
The Environment
How Do Genetically Engineered Crops Affect Us? 
   As avicult urists we are con cerned that ge netically  engineered grai ns and seeds mi ght not
be safe for our birds. Part icularly di sturbing i s the "split  use" criteri a which would al low
crops like B T corn to be  permitted fo r animal use o nly. With a "spl it use" categ ory, our only
guarantee tha t our exotic birds' fo od supply w ould not co ntain the grains w ould be the
trust we can p ut in the individual m anufacturers.   That trust wo uld have to b e extended to
the grower s and the handle rs. We don' t want our bir ds to be tes t subjects fo r genetically
engineered foods that are  not acceptable for humans.

    But this is only p art of the iss ue.  We should a lso be conc erned abo ut our food  supply in
general. Sinc e "Avicult ure is conserv ation, too!" we will  also want to consi der other parts of
the environmenta l picture: po llution,famine,  deforesta tion.

   The USDA (GIPSA  - Grain Inspec tors, Pa ckers and Sto ckyards Admi nistration sec tion)
has issued a r equest for P ublic Comments  on "How USD A Can Best Fa cilitate the Ma rketing
of Grains, Oilseeds, Fruits, Vegetables, and Nuts in Today's Evolvi ng Marketplace."  I hope
that before you go to  the site you will consider some o ther information on this issue.
Comments to U SDA GIPSA will b e accepted  until February  28th at midnight.

A Global Perspective 
Burgundy Carrots?

   In the produc e section of  my local gro cery store,  I picked up a  bundle of go rgeous purp le
and orange colored tubers. They had luscious carrot like-greens attach ed, two feet long -
so long the tops wer e folded and held wi th rubber bands . 

    I pictured the "carrots" ("carreets" maybe?)  sliced on skewer for my b irds - and was just
imagining my ra bbits enjo ying those gr eens, when I tho ught to look  at the label.  Confound
it! These were not some grandma 's-garden, for gotten-variety carrot, or a
new-to-commerce but anciently-ea ten-by-the-Inca's discovery.  These were engineered
beet-carrots. 

   I could see little sprout e yes, but there  was a lab el saying it wa s illegal to p ropagate  this
rootcrop. I wo ndered if, like in Blade Runner, yo u could look through a micros cope and see
a little patent number on the cells.  I have eate n and enjoyed broc co-flower, but these
days one looks askance at any produce that might be geneticall y engineered.

   About thirty ye ars ago I  had one of  those questio ns that young pe ople come  up with to
test new friend s, to see ho w they think. My  question wa s "Would you rather eat a  blue
apple or an apple w ith a worm in it?"  I was disap pointed to see how many p eople opted
for the blue appl e. But the tr uth is: if y ou are truly h ungry, eith er apple would look
appetizing. 

Feeding the World

   I recently liste ned to an impa ssioned deb ate on Natio nal Public Ra dio about the pros and
cons of ge netically engine ering crop s, especia lly in India. Ind ian farmers a re protesti ng
being tied to a system using patented g rains, a system which will not allow them to save
and replant the ir seed. Sinc e I think sales ta x on food  is immoral,  I can see their  point.



   Do most farmers buy  seed annuall y for their big c rops? The means  and length of
cultivation time for growing a fo od crop or a seed crop would be  different. But are
multinational co mpanies for cing a way o f life on third w orld farme rs which mostly  benefits
the companies? The issues are complex. Wh at might work in the U.S. will probably not be
right for the rest of the world . And what might not work in India might wo rk somewhere
else.

   Dr. Norman Bor laug won the Nobel Pea ce Prize in 1970 for launching the "Green
Revolution"  in Asia and fo r his lifetime wo rk helping to f eed the hungry.  In an article
entitled "Fo rgotten Benef actor of Hum anity" in The Atla ntic Monthly, Gr eg Easterbr ook said
that Dr. Borlaug  has "saved more li ves than any  other person who ev er lived." That's
pretty pheno menal.

  Now Dr. Bor laug is 84 and he has spent the better part o f his life in underdeveloped
countries helping farmers do wha t they can for the survival of their families, their villages
and their count ries. He wa s awarded  his doctora te in plant patho logy in 1942 by th e
Universit y of Minnesota. 

   Dr. Borlaug served at the Rockefeller Foundation as the scienti st in charge of wheat
improvement und er the Coo perative Me xican Agricultura l Progra m. From 1994 unt il his
official retirement in 19 79, he led the Wheat Program in Mexico with In ternational Maize
and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT). Sinc e 1984, Dr. Borlaug has served at Texas
A&M as Distingu ished Prof essor of I nternational Ag riculture. He a lso leads the
Sasakawa -Global 2000 a griculture pro gram (SG 2000),  a joint ventu re between the
Sasakawa Africa A ssociation and  The Carter Cent erÆs Global 2 000 program. 

   As a witness for the FDA in the early 70's, Dr. Borlaug says he main tained that DDT
should never  have been taken  entirely off  the U.S. market  because it was so ef fective for
maintaining human a nd animal health i n the countries tha t needed it the m ost. Foll owing
our ban, p ressure wa s then made o n leaders in und erdevelop ed countries to stop using  it,
leaving them wit hout an alterna tive method.  He is concerne d that biotec h will go the sa me
way.

Biotech Crops

    In order to understand the role that biotechnology could play i n eradicating human
hunger,  we need  to take  into acc ount the p roblem s faced  by farm ers aro und the wo rld. We
need to educ ate ourselve s for our b irds' bene fit and for o ur own as citi zens of the U. S. and
also as members of a bigger community. We should distin guish between agricultural
practic es that a re reck less and  polluting  and thos e that ar e healthy  and acc eptable . We
should underst and why org anic garde ning might not alw ays be app ropriate a nd make the
distinct ion between "non organic" nitroge n fertiliz ers and pestici des. 

   Reason Online's Science Cor respondent, Ronald Ba iley, conducted an interview in which
Dr. Borlaug explai ns why we shoul d not reject genet ically engi neered crops. 

"Biotech has  a big pote ntial in Africa,  not immediatel y, but dow n the road.  Five to eight
years from now, parts of it will play a role there. Take the case of maize with the gene t hat
controls the t olerance le vel for the w eed killer Ro undup. Round up kills all the w eeds, but
it's short-li ved, so it doesn't h ave any residu al effect, and fr om that stand point it's safe  for
people and the environment. The ge ne for herbicide tolerance is b uilt into the crop variety,
so that when a farmer sprays he kills only weeds but n ot the crops. Roundup Ready
soybeans and corn are being very widely used in the U.S. and Argent ina. At this stage, we



haven't used varieties with th e tolerance for Roundup or any other weed killer [in Africa],
but it will  have a role to play."
-Dr. No rman Borlaug
in an interview with Reason Online  

    I hope you will read b oth the Atlantic Monthly and the Reason Online articles.   We have
only had three Peace Prize  Nobelists in the U.S. The other two  names are much better
known - Elie W iesel and Hen ry Kissinger . 

   I also think I  might go back and  get some of those bee t carrots. I'll t ake a picture i f it's
not a copy right infringeme nt.
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