FOOD FIGHT:
THE BATTLE OVER GMOS
[SCRIPT]
The year: 2013.
The place: The Philippines.
The situation: a group of scientists experimenting with a new
variety of rice rich in vitamin A.

“Golden rice” (as it is known because of its yellow coloring) is made by adding
two new enzymes to the grain. These augmentations make it produce
beta-carotene, which the human body then converts to vitamin A. While
many critics dislike GMOs on anti-corporate grounds, golden rice was actually
developed by a non-profit organization and its inventors have donated the
technology for use in the developing world.

Now, if that sounds unimportant to you, it … probably means you live
in a pretty wealthy country.
But in the poorest parts of the world, the lack of vitamin A in
their diets leads to as many as half a million children going blind
every year.i And within 12 months of losing their sight … half of
them are dead.ii
Imagine being able to cure all that suffering … with rice.
It should have been a great story, right? Science bringing forth
technology with the potential to save millions of lives.
Well, it would’ve been — if it wasn’t for one small detail:
the group of protesters who destroyed the rice fields.iii

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

[OPENING SEQUENCE]
As problems facing humanity go, here’s one of the most basic: We’ve
gotta eat.
Now, many of us have the luxury of not thinking of it as a problem
because we’ve made such incredible strides in reducing hunger in
the last several decades. We’ve never been able to get so much food
to so many people. Although it’s worth remembering that how good
that progress looks really depends on where you live.
But hang on a minute: How did all of this happen? After all, people
have worried for centuries that the world’s population would grow
faster than its food supply and lead to mass starvation. Yet this
reduction in hunger … was happening at the exact same time that the
world’s population was exploding.

Those fears weren’t limited to the distant past. In 1968, a
Stanford biologist named Paul Ehrlich had a best-seller with “The
Population Bomb,” a book that claimed that hundreds of millions
of people were going to starve to death in the 1970s. Not only
did that prediction not come true, but deaths from starvation
actually declined dramatically over the course of the decade.

If you’re looking for someone to thank
for this, you should probably start
with Norman Borlaug. Don’t feel bad if you don’t know that
name. Most of us don’t — but that’s pretty messed up considering
that he “saved more lives than any other person who has ever
lived.”iv Over a billion.v
Those
aren’t
our
words, by the way —
they’re
the
words
that accompanied his
Congressional
Gold
Medal. Which he put on
the shelf next to his
Presidential
Medal
of Freedom. And his
Nobel Peace Prize.
Ok, yeah: Maybe we should feel a little bad for not knowing his
name. I mean, c’mon, we all know who Joe Exotic is.
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Norman Borlaug was the leading pioneer of what was called the Green
Revolution, a transformational breakthrough in the middle of the
20th century that fundamentally changed how the world feeds itself.
At the center of this success: Borlaug’s development of new varieties
of wheat that could resist disease and produce vastly more food
on the same amount of land.vi In India and Pakistan, wheat yields
doubled in only five years.vii As that technology spread around the
globe and was applied to other crops, huge chunks of the world were
kept from starvation.
So, Norman Borlaug: maybe one of the greatest people who ever
lived, right?
Oh, before you answer, there’s one more detail you should know: the
wheat produced with his techniques … were basically an early form
of genetically modified organisms. GMOs.

So, what exactly did Borlaug do? While attempting to help farmers in Mexico, he
developed a variety of wheat that was pest-resistant and produced higher yields.
There was only one problem: The crop was now too top-heavy and would topple over
in bad weather. Borlaug then cross-bred it with a Japanese dwarf strain of wheat
to eliminate the issue. The process took over a decade, much slower than is possible
with modern genetic modification processes. In later life, Borlaug was an outspoken
supporter of GMOs.

