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Abstract 
 Large transnational corporations like Bayer in Europe are using Monsanto’s American legacy, 
with other mega-mergers, to radically reshaping the international agri-food industry. The agri-
food industry is now seriously raising awareness, due to its wrongdoings in environmental 
terms, labour malpractices, competition, health, and nutrition. Giant mega-mergers are now 
concentrating a global market in the hands of half a dozen of seeds and pesticide companies, 
which poses a massive threat and an enormous task for both national and international 
regulators. 
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Introduction 
Throughout 2016, serious concerns have been raised about the concentration of 

market power in the hands of a few large transnational corporations within the agrochemical 
sector. ChemChina and Syngenta, for instance, merged in February 2016, as did DuPont and 
Dow Chemical in September 2016, creating an oligopoly of firms supplying millions of farmers 
with seeds, pesticides, and fertilizers.1 Consequently, on September 14, 2016, when Monsanto 
announced that it had accepted to be bought by Bayer for USD 128 per share in a joint press 
release (a buyout totalling USD 63 billion), it was met with a severe reaction by the international 
public.  

The Seed Industry – A monopoly of transnational corporations2 
Over the past decade, the seed industry has been highly criticized. Beginning in 2001, 

Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) have been highly regulated in the EU.3 In France, GMO 
seeds have been banned as a result of national legislation.4 However, the sale of hybrid seeds, 
a genetic crossbreed between different kinds of a particular vegetal organism, remains legal 
practice. By using this practice, firms are able to enhance the availability of tastier, more 
colourful, and longer lasting vegetables for the end consumer. The corporate assumptions are 
that consumers tend to prefer standardized products from which they know the economic 
value and the quantity attached to it, therefore scientific advancement should make everyone 
happy. Indeed, consumers get more reliable and appetizing products, while producers 
increased dramatically their productivity.5 Yet in practice, this theory has huge downfalls: 
maltreatment of labour in developing countries, unfair competition, and rising health issues for 
the end consumers. 

Maltreatment of Labour 
The Big 4 of the seed industries all have manufacturing plants in India, in the state of 

Karnataka. Following a study conducted in 2015, more than 16% of the workers in the 
production of seeds are children under fourteen years old despite the fact that their 
employment is forbidden by the Indian government.6 Doctor Davuluri Venkateswarlu, author of 
the SoiledSeeds Report of the Indian Committee of the Netherlands, clearly expresses why 
corporations have chosen to employ children: “children can repeat the same gesture quicker 
than adults, while being more obedient. The work of two pairs of those little hands are 
equivalent to those of three adults.”7  

 
1 For an overview of the top 10 companies in agrochemicals in 2015 and why the merger of some of them resulted 

in a real oligopoly, see Exhibit 1. 
2
 Cash Investigation, July 5, 2019. “Multinationales, le hold-up sur nos fruits et légumes”  

3 2001/18/CE EU Directive. 
4 https://agriculture.gouv.fr/la-situation-des-ogm-en-france  
5 France’s agronomic productivity has tripled in the last thirty years. 
6 http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf. 
7 http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf.  

https://agriculture.gouv.fr/la-situation-des-ogm-en-france
http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf
http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf
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The minimal salary of the region is not respected either. Women used in the pollination 
stage, for example, are paid 40% less than the minimum required as they are given 
compensation of 2.50€/day instead of the legally mandated 4.25€/day. The seeds giants first 
claimed themselves not to be responsible for their contractors’ behaviour concerning unethical 
labour treatments.8 However, when it finally was proven that they were themselves not paying 
the minimum required salary to the workers in their own plants, they took the initiative to 
impose contractual measures of banning child labour and raising the minimum wage to address 
charges of labour malpractice.9 Nevertheless, farmers interviewed by different Western media 
claim that they can’t afford to pay their workers more than they already are, due to the very 
little margin they are making on the sale of bags of seeds to the industrial giants.10 This is in 
spite of the fact that seed bags are purchased by the seed companies for 102€ per kg and sale 
of those same bags to European farmers at an average price of 60 000€ per kg.11 In order to 
prevent labour unrest, the name of the entities they are producing are withheld from Indian 
farmers to prevent them from comparing their compensation to the market price of their 
products. This unethical behaviour has lately been pointed out by various media investigations, 
turning the public and lobbyists against the oligopoly in place in the seed industry.12 

