BY RICHARD WOLFSON, PH.D

enetically engineered foods containing genes derived from ani-

mals, fish, insects and bacteria are appearing in Canadian stores.

Many scientists feel that these foods have not been properly
tested and pose serious health risks.

Given the huge complexity of genetic coding, no one can possibly
predict the the side effects of genetic manipulation. Already one geneti-
cally engineered food supplement (genetically engineered tryptophan)
killed at least 37 people in North America, and permanent disabled 1,500
others. Because genetically engineered products are not required to be
labelled, consumers have been denied even the right to choose whether
to consume these experimental foods.

The dangers of genetic engineering identified so far include: new
toxins and allergens in foods; increased use of chemicals on crops, result-
ing in greater contamination of our environment; increased likelihood of
new and dangerous disease, which can spread across species boundaries,
disruption of the ecosystem, and other unpredicted effects of genetic

mistakes, which are passed on to all future generations.

"WHAT IS GENETIC ENGINEERING? |

Genes are the blueprints for every part of an organism. Every plant or
animal is different because of the different genetic material or genes con-
tained within the cells of that organism. Genetic engineering is the
process of modifying this information, particularly by artificially transfer-
ring the genes of one organism into another. While traditional breeding
techniques can exchange genes between similar species, genetic engineer-
ing allows the insertion of genes from any plant or animal into any other
organism. For instance, the genes from a fish were inserted into a tomato

to create a more durable tomato.

STDE EFFECTS OF GENETIC ENGINEERING

It might seem quite appealing to transfer desirable properties from one
food into another. Perhaps, we could design super foods that last forever
and contain all the nutrients we need. However, given the huge complexi-
ty of the genetic code, no one can possibly predict all the effects of intro-
ducing new genes into any organism.

Biotechnology companies claim their methods are precise. In fact,
there is always some uncertainly where the inserted gene is going to
land. Also, a gene may act differently when placed in a new host and the
functioning of the host organism could be unpredictably altered.The risks

of genetic mistakes are unlimited.
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CATASTROPHE - 37 PEOPLE KILLED
The tryptophan incident is an alarming example (Ref: Trends in
Biotechnology, vol. 12, pp. 346 352, 1994).Tryptophan is a food
supplement. In the USA in 1989, there was an epidemic of a
new and mysterious disease, termed eosinophilia myalgia syn-
drome. This disease was characterized by severe, often crip-

pling muscle pain. Eventually, this disease was traced to the

consumption of genetically engineered tryptophan, produced
by the company SHOWA DENKO K.K. in Japan.The company
had apparently altered its process of genetic engineering to
speed up production, and had not realized the toxic side
effects. The result: 37 people died, and at least 1500 more

were permanently disabled.

“POTATOES AND CORN THAT
CONTAIN THEIR OWN PESTICIDES

Insect resistant potatoes are now on the market in Canada.
This potato has been genetically engineered to contain its
own pesticide. The potato contains a particular bacterial
gene (called bacillus thuringiensis, or B.t.) that creates a toxin in
the potato to kill insects. Because the insecticide is contained
in the potato, farmers don't have to spray with pesticides.
Biotechnology supporters claim that when these pota-

toes are eaten by people (or other mammals), the toxin

becomes deactivated in the acidic environment of the stom-
ach. Research on animals supports this claim.When these
potatoes were fed to rats, mice and quails, these animals
showed no immediate poisonous effects. However, the long
term effects of all genetically engineered foods are complete-
ly unknown.The same B.t. toxin was added to the genes of
corn to kill insects. This genetically engineered corn is used
to make corn starch, corn syrup and other products derived
from corn, which are ingredients in an estimated 25% of
processed foods in Canada. Because the long term effects of
this corn are not known and since this food is being simulta-

neously introduced into a wide range of other foods, any

damaging side effects could be disastrous.

For both the corn and potatoes containing B.t. toxin,
scientists are concerned that these foods may cause allergies
in certain people or poisonous effects in those using ulcer

medications or antacids that reduce stomach acidity.
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cide resistant varieties of maize (corn) are approved.

Transgenic Tomatoes can be used in canned tomato products

including puree, ketchup and pizza sauces. These tomatoes
can carry anti-ripening genes, antibiotic markers and herbi-
cide resistant genes. Some varieties may also contain floun-
der genes. rBGH (genetically engineered bovine growth hor-
mone) is banned in Canada due to evidence of health haz-
ards after its use in the United States.

Many more of these foods are reaching supermarkets
because they are being introduced in the USA, Japan and
other countries and are entering the food chain through

global trade.As over 4,000 field projects are in progress

worldwide, basically the market is about to be flooded with

genetically modified products.
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FOOD SUPPLY
The introduction of genetically engineered foods amounts to
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a dangerous global experiment by giant trans-national
biotechnology companies who control large segments of the
world’s food, including food patents, seed companies, and
other aspects of the food chain. Short term commercial gain
is being placed before the health and safety of the whole
population. If the intentions of the industry come to fruition,
almost every food we eat will be altered within a few years.
Tampering with the genetic code of food is reckless and
poses a serious threat to life. Some of the effects we can
expect are: new toxins and allergies, new diseases which
spread across species barriers (like mad cow disease),
increased use of pesticides and herbicides, loss of biodiversi-
ty and ecological balance, and other unexpected, health dam-
aging effects from genetic defects. And unlike chemical or
nuclear contamination, gene pollution can never be cleaned
up. The effects of genetic mistakes will be passed on to all

¥ future generations.
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