think through the use of data we’ll be applying these chemistries much more
accurately and we’ll be applying them earlier, so applying them before diseases really take a
hold in these crops or bugs are tearing these crops apart, so I think we’ll be more prophylactic,
we’ll be more accurate and our selection of these chemistries will be a lot more
discriminating. That’s kind of my vision of the future as through the use of data and bringing
biology and science together, we’ll get much smarter about how we use these things, a bit like
how the vision works for personalized medicine.”
Is there a place for organic farms in your vision of the world 30 years down the road?
“Yeah there is, absolutely. You know, it’s funny, you say 30 years, its 30 harvests from now.
If you think about a grower who inherits the farm when he’s in his 30s, he retires in his 60s,
it’s the career of a farmer: 30 springs, 30 harvests. I think organic farming is going to have a
place. When you look at the demands – I was in China last week. Beijing was building,
they’ve actually completed their sixth ring road, so there’s six beltways around Beijing.

They’re eating up arable land, as the cities push out and as urbanization increases, we’re
going to need all kinds of agriculture. I think the sad thing today is that this is so polarized.
It’s framed somehow as big verses little, or organic verses conventional, or local verses
production agriculture. I don’t think there’s one solution in this. We’re going to need
everybody at the table, and the faster we can move to a conversation that says, you know,
organic and production verses organic or, there’s a lot of energy and friction wasted in that
conversation I think.”
On consolidation of companies in the chemicals industry
“I think consolidation is inevitable. The moves don’t worry me. I think that the cards that we
hold, the portfolio that we have, the R&D pipeline that we have is really unique in the
industry so I kinda like the position that we have. The reality today is research continues to
cost more and more at the moment. The last couple of years, and I see it continuing through
this spring, growers are under tremendous pressure not just here in the U.S., but worldwide.
Commodity prices are down.”
Do you feel that on your bottom line when commodity process drop?
“Yes we do. I mean we win or lose with the growers, so we absolutely feel it and we’re
trimming our costs accordingly. So I think consolidation, a piece of that, is the efficiency plea
that growers and our customers are experiencing. We kind of rise or fall with them through
this. The long-term reality, and growers always say ‘I’m not in farming for one year,’ it’s a
generational business. If you take the long view, the demand curves are alive and well, the
planet continues to look for sources of protein and I’m still very bullish in agriculture despite
the slowdown at the moment.”
What’s the next step for Monsanto? What will you be building next?
“We were a chemical business that became a biotech and biology business that morphed into
a seed business. I think the main transition as you look forward is the application of data. It
takes about 40 decisions, from right around now until harvest in August or September, the
grower takes about 40 decisions to produce a crop. Some of those decisions are highly
technified, and others it’s because of what his mom and dad did or what he hears in the coffee
shop or what he read in a magazine. So we’ve been populating those 40 decisions with data
and I think by improving the quality of decisions, you increase the yield. I think the transition
for Monsanto is increasingly in the next 10 years becoming a solutions-driven company, and
coalescing the biology, the more accurate application of chemistry and the much smarter use
of data. You know, these big green John Deere combines are streaming data off the field, one
yard at a time, and it’s how you use that biological data and apply it back to the field to help
growers with better insights, I think that’s going to be the next piece.”
On the West Coast cities planning on suing Monsanto over damages from products
containing PCBs, which have since been banned
“When we formed the new company, we retained the name, but it was really the former
Monsanto, and it was back in the 1960s and ‘70s, so 40 or 50 years ago. We did produce
PCBs at that time, PCBs are still in the environment. We would contest the claims on the
health effects of these, but frankly I think the argument with much of this is how the products
that contain those PCBs, how they were disposed of and a lot of them were manufactured by
other companies and then disposed of inappropriately. We’ve been working with these cities

for decades now in part of that cleanup, but we are not wholly responsible for that. There’s
other people in that chain that are responsible.”
But you admit partial responsibility?
“We manufactured these products, but we’re not responsible for how they were subsequently
disposed of.”