Market Concentration and Consolidation 
In only one year (2016), the economic world has witnessed a concentration of the “Big 

6” agrochemical multinational into a “Big 4.” Chemchina (Syngenta), Dow-DuPont, Limagrain, 
and Bayer-Monsanto are said to control over two thirds of the seed market.13 These firms are 
responsible for seventy-five percent of the agrobiodiversity, while also setting prohibitive 
barriers for competitors to enter the market against them.14 Since the seeds are sold coated in 
pesticides produced by the same companies - said to work better with the particularity of the 
product - the recent acquisitions have not only saturated the seeds’ market, but the pesticides 
and fertilizers ones as well.15 

This is exactly why the acquisition of seed companies was so appealing to chemical 
giants: with three million tons of pesticides sold per year, seeds are the perfect Trojan horse for 
chemicals.16 Concerns arise from the fact that these multinationals have, in a sense, privatized 
wildlife as it is nowadays almost impossible to escape these hybrid seeds. In France, for 
example, in order to be able to sell seeds, they have to be registered in an official catalogue of 

 
8 http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf.  
9 http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf. 
10 http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf.  
11 http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf. 
12 Cash Investigation, July 5, 2019 “Multinationales, le hold-up sur nos fruits et légumes” 
13 https://ec.europa.eu/competition/publications/cmb/2018/kdal18002enn.pdf  
14 Cash Investigation, July 5, 2019. “Multinationales, le hold-up sur nos fruits et légumes” 
15 Cash Investigation, July 5, 2019. “Multinationales, le hold-up sur nos fruits et légumes” 
16 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2946087/  

http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf
http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf
http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf
http://www.indianet.nl/pdf/SoiledSeeds.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/publications/cmb/2018/kdal18002enn.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2946087/
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species cultivated on French territory.17 In 2019, this catalogue contains eight thousand three 
hundred and fifty-three different species, ninety one percent of them being hybrid seeds 
invented less than twenty-five years ago.18 The required criteria to be registered with the 
catalogue is that the seeds produce homogeneous and stable plants. This catalogue is thus 
equivalent to patents set on the production of basic alimentation.  

An amendment voted on at the national assembly has permitted the sale of seeds not 
registered in the catalogue to gardeners.19 However, this was annulled by the French 
Constitutional Council following pressure of the GNIS’20 lobby (Groupement national 
interprofessionnel des semences et plants), with its “let’s save our gardens” campaign, in a 
press release dated September 17, 2018. Why do the non-hybrid seeds raise such concerns 
for the GNIS lobby? Likely because unlike hybrid seeds, non-hybrid “peasant” ones reproduce 
themselves freely and infinitely, which is not profitable for seed producers. Therefore, farmers 
are obliged to buy the seeds from the catalogue which are owned by the Big 4, completely 
eliminating competition. 

Lately, we have seen a rising movement of farmers protecting local seeds against the 
catalogue. Those collective organizations try to find legal loopholes in a sort of civil 
disobedience crusade, in an attempt to destabilize the seeds’ market and to provide fairer 
competition.21 

Impact on End Consumers’ Health 
As Professor Rabinovish, inventor of the long-lasting hybrid tomato, claims, big seeds 

companies do not care about nutritional value.22 What matters to them is the aesthetics of the 
product to make it appealing to the end consumer and improve profitability. Over the past ten 
years, there has been a trend in the vegetable sector dominated by an increase in yields and a 
decrease in nutrients.23 Limagrain, one of the Big 4, in order to protect its reputation and itself 
from the failure of giving its consumers what they think they are buying, has stated that the 
nutritional value depend on cultural conditions more than on the variety of seeds cultivated.24 
However, the genetic transformations done to the seeds have been scientifically proven to 
create a variety of indigestible agricultural products.25  

While agricultural productivity has tripled in the past thirty years, the gluten protein 
found in wheat has been harder to digest. Six percent of the western population is said to be 

