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Genetic engineering has bypassed the natural
process of reproduction. Today scientists
have created new life forms - Genetically
modified organisms or Living modified
organisms - through artificial induction of
genetic traits or characteristics. These
inserted genes may be from a different variety
of the organism or even culled from totally
unrelated species.

Genetic engineers also call them transgenic
organisms - transfer of genes from one life
form to another. This technology thus gives the
ability to add, subtract, alter or exchange 
an individual gene or a group of genes, which
are known to influence an individual
characteristic. As science now has the ability
to tamper with these genetic codes, 
this movement of genes between species 
is of great concern to scientists and
environmentalists.

Will it be beneficial for the environment as
a whole or will it create a laboratory imp
causing havoc wherever let loose? Or are
genetically modified organisms the magical
equation to solve the world problems of food,
nutrition, diseases? Will scientists be able 
to develop genetically modified plants that 
are not affected by severe hot or cold

temperatures? Are GMOs causing
unnecessary panic just like vaccination did
years ago? 

The green revolution brought bountiful of
food to all. But in lieu the enormous increase in
pesticide took its toll on the health of people
and on the soil.  Will genetic modification have
the same results? Have we run out of our
traditional knowledge to better our harvest?

Global Biotech research is controlled by
15 major corporations out of which 13 are in
North America. They are privately owned
organisations. Are these biotech firms trying to
create another East India Company, a
conglomerate to rule the world? Will they play
down the risks their product is associated
with? Are they capable of handling the genie
they create? There are many more questions
that need to be explored. 

In this issue of G:NET, we examine the
world of Genetically Modified Organisms.
What are these? How do they affect us? Do we
really need them? Are they to invade our land
and consequently will our farmers forget their
indigenous ways of  producing their own
seeds. Will the marginalised farmer benefit or
are GMOs a death knell for them?
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GMOs - boon or bane?

Propagators of genetically modified
crops say that new technology is

essential to feed the 840 million
undernourished people of the world.
They believe that biorevolution can be
harnessed to serve the food and
nutritional needs of the world's poor.
But will such potential benefits of
genetically engineered food crops ever
rid the world of hunger? Modern
biotechnology offers enormous
opportunities to poor farmers and low-
income consumers in developing

countries, they assert.
There is no relationship between the
prevalence of hunger and a country's
population say others. Millions of poor
people the world over cannot afford
food everyday. Despite the fact that the
world produces enough to meet
everyone's food needs. Be it in rich US
(with 20 million poor) or in densely
populated Bangladesh, or sparcely
populated Brazil, millions go to bed
without food as they do not have the
means to pay. Even though crop yield
per acre improved between the 1960s
and 1990s, it has barely managed to
decrease the world's undernourished to
840 million from 920 million. 

Research by Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO), show that small
biodiverse farms can produce much
more food than large monoculture
farms. Diversity is the best strategy for
preventing drought and desertification.

Over the last seven years in Ethopia,
small farmers have been using traditional
farming produced food that is needed
within this country. Enhanced seeds are
selected and exchanged by small
farmers. There is a minimal use of
chemical fertilisers and no genetically

engineered crops. The country
has good stocks of food today.
Ethiopia shows that diverse,
ecologically and culturally
adapted food is the key to self-
reliance.

Like Ethopian farmers,
Himalayan farmers grow pulses
and other cereals  in their
terraced fields, in Bengal  more
than 150 plants are used as
greens and in Java, small
farmers cultivate 600 species in
their home gardens. A single
home garden in Thailand has
more than 230 species of
vegetables. Rural families in the
Congo eat leaves from more
than 50 different species of
tree. Home gardens in
Indonesia are estimated to
provide more than 20 per cent
of household income and 40
per cent of domestic food

supplies.
But sadly today farmers everywhere are

not getting what they got for the same
commodity a decade ago. Farmers
growing cereal grains - wheat, oats,
corn,  earn negative returns, while the
companies that make breakfast cereals
out of these reap huge profits. In 1998,
cereal companies Kellogg's, Quaker Oats
and General Mills made profits of 56%,
165% and 222% respectively. While a
bushel of corn sold for less than US$4, a
bushel of corn flakes sold for US$133. 

In India, food prices have doubled
between 1999 and 2000, and
consumption of food grains dropped by
12% in rural areas. 

Patenting ‘green gold’
The official or the exclusive right or license
to a person or a company, to make or sell
or distribute a new product invented or
discovered by the person for a certain
period of time is called patent.

Genes are 'green gold'. Low-income
Southern countries are bestowed an
abundance of this treasure by nature. As
this belongs to their land, ethically, they
should have the rights for the genes of
banana, potato, corn, wheat, and so on.

But the rich industrialised countries
that lack it want a monopoly. A lot of
money is spent on modifying this 'green
gold' by companies belonging to these
countries. Consequently they argue that
value of the genes increase only when
genetically modified, so they have every
right on its  ownership .

The first patent for GMOs was applied
for in the US for a genetically modified
microorganism designed to gobble up oil
spills on the oceans. It was argued that, as
it was not a bee or a bird, it could be
patented. But environmentalists were
concerned about the ethical issue of
whether it is right to play God with
Nature. In a recent discovery, micro-
organisms that naturally gobble up oil
spills (without being modified) have been
found in the Pacific Ocean. Was
tampering with life form needed?

Periwinkle flowers have been used as
medicine for ages by the indigenous
people of Madagascar. A pharmaceutical
company  patented the gene of this
flower and modified it to make medicine
for cancer. The company earned profits
worth US$160 million in 1993. But not a
penny was shared with the country.

A Nigerean wild berry produces a
sweetner that is 2000 times sweeter than
sugar. Once modified and produced
commercially, will Nigerians get a share of
the profit? And environment activists also
worry that sugarcane farming may be hit.

Some modified seeds also carry genes
that make it redundant for use in the next
harvest. The farmers need to buy fresh
seeds again for the next sowing. The
company that produces the seeds say
saving seed is crime, (in other words,
depriving them of valuable income).
Today, industrialised countries hold 97%
of all patents, and global corporations
hold 90% of all technology and product
patents. So who benefits from patents the
transnational companies or the farmers?

Monoculture of the Mind
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