A Glimpse Into The Politics of GMO Foods
(GMO=Genetically Modified Organisms)

Back in the early 90s, a new industry started
releasing its products onto the market. These
products promised to revolutionize the
agricultural industry by increasing yields,
reducing the need for pesticides, increasing
saleability of crops, and thereby ending world
hunger. Unfortunately, after 20 years of
genetically modified crops those claims have
yet to come true.

One of the first GMO foods to hit the market
was a tomato. Tomatoes, natural ones, tend to
get softer as they ripen, and those that aren’t
sold quickly on grocery shelves often are too
soft and are unsaleable. There was a market
demand for a tomato that would stay firmer
longer and not lose its color and aesthetics. A
genetic modification was done to a tomato by
using a gene from a fish and named the “Flavr
Savr”. Growers could allow it to fully ripen on
the vine and it would remain in that condition
much longer than the average tomato at the
time. The company that produced the Flavr
Savr lacked experience in actually growing and
distributing the produce and could not make
the company profitable and was resultantly
sold to Monsanto.

Today, Monsanto is undeniably the largest
biotech company in the world. It controls
roughly 90% of the GMO market, along with
the lion’s share of a number of sub-markets in
the global agribusiness industry including
pesticides, herbicides, livestock growth
hormones, etc. The marketing for GMO foods
has people believing that GMO foods can do
anything from add prescription drugs into
bananas to plants that can become super
plastics. While these are future developments
that scientists are working on, the current
reality is that the great majority of GMO
modifications are for one purpose: creating
resistance to glyphosate.

What is glyphosate? It is the most popular
broad-spectrum herbicide in the world. Its most
popular brand name is Roundup, owned by the
Monsanto corporation. According to the EPA,

in 2007 the amount of glyphosate used in
agriculture alone was 180 to 185 million
pounds which equates to roughly half a pound
for every man, woman, and child in the entire
US. It was originally patented as a descaling
agent for removing mineral residues in
appliances like dishwashers. It was an
accidental discovery that glyphosate was such
a powerful herbicide. Since the 1970s, it had
been Monsanto’s most popular product. One of
its drawbacks, however, was that it was also
harmful to the crops, not only the weeds. This
is why Monsanto’s primary focus in GMO foods
was to engineer crops that would withstand
glyphosate. These GMO crops were
designated “Roundup Ready”.

Since the mid 90s, Monsanto has developed
Roundup Ready soybeans, corn, sugar beet,
and cotton. These foods have not been
sufficiently tested to determine if there are any
negative health consequences for their use
and what negative effects they may have on
wildlife and the environment.

There is a very specific reason why almost no
research has been published on the health
effects of GMO foods. The reason is that GMO
crops are NOT considered natural substances,
but /ntellectual property. Because these GMO
foods are considered to be commercial
products protected under patent and
intellectual property laws there are a number of
large barriers that prevent independent and
unbiased information from being published
about these GMO products.

If an independent laboratory wants to conduct
its own tests on a certain GMO product, they
must first obtain permission from the company
to use the products in the test. Assuming this
permission is granted, they must then get a
separate permission to publish those results.
This creates an obvious bias. The only studies
that the manufacturers will allow are ones they
have conducted themselves, or those that
show favorable results.

One of the only times that an unfavorable result
of a GMO study has been published was in
1998. A small biotech company in England was
developing a potato that produced its own



pesticide, just like the Bt corn that is in use
today. They contracted with a publicly funded
research institute called the Rowett Research
Institute. A series of studies were going to be
conducted on various forms of these potatoes
to figure out which ones were going to be the
most commercially viable and if one of the
varieties tested was eventually sold
commercially, the research institute would
share in the profits. The studies were animal
studies where the GMO potatoes were fed to
rats for both short term and long term periods:
10 days and 3 months respectively. There
would be two groups, one group fed the GMO
diet and another on un-modified natural
potatoes of the same breed.

The man hired to lead the study was a Polish
scientist named Arpad Pusztai. He was a man
in his 60s who had worked for the Rowett
Institute for well over 30 years and was
considered a world-renowned expert in lectins.

Lectins are a type of protein that contain a key
that fits a certain lock. The lock is a specific
carbohydrate. If the lectin has the right key
and comes into contact with the right lock or
carbohydrate, the lock is opened, damaging
the cell membrane, and thus damaging the
cell.

The potatoes insecticide mechanism was
through a lectin from the snowdrop plant and
thus Pusztai was a more than qualified
candidate to lead the study.