 
17 Decree No. 81-605 of 18 May 1981 implementing the Act of 1 August 1905 on the suppression of fraud in the 

trade in seeds and seedlings 
18 https://www.geves.fr/catalogue/  
19 http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/amendements/0902/AN/965  
20 Groupement National Interprofessionnel des Semences: a federation composed of a network of farmers and 

the BIG4 of seeds industries. 
21 https://www.infogm.org/6468-appropriation-vivant-diverses-strategies-lutte  
22 Cash Investigation, July 5, 2019 “Multinationales, le hold-up sur nos fruits et légumes”,  
23 Donald Davis, Director of Research in Biochemistry of Texas University. 
24 idem 
25 idem 

https://www.geves.fr/catalogue/
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/amendements/0902/AN/965
https://www.infogm.org/6468-appropriation-vivant-diverses-strategies-lutte
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hyper-sensitive to this particular protein, causing health problems like chronic fatigue, trouble 
concentrating, and pain in the articulations.26 Even without symptoms, no one is still able to 
entirely digest gluten. When a type of seeds with a gluten protein that is digestible was 
proposed to the GNIS, the big 4 refused it. In fact, their reasoning was that by taking this 
proposal under consideration at the time, it would have been like admitting their responsibility 
in this particular health issue.27  

The Acquisition of Monsanto by Bayer – A toxic combo? 
The decision to acquire Monsanto was based on several factors. 
First of all, Bayer’s headquarters realized that two of its high-earning drugs were going 

to lose their patents in 2023, which meant that the company’s earnings in the pharmaceutical 
department would steeply decline. To remedy this, they believed that betting on life sciences, 
specifically the crop science industry, would yield higher returns. Indeed, by combining its 
know-how in chemicals with Monsanto’s data on seeds, Bayer would be able to obtain strong 
market share enhanced by an increase in sales, proportional to the expected global population 
growth to 10 billion by 2050.28 Secondly, in this period of high concentration of actors in the 
agrochemical market, Bayer was concerned that Monsanto might buy its life sciences division 
while another company would purchase its pharmaceutical division, leading to its demise. 
Finally, by acquiring Monsanto, Bayer would gain access to its advanced digital farming 
platform and, through it, to its deep and complementary research, development capabilities and 
patent pipeline in crop science. This would permit the company to provide farmers with 
solutions customized to local circumstances, which is what will certainly be required in the 
future.29 

Due to the aforementioned circumstances, the deal was approved by the board of 
directors and the shareholders and Bayer bought Monsanto for $63 billion, making it one of the 
most expensive merger deals in German history. However, while the merger should have 
provided important synergies for both companies and should have given a competitive 
advantage to Bayer, it appears as if the only thing they actually gained from the acquisition is 
Monsanto’s poor reputation and a really long list of lawsuits and trials. Barely a year since the 
deal was finalised, the above-mentioned non-market variables are already crippling Bayer’s 
financial position.30 A month after the deal’s approval and signature, a California jury found that 
RoundUp, Monsanto’s broad-spectrum glyphosate-based herbicide, caused cancer and 
ordered Bayer to pay $289.2 million.31 Since then, two more successful lawsuits against Bayer 

 
26 Alessio Fasano, head of department in the General Hospital of Massachusetts, global reference center on 

troubles due to gluten on the digestive system. 
27

 Cash Investigation, “Multinationales, le hold-up sur nos fruits et légumes”, July 5, 2019 
28 Alessi, Christopher. 2016. "Business News: Bayer Seeks to Offset Rules --- Europe Bans Many GMOs, but 

Monsanto Acquisition Offers Foothold in U.S. Market." Wall Street Journal. 
29 idem 
30 Buck, Tobias. 2019. "Bayer Pins Hope on Appeals After Losing Third US Weedkiller Lawsuit." FT.Com. 
31 idem 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyphosate-based_herbicides
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resulted in RoundUp’s total liability to be estimated between $5.5 billion and $27.7 billion with 
more than 18 000 lawsuits.32  

Nevertheless, Monsanto keeps on denying the carcinogenic nature of its product, 
saying that it is supported by 800 studies and 40 years of use. The seeds giant claims that, if 
used according to the instructions on the label, its product should be harmless. CEO Baumann’s 
strategy of denying and trying to show that its product is safe through research papers that 
are partly funded by the company itself is convincing neither outside investors nor Bayer’s own 
shareholders. Bayer’s share price has declined by 46.6% since the acquisition was announced, 
making it the worst corporate deal in history.33 Its market capitalization is around $63 billion, 
ironically the same price it paid for Monsanto. To top it off, Baumann just lost his vote of 
confidence due to an “almost complete failure to deliver the key objectives presented in May 
2016 for the Monsanto acquisition” 34 as declared by one of its shareholders when asked the 
reason behind the vote of non-confidence.  

