earth incorporated

by martin zamyatin

Bayer’s Remorse
Bees are the canary in the cornfield.
Lisa Archer, Friends of the Earth

NATION: BAYERIA

FOUNDED: August 1, 1863
CAPITAL: Leverkusen, Germany
ECONOMY: Pharmaceuticals, healthcare,
agricultural chemicals and seeds, biotech.
POPULATION: 100, 000 (employees)
AVERAGE LIFE EXPECTANCY: We’re
trying not to think about that.
*****
A Message from Our New Chairman:
Let me take this opportunity to introduce
myself to Bayer AG’s 25 largest shareholders
entire investment community.
My name is Norbert Winkeljohann (yes,
really) and I am the company’s new Chair
of the Supervisory Board, the panel that
signs off on major strategic decisions and
reviews senior management positions.

I am well aware that several years after
Bayer’s controversial $63 billion acquisition
of Monsanto, many shareholders still
haven’t gotten over the enormous damage
the deal did to their investment portfolios.
(Believe me, I share your pain: with my
measly salary of $290,000, I rely on stock
options to sustain my lavish lifestyle.)
While I, along with CEO Werner Baumann,
were the principal architects of the 2018 deal,
I want you all to know that nobody could
possibly have foreseen that it would turn out
to be what a specialist in corporate mergers
from the prestigious business journal,
Barron’s, confidently predicted would be
“one of the worst business deals in history.”
One shareholder at the last AGM even had
the audacity to criticize management for not
enlisting the company’s huge army of public
relations experts as part of its due diligence!

“If the lawyers had simply bothered to ask
the average man on the street what he
thought about this deal,” the armchair critic
said, “Bayer’s Board would not only have
shot down Baumann’s proposal, they would
have shot Baumann for even suggesting it.”
The thing is: It looked good on paper.
Bayer’s acquisition of Monsanto created a
drug and chemicals behemoth, a near
monopoly combining Bayer’s dominance in
pharmaceuticals with Monsanto’s expertise
in pesticides, seeds, and GMO crops.
In retrospect, however, it appears that
Monsanto may have only agreed to the deal
in order to escape the legal nightmare it was
enmeshed in: 125, 000 very angry plaintiffs
claiming that its glyphosate-based herbicide,
Roundup, caused their cancers, and that
Monsanto had spent decades hiding the risks.
There’s no denying that the merger created a
giant headache for Bayer (whose first
blockbuster product, coincidentally, was
aspirin) but hindsight is perfect. Nobody
could have known at the time that Monsanto
—‘Mon-Satan’ to its critics—was regarded
by environmentalists the world over as
“the most evil corporation on the planet.”
Sure, as a result of Monsanto’s legal attacks
against small family farms whose crops were
accidentally contaminated by the company’s
patented ‘terminator’ GMO seeds, thousands
of bankrupted farmers in India committed
suicide by drinking Roundup so that their
families would receive insurance payouts.
And yes, Monsanto also produced such
useful poisons products as DDT and PCBs
—which despite being banned after 50 years
of use are still present in virtually all animal
and human cell tissue across the globe—as
well as pesticides containing deadly dioxins.
But it’s not as if Bayer hasn’t had plenty
of its own disgruntled critics to deal with.

While it’s technically accurate to say that
Bayer merged with five other giant German
chemical companies in 1925 to form the
infamous I.G. Farben cartel, and Bayer
supplied deadly Zyklon-B gas to the Nazi
extermination camps during World War II,
it wasn’t like the company really had any
choice in the matter: As far as Hitler was
concerned, it was “our way or the autobahn.”
In any case, after the war, Bayer got its
independence back and was able to go on all
by itself to market many consumer products
it knew to be unsafe—like blood thinners,
statins, birth control pills, and antibiotics.
Don’t forget that Bayer agreed to settle
most of the outstanding Monsanto litigation
in 2020 for $10.9 billion (although we
admitted no wrong-doing and continue to
profit from selling Roundup in the U.S.).
So let’s just forget that whole unfortunate
episode and get back to business, shall we?
Before closing, I would be remiss if I failed
to address what has become our biggest
controversy since the Monsanto debacle:
the disastrous effect our insecticides are
having on the world’s honeybee population.
In 2016, Bayer had to admit that despite
years of denying having any role in the
collapse of bees and other pollinators—upon
which 75% of the world’s food crops depend
—our products were partly responsible for
weakening bees’ immune systems, making
them prey to mites and other fatal pathogens.
That said, once again, science is coming
to the rescue!…Swarms of tiny robotic bees
are in development, despite warnings that
they could result in an ecological catastrophe
even worse than the loss of the world’s bee
population. And best of all, the Pentagon is
providing the bulk of the R&D funding!
Apparently, my friends, ‘robobees’ won’t
just be used for peacetime applications. ◾

