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Welcome to “Food Crop Industries and GMOs: Talking to a Concerned Public.” I applaud FFVA for its interest in one of the most controversial topics in agriculture.

I’m Jack Payne, senior vice president for agriculture and natural resources at the University of Florida, and I’m really proud to have the opportunity to introduce today’s speaker.


Kevin Folta has been attacked by activists, pilloried by the press and even had his life threatened for what he’s about to do for the next 90 minutes: Talk about science.

Again, kudos to FFVA for inviting Kevin today. I’m told conference organizers actually had to have a conversation with hotel security to ensure that the Breakers staff only permitted registered conference attendees into this area of the hotel today. That’s what it’s come to when Kevin Folta wants to deliver the facts. Two weeks ago I found myself on the phone with the FBI’s domestic terrorism unit in advance of an appearance by Kevin at Cornell University.

I can think of a thousand things I’d rather spend IFAS money on than helping an activist group with its witch hunt of one of my faculty. For one thing, I’d like to spend more on fruit and vegetable research that can be put to use alleviating human suffering rooted in starvation and malnutrition.

Yet that’s the choice that’s forced on me sometimes – to pay lawyers and IT folks to go through Kevin’s emails in response to public records requests. IFAS scientists work hard to harness technology as a way to feed the world. But when they try to explain the benefits of that technology to the world outside academia, they too often become targets.


Kevin has recently been the focus of multiple intrusive public records requests, including from “Food Babe” Vani Hari, after he answered questions on a corporate-funded website called GMOanswers.com about the use of molecular science to improve crops.

What we’ve previously learned from episodes such as Climategate is that scientists’ emails can be cherry-picked and used out of context to confuse the public about issues around which there is solid scientific consensus.




In Kevin’s case, the emails are being used to unfairly paint a public servant in science as a corporate stooge. U.S. Right to Know, the anti-GMO activist group that first obtained the records, has also driven the narrative of their interpretation.

It’s gone all the way to the front page of the Sunday New York Times, which unfairly characterized Folta’s relationship with Monsanto. The Times presents a picture of corporations enlisting university faculty as their lobbyists.

Here are the facts: 
· Monsanto donated $25,000 to the University of Florida, not to Kevin, to cover travel expenses for his volunteer work speaking about the science of agricultural biotechnology. 
· Kevin has never received Monsanto money for his research. 
· To put the travel money into context, Folta is currently working under a $500,000 federal grant to research how light can be used as a non-chemical means to improve shelf life in crops such as strawberries. Really important stuff. What he learns could increase Florida farmers’ earnings and improve public health if nutritious foods are more available and attractive. 

Yet Kevin’s reputation is under attack. The implication is that ties to industry discredit a scientist’s work.


But this is the way the land-grant university system is supposed to work. Part of our mission is to partner with others -- whether it’s corporations, government agencies, or the FFVA – to discover, test, and commercialize inventions. It’s also our mission to share science and innovation broadly with the public. It’s good to be in a room where people actually understand that.

As a publicly funded university, we value transparency. As a result of the activists’ request, we released in writing what Folta has consistently disclosed in his talks around the nation – that Monsanto helped fund his outreach program. Kevin does almost all of this on his own time. 

He understands the literature around the public controversy in biotechnology, and donates his time teaching public audiences about this topic.  He is raising scientific literacy.
 
That is why companies, including Monsanto, are interested in providing funding to cover workshop costs and travel.  It is also why anti-GMO activists need to marginalize him and destroy his reputation.
 
The relatively small contribution to his outreach program simply affords him the opportunity to teach more people how to communicate science.​
​


The recent attacks on Kevin are not justified. But still, I moved the Monsanto money from Kevin’s university expense account to a campus food pantry because the $25,000 just comes at too high a price for Kevin and for IFAS. Our ability to continue engaging in credible science is more valuable than any travel money a company could provide to us.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Kevin’s presence here today proves that none of this will silence him. You’ll get nothing but straight talk from him, and darn good science. Please welcome the chairman of the UF/IFAS Horticultural Sciences Department, Dr. Kevin Folta.
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