In an attempt to survive, Bayer is still fighting all its lawsuits and has just appealed the 
first one, after having managed to lower its fine by two-thirds. Yet, despite all of this, analysts 
have estimated that, if the company manages to keep those liabilities lower than $5.5 billion, 
Monsanto’s acquisition will still be a financial success.35  

Bayer-Monsanto’s survival strategy 
Lobbying-experts and political investments 
In the EU institutions, Bayer relied on German Christian Democrats (CDU) in order to 

push for the 2017-2022 re-authorization of glyphosate. Though successful in the short term, 
this approach is now challenged by the defeat and loss of 34 MEPs seats of the European 
People’s Party, partly due to the electoral victories of many Green Party candidates, during the 
last European election. In September 2017, despite spending 400 000€ on lobbying in 
Brussels, Monsanto’s lobbyists have been banned from entering the European Parliament by 
MEPs.36  

In 2011, in order to give more credibility to its arguments via the public relations 
company EuropaBio, Monsanto failed to recruit famous personalities like Sir Bob Geldof, Lord 
Patten, David Byrne, Kofi Annan and Mark Lynas due to press leaks.37 The role of the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation is also questioned since it has invested in Monsanto and Bayer, and 

 
32 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-09/bayer-is-said-to-seek-8-billion-roundup-cancer-claim-

settlement  
33 https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-bayer-monsanto-became-one-of-the-worst-corporate-dealsin-12-charts-
11567001577  
34 https://www.bayer.com/en/stockholder-countermotions-2019.pdfx  
35 https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-bayer-monsanto-became-one-of-the-worst-corporate-dealsin-12-charts-

11567001577  
36 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/28/monsanto-banned-from-european-parliament  
37 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/oct/20/europabio-gm-ambassadors-europe  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-09/bayer-is-said-to-seek-8-billion-roundup-cancer-claim-settlement
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-09/bayer-is-said-to-seek-8-billion-roundup-cancer-claim-settlement
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-bayer-monsanto-became-one-of-the-worst-corporate-dealsin-12-charts-11567001577
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-bayer-monsanto-became-one-of-the-worst-corporate-dealsin-12-charts-11567001577
https://www.bayer.com/en/stockholder-countermotions-2019.pdfx
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-bayer-monsanto-became-one-of-the-worst-corporate-dealsin-12-charts-11567001577
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-bayer-monsanto-became-one-of-the-worst-corporate-dealsin-12-charts-11567001577
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/28/monsanto-banned-from-european-parliament
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/oct/20/europabio-gm-ambassadors-europe


A Tale of Two Continents, Monsanto and Bayer 
 

in the meantime became one of the largest donors of the World Health Organization (WHO).38 
In fact, this raises serious ethical questions like the level of independence of the WHO, which 
is one of the organisations that is supposed to control the impact of Monsanto-Bayer’s products 
on health. Meanwhile, French prosecutors launched investigations based on the assumption 
that Monsanto was gathering information on major politicians, journalists, and activists in order 
to improve its lobbying. Indeed, this practice referred to as “listing” is illegal under French and 
German law.39 

In the case of glyphosate, Bayer was more focused on arguing that there was no 
scientific consensus that it is carcinogenic – in spite of another WHO report from 201540 stating 
otherwise – or that glyphosate was not as hazardous as other substances. They highlighted 
that banning one particular pesticide, like neonicotinoids, forced farmers to replace it by a 
cocktail of different products or to plow fields, therefore causing soil compaction.41 It has also 
argued that “glyphosate is not dangerous when used correctly.”42 Later, they also admitted that 
only fifty scientific studies, and not “hundreds” as they previously said, affirmed that glyphosate 
was safe. Choosing its sources wisely, it quoted a United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization and the World Health Organization May 2016 report that concluded that 
glyphosate was "unlikely to pose a carcinogenic risk to humans from exposure through diet".43 
However, the glyphosate was classified as a "probable carcinogen" in May 2015 by the 
International Agency for Research on Cancer, a WHO body.44 

Very frequently, Bayer uses denial and a blind confidence in technological and scientific 
progress solutions regarding environmental issues. Helmut Schramm, head of Bayer’s German 
agricultural activities, said that he believed that glyphosate is "less toxic than baking powder," 
and considers the opposition towards industrial agriculture as only “some segments of the 
population.”45 He also argued, without evidence, that organic farming decreases yield by 50 
percent, and therefore will be inefficient to feed the planet.46 

