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Initiative to Label Genetically Modified Foods Fails in
California
By Michael Steel
Yesterday, California voters rejected Proposition 37, the Right to Know Genetically Engineered Food Act by 53 percent to
47 percent.
The voter initiative would have required labeling of most foods with genetically modified ingredients, estimated to include
up to 80 percent of the foods found in most grocery stores. It would also have prohibited labeling or advertising processed
foods as “natural,” whether they were genetically engineered or not. Enforcement would have been in the hands of private
attorneys, similar to the approach used under California’s Proposition 65, but with fewer protections against abusive
litigation.
The autopsy of this initiative is not yet in. Did voters reject the initiative because of the inexplicable exemptions? Because
it was opposed by farmers? Because it seemed to be driven by lawyers specializing in shakedown lawsuits? Because of
the unfortunate precedent set by Proposition 65? Or simply because the public believes genetically modified foods are
safe and sees no point to yet another government labeling program?
It may be tempting to argue that it was the big money opposing Proposition 37 that swayed the voters—some $40 million
spent by the “No on 37” campaign. But the other ballot measure with major backing, Proposition 38 (funding for education)
backed with $48 million, failed by a much wider margin in this same election. Money doesn’t explain this result.
The answers to these questions may determine whether similar efforts, perhaps better drafted and better considered, are
pursued in the future. But for now, the voters’ rejection was clear and unequivocal.
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