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Genetically Engineered Foods: An Endless Debate 

There have been numerous debates on the topic of genetically engineered (GE) foods.  All plant breeding involves genetic manipulation of plants, including cross-fertilization of selected plants to produce desired traits.  However, with the new biotechnology, known as gene splicing, recombinant DNA, or genetic engineering, it is more precise, making it possible to direct and predict changes without introducing undesirable traits.  This technique involves direct modification of DNA, a living thing’s genetic material.  This also allows scientists to introduce genes from essentially any organism into a plant.  Due to this, there are many concerns about the potential danger of modified foods because there has not been any extensive testing done to determine the toxicological effects of these foods.  However, this audacious invention of engineers of our era will remarkably be a bold issue?  Let’s analyze it fairly with scientific knowledge.
A lot of foods we eat today contain genetically modified ingredients, and most of them are without our knowledge.  Since genetically engineered soy and corn are used in many processed foods, it is estimated that over 70 percent of the foods in grocery stores in the United States and Canada contain genetically engineered ingredients (“Genetically Engineered”). In 2003, about 167 million acres grown by 7 million farmers in 18 countries were planted with transgenic crops, the main ones being herbicide- and insecticide-resistant soybeans, corn, cotton, and canola.  Other crops grown commercially are sweet potatoes resistant to a particular virus, rice with increased iron and vitamins, and a variety of other plants able to withstand weather extremes (“Genetically Modified”). 
There are some benefits to GE crops, such as enhanced taste and quality, reduced maturation time, increased nutrients, yields, and stress tolerance.  Also, with the recombinant DNA, it improves the plants’ resistance to disease, pests, and herbicides.  However, since genetic engineering enables scientists to create plants, animals, and microorganisms by manipulating genes in a way that does not occur naturally, these genetically modified organisms (GMO) can spread through nature and interbreed with natural organisms, thereby contaminating non-GE environments and future generations (“Say No”).  Potential environmental risks from these genetically altered crops include adverse effects on other organisms, particularly endangered species.  For example, if a plant has many wild relatives, such as soybeans and squash, it could pass its gene to one of those, resulting in an outcross plant species with some undesirable traits.  

Even though the biotechnological aspect and science behind genetic engineering is improving, there is a growing wave of concern about the way the research is being handled by the few large companies who are producing these foods.  When asked “are GE foods safe?” no one knows for certain because there are still too many unknown effects since there have not been any extensive testing.  The testing that has been done is often to ensure the crop grows.  There has been less emphasis on testing the effects or testing the wider ecology and the associated impacts (Shah, “GE Foods”).  It is often claimed that there have been no adverse consequences from the field releases in the United States.  In 1993, for the first time, the data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) filed trials were evaluated to see whether they supported these safety claims.  Many reports fail to mention – much less measure – environmental risks (Shah, “GE Foods”).  Even if there has been some testing, the long term effects to humans, animals, and the environment are unknown.  The full ramifications of modified genes "escaping" and mixing with unmodified ones are unknown.  
Part of the promising and exciting aspects of biotechnology are that they could reduce harmful pesticide use, and increase yields to help provide food for the hungry and large world population.  However, pesticide usage has remained the same, or even increased, with the use of GE food.  The Institute of Science in Society reports pesticide usage has increased along with lowered yields with GM crops (Shah, “GE Foods”).  Supporters of this technology use the reason that the technology would ensure and sustain food security around the world as population increases.  However, GE food is an expensive technology that the farmers of the developing nations would not be able to afford; therefore, it would not help the poor countries because they won’t be able to have the funds for it. This is clearly and sadly understood.     

All over the world, scientists, ordinary citizens and farmers have raised concerns about the rush of GE technologies in our food chain.  Because of commercial interests, the public is being denied the right to know about GE ingredients in the food, and therefore losing the right to avoid them despite the presence of labeling laws in certain countries (e.g. United States).  The majority of people prefer to see labeling of GE food, usually so they know what to avoid (Shah, “Huge Wave”).  More and more people are becoming aware of the issues at hand and are voicing their concerns.  The issue of labeling genetically modified foods has been debated as food safety concerns increase.  

The United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA) requires labeling of GE foods when there are potential allergens.  If a gene from a food that commonly causes allergic reactions, like fish or peanuts, is inserted into tomatoes or corns, where people would not expect to find allergens, then the vegetables would have to be labeled to alert sensitive consumers.  If companies can demonstrate scientifically that the allergenic component was not transferred to the vegetable, no special label will be required (Maryanski).  Labeling is also required if the nutritional content of the food is changed.  Tomatoes are a major source of vitamin C, and if someone develops a tomato that no longer contains vitamin C, then that will have to be disclosed.  
There are a lot of potential benefits to GE foods. However, at the same time, there are real concerns on biodiversity, the ecosystem, and people’s safety if such food has not been tested properly and guaranteed to be safe.  The reason GE food could be dangerous is because there has been no adequate testing to ensure that extracting genes that perform an apparently useful function as part of that plant or animal is going to have the same effects if inserted into a totally unrelated species.  It may be that in the long term, genetically modified food could provide us with benefits and be a safe alternative, but we can not know that at this time due to the lack of safety testing.  For vital benefits, we should support the researches of improving GE foods in any way that we can.   Certainly, with helps from all of us, someday GE foods will be available for everybody around the world and safe naturally and that day famine victims are no longer existent and undoubtedly, a war will be a noun that belongs to history.  
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