Adequately addressing labour malpractices 
In order to respond to the challenge to its labour practices, Bayer has already taken the 

initiative to impose contractual measures of child labour prohibition, via education and 
sensitization towards labour malpractices. However, if the company were to take more drastic 

 
38 Goyes, David Rodríguez. 2018. "Corporate Lobbying and Criminalisation." Crime, Law and Social Change 69 

(3): 401-419. 
39 Penal Code - Article 226-19 
40 https://www.who.int/foodsafety/jmprsummary2016.pdf  
41  Bayer Board of Directors member Liam Condon. 
42 idem 
43

 https://www.who.int/foodsafety/jmprsummary2016.pdf  
44 https://www.nature.com/news/widely-used-herbicide-linked-to-cancer-1.17181  
45 https://www.spiegel.de/international/business/monsanto-merger-migraine-roundup-is-toxic-for-bayer-a-

1247225.html  
46 https://www.spiegel.de/international/business/monsanto-merger-migraine-roundup-is-toxic-for-bayer-a-

1247225.html  
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https://www.spiegel.de/international/business/monsanto-merger-migraine-roundup-is-toxic-for-bayer-a-1247225.html
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measures to impose ethical behaviours in its labour force in exchange for a higher purchasing 
price of the seed bags to Indian farmers, it would improve its image. This would make it stand 
out and win further market share from the competition, which would be threatened by the same 
risks.47 

Health and Environmental Issues – Best Practices Going Forward  
According to Russian author and environmentalist Vladimir Megre, Russia is now 

deeply committed to health and environmental issues.48 President Putin has banned GMOs and 
has announced plans to make Russia the world's leading supplier of organic food.49 In this 
regard, Russian farmers are using efficient and intensive permaculture methods on simple 
garden plots, with only 110 days of growing season per year. In 2011, 40% of Russia's food 
was grown on dachas (cottage gardens or allotments), predominantly organically. Dacha 
gardens produced over 80% of the country's fruits and berries, over 66% of the vegetables, 
almost 80% of the potatoes.50 The French government has also passed a law to implement 
50% of organic or environmentally friendly food in school restaurants by 2022. Germany 
announced to progressively ban glyphosate by2023, despite an EU directive that renewed the 
glyphosate license until 2022.51 

Bayer already has an important policy to tackle climate change problems, supporting 
the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement. It seeks to reduce its carbon emissions while being 
transparent regarding its carbon disclosure of performance and be a significant member of The 
Climate Group. According to the company, “Through our integrated Bayer Climate Program 
with its focus on production, process innovation and energy management systems among 
other aspects, we have been able to continuously improve our energy efficiency. Despite 
significant growth we reduced our absolute greenhouse gas emissions by almost 30 percent 
between 1990 and 2015.”52 

Conclusion 
The seed industry covers many topics at the heart of environmental and health issues. 

From the producer to the consumer, from processing to lobbying, this case shows another 
example of malpractices used by huge multinationals and the consequences that they have. 
Even though the seed industry still has a long way to go to comply with societal criticism, this 
is a problem that should be urgently considered by regulators. Since the times of Léon Walras, 
regulators have attempted to control oligopolies for the greater economic good. This vision is 
still debated today with the case of the GAFAM and other high-tech giants for instance.53 We 

 
47 Simpson, Stephen D. 2018. Why is Monsanto Evil, but DuPont Isn't?. New York: Newstex. 
48 EconMatters: The Bayer-Monsanto Merger is Bad News for the Planet 2018. Chatham: Newstex 
49

 idem 
50 idem 
51 https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/plant/docs/sc_phyto_20171127_pppl_summary.pdf  
52 https://www.bayer.com/en/response-to-climate-change-straightforward.aspx  
53 Smyrnaios, Nikos 2016. « L’effet GAFAM : stratégies et logiques de l’oligopole de l’internet. » 

Communication & langages, 188(2), 61-83. doi:10.4074/S0336150016012047. 
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believe that the public attention should also focus on these growing corporate giants who want 
to have a monopoly on the content of our plates. 

 
Exhibits 

Exhibit 1 

 

Source: Agrifood Atlas, Agropages 
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