Two weeks before the completion of the study,
Pusztai did a television interview for the
program World In Action that was doing a
segment on GMO foods. In the interview,
Pusztai revealed unpublished information
about the study, mainly the negative effects the
GMO potatoes were having on the rats
including stunted growth, suppressed immune
systems, and more safety research was
required. He said, “If you gave me the choice
now, | wouldn'’t eat it”, and it was “very, very
unfair to use our fellow citizens as guinea

pigs”.

Needless to say, the entire industry was in an
uproar. The doors of controversy had been
flung wide open. The Rowetts Institute

suspended Pusztai, claimed misconduct,
seized his research data, banned him from
speaking publicly, and did not renew his annual
contract (effectively firing him). Though the
institute tried to keep a lid on the research
data, eventually it was published and heavily
scrutinized by both sides. The GMO camp
claimed that the study was heavily flawed,
poorly conducted, and completely inconclusive.
The other side said it was ethically conducted,
completely standard, and the results clearly
indicated a need for further safety studies. The
fact is that a man with everything to lose
revealed to the public that these products could
easily be harmful to humans and that there is a
massive shortage of safety research, even to
this day, about the actual health effects of
GMO foods.

Besides causing ill-effects in rodents, the
Pusztai study also discovered something else.
Though the GMO companies do not have to
conduct thorough safety tests on their
products, in order to be categorized as “safe”
by many government agencies, they have to
prove that their product is “substantially
equivalent”. This means that besides the gene
alteration, the GMO food has to be as close as
possible to the un-modified food in terms of
nutrient content, chemical composition, and a
number of other criteria. The Pusztai group
found that not only were the potatoes not
substantially equivalent to their un-modified
parents, but that they were not even consistent
amongst themselves. Each batch was
significantly different from the next and in
general the nutrient content of the GMO foods
was much poorer than its parent food.

In Europe, there are labeling laws that require
products that contain GMO foods to clearly
label them on the package. As a result,
consumers more often than not chose the non-
GMO products and as such the use of GMO
food crops in Europe is a fraction of that in the
United States.

In the US, over 90% of the corn, soybean, and
canola crops are a GMO variety and there are
no laws requiring products to indicate they
contain GMOs. In fact, the GMO industry is
vehemently opposed to having their products



labeled. If it's labeled, you have a choice. If it is
not labeled, how would you know if it's in there
or not?

Another problem with GMO foods that isn’t
being addressed is the fact that instead of
decreasing pesticide use, it is actually
increasing. This is because since glyphosate-
resistant GMO crops have been put into use,
farmers could be more liberal in the application
of this herbicide without fear of harming the
crop. The problem with nearly all pesticides is
that eventually nature develops resistance to
the pesticide. In fact, glyphosate-resistant
weeds are becoming a large problem for
farmers in the mid-West. This means farmers
have to turn to other herbicides, ones that may
harm the crop which defeats the purpose of
using the GMO crop in the first place.

This completely unsustainable practice is being
performed by over 90% of the farmers in
America. The only hold-outs are the organic
farmers. They have their own problems though.
Often, GMO farms are adjacent to organic
farms and the risk of cross-contamination is an
ever present thought in everyone’s’ minds. If an
organic corn farmer is growing near a farmer
using Bt corn, a GMO corn breed that produces
its own pesticide, what if they happen to cross
pollinate, or windfall onto the organic farm?
There is no visual way to tell the difference
between the two, only a laboratory test can tell.

There is a major political war being waged over
the food we are being offered. Powerful forces
are looking to serve their own interests, well
before they consider yours. They want you
uninformed, in the dark, and at best confused
and divided.

Pusztai said in his interview, and he still
reaffirms this position today, that if given the
choice, “he wouldn’t eat it.” What if someone
gave you the choice? You are offered a
nutritionally deficient, genetically-altered,
corporate product; or would you take the
organically-grown, pesticide free, nutritionally
abundant, whole food? The GMO companies
know that you wouldn’t choose their product
and would rather hide it from you than give you
the option to deny it.

This is why you should support local organic

farmers, and stay informed on this issue. The
first is to protect your health; the second is to
protect your future.

The vast majority of U.S. Consumers would
vote for mandatory labeling of GMOs if the
issue was on the ballot.

In California, we can get mandatory GMO food
labeling on the ballot. Hundreds have already
volunteered. You can help make it happen!

If you want to participate in these efforts just go
to:

http://organicconsumersfund.org/label/
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