Soooo … awkward, right? Not exactly a crowd-pleaser.
A 2015 Pew survey found that a majority of Americans don’t think
GMO foods are safe to eat.viii But the same poll found a notable
exception to that trend. Eighty-eight percent of scientists said
they were safe to eat.ix

Health concerns aren’t the only popular myth around GMOs. One widely circulated
story claims that suicide rates among farmers in India skyrocketed upon the
introduction of GMO seeds, either because the crops failed or because acquiring
the seeds left them deep in debt. In fact, farmers committed suicide at lower
rates than other Indians and what uptick there was preceded the introduction of
GMO seeds. GMOs have also been blamed for shrinking seed diversity, leading to
agricultural monocultures. Research suggests, however, that seed diversity has not
declined in any meaningful way. In fact, GMO technology actually has the potential
to restore heirloom food varieties that have otherwise largely disappeared.
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So, what do they know that the rest of us don’t? Well, for starters:
That almost any organism that humans have domesticated has already
been genetically modified. Thanks to generations of selective
breeding, for instance, many of the foods you love … are nothing
like they were in nature.

Note the “almost.” There are still a handful of foods that have undergone no genetic modification: wild game, wild
mushrooms, wild berries, shellfish, and most fish.

This even applies to our pets. Honestly, do you
think this is a thing that God would have created?
Which it is … but, probably not in the way you think. If
you’re looking for one specific gene — say, the ability to
make a crop more nutritious or more resistant to parasites
— you can’t pinpoint it through natural breeding, which is neither
precise nor wholly predictable. You might get what you’re looking
for, but you also might get a whole bunch of other things you didn’t
intend. The breeding that gives Dalmatians their signature look,
for instance … also leaves about 1 in 5 of them deaf.x

This fact underscores an uncomfortable reality about canine domestication: The
creation of recognizable dog breeds relies on selection for common traits — and
thus shrinking the available gene pool. As a result, a 2021 study found that most
purebred dogs share about 25% of their genetics — roughly the amount of genetic
similarity to be expected from siblings — with members of the same breed.
The same research indicates that this likely contributes to health problems in
purebreds, especially among small breeds.
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GMOs allow for more precision. They’ve allowed us to do things like
saving Hawaii’s papaya cropsxi from being wiped out by a virus;
creating corn that is resistant to pestsxii — which, incidentally,
cut the use of pesticides by about 425 million pounds. It’s even
given us apples that don’t brown.

The benefits of the so-called “Arctic Apple” go beyond aesthetics.
Browning leads to apples being one of the most commonly wasted
food products. It’s estimated that nearly 40% of them get
thrown away — largely because superficial color changes lead many
consumers to believe they’re no longer viable to eat.

Which is all great, but … is it safe?
Well, in 2016, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering &
Medicine examined over 900 studies and concluded that there’s no
difference in the health risks from GMO foods and conventionally grown
foods.xiii None. And pretty much every major scientific organization
has come to the same conclusion — everybody from the FDAxiv to the
American Medical Associationxv to the World Health Organization.xvi
They all agree that GMOs should be carefully regulated to make sure
there aren’t any unintended consequences. But we do that already …
and there haven’t been any. And also, remember: Those same risks are
present for conventional crops too
So, when you see those “GMO-free” labels in the grocery store …
they don’t mean much. Especially, for example, when you see things
like non-GMO salt.xvii Come on people, salt doesn’t even have genes
in the first place!

This sort of disingenuous marketing is not limited to GMOs. The
recent popularity of gluten-free foods, for instance, has led to
the promotion of products such as “gluten-free water” … despite
the fact that water would never contain gluten under normal
circumstances.

Those of us in rich nations have the luxury to eat what we want. So,
if GMOs skeeve us out, we can leave them on the shelves.
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But in the developing world? Fears about GMOs delayed the approval
of that life-saving rice by over a decade in the Philippines …
while kids died.xviii And, despite the support of over 100 Nobel
laureates … that’s the only country in the developing world that’s
even allowed it.
Sorry, scientific geniuses. It’s gonna take more than that to get
the world’s attention. May we suggest threatening to kill Carole
Baskin?
This is not the first time that the world’s poor have had to
bear the brunt of GMO fears. In 2002, Levy Mwanawasa
(the president of the African nation of Zambia) rejected
international food aid — at a time when millions of his people
were starving — because it included GMO corn.

[END SCRIPT]
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