What’s the deal with genetically modified (GM) foods?
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It’s complicated; but here is a quick summary of what the controversy
over genetically modified foods is all about.

GM engineering involves reconfiguring the genes in crop plants or
adding new genes that have been created in the laboratory.

Scientific modification of plants is not something new. Since time
began, nature has been modifying plants and animals through natural
evolution, meaning that the plants and animals that adapt best to the
changing environment survive and pass their genes on to their
offspring. Those that are least fit do not survive. Farmers, too, have
been helping nature improve crops for generations by saving the seeds
of the best tomatoes and apples to use for next year’s crop. This is a
kind of genetic selection—the most favorable plants succeed.

Seed companies have been contributing to this genetic strengthening,
too. Today’s seed catalogs show traditional genetic selection at its finest,
promising flowers with bigger blooms, tomatoes that ripen early, and
new varieties of old species. Genetic selection has always been
cultivated, first by nature and later with help from flower growers and
farmers. It’s nature at its best.

But here’s the problem—today’s genetic tinkering is not being
undertaken by farmers. It is being driven by chemical (i.e., pesticide)
manufacturers and plant geneticists, and it is proceeding on a macro
scale. The chemical manufacturers’ goal is not to produce a tastier
apple, a juicier tomato, or more nourishing corn, but rather to modify
food crops, such as corn and soybeans, so that the crops will be
resistant to the pesticides that these same companies make. Then,
when it comes time to weed vast tracts of planted corn or soybeans, the
agro-business can spray the pesticide-resistant crops with the chemical
company’s product to kill the weeds—rather than perform the tedious
task of mechanical weeding. The weeds die, the crops live, and the
pesticide company makes money. At first glance it appears to be an
efficient way to weed a big field.

But those crops are our food. They go into the cereals, snacks, and
processed products that we and our kids eat. Won'’t crop plants absorb
some of the pesticides that are sprayed on them while they’re growing—
especially if more and stronger pesticides are being used on them? All
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pesticides and herbicides have potential to be toxic to humans, and
especially to children.

And what happens when the “survival of the fittest” kicks in? Won’t
some weeds figure out how to thwart the herbicides? Will this mean
that the industrial farmer has to spray more and stronger herbicides to
get the job done?

Despite promises by chemical manufacturers that weeds would not
become resistant to Roundup (glyphosate, the herbicide most widely
used in the United States on genetically modified food crops), resistant
weeds are now rampant. It is reported that weeds resistant to Roundup
cover more than 100 million acres across several dozen US states.
According to the World Health Organization, Roundup is a probable
human carcinogen a chemical judged probably capable of causing
cancer in humans. To combat the spread of herbicide-resistant weeds,
larger and larger quantities of this probable cancer- causing herbicide
are now being used. Use of glyphosate has increased in the US by
2,500% over the past 25 years.

To combat the problem of glyphosate-resistant weeds, chemical
companies are now engineering GM seeds to withstand not only to
glyphosate, but also to be resistant to two additional, older herbicides:
2,4 D (a component of the notorious Agent Orange, used during the
Vietnam War to defoliate jungles) and dicamba (a pesticide highly toxic
to birds and other living things). These highly toxic chemicals are now
beginning to be added into the chemical regimen sprayed on fields of
corn, soybeans, and other commercial crops. In turn, US residents can
expect that measurable levels of these toxic chemicals will carry over
into the foods produced from these heavily treated crops—with
additional chemicals added to pesticide protocols potentially still to
come.

Chemical manufacturers have long portrayed the goal of GM foods as
being the provision of more nutritious crops capable of feeding the
world. But a 2016 New York Times report, “Uncertain

Harvest,” contested this claim, reporting that GM foods crops have
actually failed to increase food production or the robustness of crops
being harvested. GM crops have also failed to reduce pesticide use,
amounting to another undelivered promise made by pesticide
manufacturers.

In sum, genetically modified foods are not inherently unhealthy in

themselves. The problem is the company they keep—the additional
layers of pesticides of ever-increasing toxicity—pesticides that farmers
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and growers are beholden to because their seeds are genetically
modified to accommodate them. As this GM-industrial complex
continues to proliferate, the world’s food supply grows increasingly
dependent on GM seeds, which in turn increases dependence on
chemical fertilizers and pesticides. These chemicals, as discussed at
length, are toxic to humans.
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