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Genetically Engineered Food Crops: Safety Overshadowing Risk
Genetically engineered (GE) food crops have caused heated debate in the food industry for many decades and have caused many consumers major concern.  According to Dr. Carroll Rawn, a biology professor at Seton Hall University, genetically engineering food entails taking genes from a certain crop and inserting those genes in the DNA of another.  This process changes the nucleotide sequence of the crop and, therefore, its characteristics.  The debate lies in the question of whether these changes are beneficial for the productivity and quality of the harvest. Jeremy Rifkin argues in his article, “Science and Technology: O Brave New World,” that GE foods are not beneficial for the environment by stating, “Virtually every genetically engineered organism released into the environment poses a potential threat to the ecosystem” (247).  On the other hand, the internet article, “New Research Confirms Environmental Safety of GE Crops,” argues, “A comprehensive review of international research conducted on areas of potential concerns related to genetically engineered (GE) crops concludes that such crops do not provide unique ecological risks and may contribute to ecological benefits such as increased biodiversity.”  Increased biodiversity means an increased number and variety of crops farmers are able to produce, which has many benefits, specifically feeding starving people around the world.  Thus, it is clear that, while genetically engineered food crops do introduce some dangers to consumers and the environment, their benefits, specifically pest, herbicide, and disease resistant capabilities and the new opportunities they provide through biodiversity, clearly outweigh these risks.
The ultimate goal of genetically altering food crops is to change their traits in a positive way, such as helping the crops to develop a defense against certain pests and herbicides so that a greater yield will be produced.  For this reason, some consumers feel that genetically altering food is a beneficial step in increasing their safety.  In a personal interview, Dr. Rawn further explains the advantages of genetically engineering foods:

    In order that crops are not damaged by insects feeding on them, by worms in the soil 
feeding on them [… we can] genetically alter the plants so that they are more resistant
 to the bugs. [To do this] the plants will produce a chemical inside themselves that the
 bugs don’t like. The chemical that the plants make don’t bother me when I consume it; 
 the bugs don’t like it, but its okay with me. Now I’ve solved the problem, and I don’t
 have to use any pesticides.  And all I have done is to modify the plant so that it makes
 its own protection.   
So, it is obvious that Dr. Rawn is saying genetically modified foods are healthier because less pesticide is needed to prevent bugs and herbicides from damaging the crops.  The reason for this, as introduced by Dr. Rawn, is that certain genes are placed into the DNA of a food crop to help it develop its own defense system against these pests.  If a crop acquires the ability to defend itself against destructive agents, then, the need for harmful chemicals is eliminated.  Furthermore, Dr. Rawn is in fact correct in his belief that GE crops are safe; a recent study conducted by scientists in the Netherlands and New Zealand concluded that “the use of GE [crops] has reduced pesticide use by approximately 22.3 million kg of formulated product,” as recorded in the internet article “New Research Confirms Environmental Safety of GE Crops.”  Thus, because less pesticides are being used, the soil and water systems are cleaner, which helps improve the overall quality of the environment. Beyond this achievement, this study clearly proves that genetically engineering food crops are beneficial in respect to their positive impact on the environment while simultaneously increasing the amount of crops produced, which can be used to feed those in need.
However, while it is clear that there are many benefits of food crops containing pesticide and herbicide resistant genes, many people feel that the risks overshadow these advantages.  These risks include the possibility of pest resistant and herbicide resistant genes being transferred to weeds through cross-pollination.  This would initiate the need for farmers to use even more herbicides, which would damage the environment. There are also concerns that some pests may become resistant to the GE food crops and, therefore, increase the need for pesticides (Rifkin 249 – 250).  While these concerns are reasonable to an extent, they do not pose a threat according to findings from a recent scientific study recorded in the online article “New Research Confirms Environmental Safety of GE Crops,” “There is no evidence to suggest that GE crops will transfer advantages such as resistance to pests and diseases or tolerance to environmental stress to weeds.  Pests and diseases are equally likely to adapt to resistance in crops whether the resistance was introduced through GE or traditional techniques.”  This unequivocally shows that the immediate threat of pesticide-resistant bugs and herbicide-resistant weeds caused by crops being genetically engineered simply does not exist.
Genetically engineered food crops cannot only develop a defense against pests and herbicides, but they also can develop a defense against certain diseases, which will help increase their biodiversity.  The internet article, “Antibiotic Resistance Markers in Genetically Modified (GM) Crops,” explains why crops need to defend themselves against antibiotics, “Microbes occupying the same habitat compete for nutrients and for their own survival some have evolved naturally to produce antibiotics to eliminate their competitors.”  Scientists are merely using the same process found in nature as guidelines for developing methods to genetically modify food crops so that they will become resistant against new, possibly more harmful diseases.  Thus, there is an obvious benefit of GE crops over those that are not.  This provides GE food crops with an effective way to protect themselves, which, in the long run, will increase the quality and quantity of their yield.  As a result, more crops of better quality are produced to circulate to those who are starving and, consequently, have no means to feed themselves. 
Yet the concern is that humans who consume these genetically altered foods will also develop a resistance to antibiotics, which can cause an increased susceptibility to bacteria and viruses.  However, some consumers are not concerned about this possible risk.  For example, in a personal interview, Mark Benson, a fifty-one-year-old business owner from Louisiana replies, “I trust that the federal government tests all the food that is put on the market, and they wouldn’t allow food that is harmful to be sold to the public. Besides, I don’t think that there are enough harmful agents to affect us on a level that would make a noticeable difference in our health.”  While this may not be a concern for a consumer in the United States, there are still millions of people around the world, especially those from third world countries, whose health could be in jeopardy because of this resistance to antibiotics.  For example, if a child living in a third world country ate GE food and, consequently, developed resistance to antibiotics, then, that child’s health would be in danger if he became sick.  Those who argue against GE foods fear that this would result in his body attacking any antibiotics that are normally used to destroy viruses or bacteria.  However, no such risk exists because there are not enough “antibiotic resistance markers” in the crops to reduce the capabilities of the human immune system, as stated in the internet article “Antibiotic Resistance Markers in Genetically Modified (GM) Crops.”  Furthermore, resistance against antibiotics in GE food crops is proven practically harmless in the article “Antibiotic Resistance Markers in Genetically Modified (GM) Crops,” “Antibiotic resistance markers used in the development of genetically modified crops have been selected by scientists according to various safety criteria.  These include […] that they confer resistance to a narrow range of specific antibodies with limited application in human […] medicine.”  In other words, the scientists that are genetically manipulating food crops are careful not to alter any genes that may cause harm to humans.  As a result, dangers that may result from consuming foods with antibiotic-resistant molecules are so small that they pose no real threat to American consumers, or people in third world countries, who need these foods desperately to stay alive.
While some people are raising concerns about the effects of genetically modifying crops on the environment, many people are standing firm in their belief that genetically altering food is the best way to enhance the quality and quantity of crops.  Moreover, even while taking into account “that the complexity of the genetic make-up of an organism is such that we shall never get into a position of being able to predict totally the consequences of what we are doing […]” (Woolhouse qtd. in Roberts 163), scientific data prove that genetically engineering food is the most effective and safe way to produce a large, healthy yield of crops.  Because many of the dangers are merely based on speculation from critics of GE food crops, it is apparent that we should not stop a practice that, through biodiversity, will largely benefit American citizens and starving people around the world.
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