Bt corn is a controversial issue in Europe, where governments are cracking down on genetically
engineered (GE) foods. "Concern over genetically engineered corn has stopped almost all exports
of US corn to Europe."1 European concerns include antibiotic resistant bacteria, insufficient
food safety testing, product labeling, and Bt _resistant insects.2 Long_term effects on agriculture
and the environment are beyond the scope of this newsletter. The key question for ONE VOICE,
is: What effect does Bt corn have on those who eat it?

WHAT IS Bt CORN?

Bacillus thuringiensis is a variety of soil bacteria which produces a substance toxic to moths and
butterflies, including the European corn borer. Organic farmers use Bt toxin as a natural pesticide spray.3
Bt corn is any variety of corn genetically engineered by the insertion of a transgene to produce Bt toxin.

VARIETIES OF Bt CORN

GE corn is second only to GE soybeans in the number of acres of genetically engineered crops

currently in cultivation. Earlier this year, US GE corn acreage was estimated at 40% of total corn

acreage up from 25% of the 1998 crop.4 Bt corn is produced by more than one company, so there may be
some variation in the particular ingredients and methodology. One company (Novartis) has produced a
variety of Bt corn which is also genetically engineered for herbicide tolerance.

HOW MUCH Bt TOXIN ARE WE EATING?
No research has been done on the safety of Bt toxin in the human diet.5 Consider these facts:

1. The FDA does not require labeling of foods with genetically engineered ingredients. Even wholesalers
and food processors do not know how much Bt toxin is in the food they buy.

2. EPA recommendations that plants containing Bt toxin be tested as pesticides has not been
enacted into law.6

3. More Bt potatoes are harvested in this country every year.
4. Oil from Bt cotton is used in processed foods and blended vegetable oils.
5. Bt varieties of other foods are being field tested for future release into the market.

When Bt toxin is produced by a plant, it is present in all parts of the plant. Fortunately for
consumers, the amount of Bt toxin in corn decreases before harvest,7 because you can't just wash
it off.

IS GENETIC ENGINEERING SAFE?

The FDA position is that genetically engineered foods are "substantially equivalent" to their non_ GE
counterparts.8 FDA Approval of new GE varieties is based on summaries of scientific tests submitted with
the application.9 Biotech companies defend their products by saying it's up to the FDA to determine
safety.10 According to Dr. John B. Fagan, "It is a scientific fact that the process of genetic engineering
often gives rise to unexpected side_effects. These can and have been shown to introduce unforseen
allergens and toxins into foods and unexpectedly reduce

nutritional value."11



WHAT'S IN A TRANSGENE?

A transgene combines the genes to be inserted, plus a promoter virus and an antibiotic_resistance
marker gene.

PROMOTER VIRUS

The purpose of the promoter virus is to splice the Bacillus thuringiensis gene sequence into the corn DNA
and turn it on so that the Bt gene will be "expressed" in the growing plant. One of the viruses used for this
purpose is the Cauliflower Mosaic virus.12

ANTIBIOTIC RESISTENCE

The purpose of the antibiotic resistance marker gene is to sort modified DNA strands from the
ones missed by the gene gun.13 Scientists in a California lab are working on a genetically
modified tool for snipping out marker genes afterward. Meanwhile, Bt corn will be planted,
harvested, fed to livestock, and sold to food processors and grocers with the marker gene intact.

Many Europeans are opposed to the use of the ampicillin resistance gene in GE corn. The
ampicillin_resistance gene in Bt corn also confers resistance to other similar antibiotics, including
penicillin. There has never been a better time to build up our immune systems and avoid
antibiotics!

HOW DIGESTIBLE IS GE FOOD?

Producers and defenders of genetic engineering argue that the DNA in GE foods is broken down by
stomach acid.

However, doctors, scientists, and health professionals are concerned about long_term toxic or
other adverse effects for those with low stomach acidity, such as the elderly, or individuals using
antacid medications.14

Even if the novel DNA is reduced to little snippets, that still leaves the question of whether the

immune system accepts them as food or resists them as toxins. The more toxins we consume, the

more vulnerable we are to infections.15

Evidence that GE foods can harm consumers is slowly emerging:

1. Dr. Walter Doefler (Institute of Genetics, University of Cologne) found fragments of artificial genes in
the brain cells of baby mice. Dr Doefler commented: "The consequences of foreign DNA uptake for

mutagenesis and oncogenesis have not yet been investigated."16

2.In England, a surgeon's 2_year old daughter recovered rapidly from chronic herpes_related
cold sores, when GE soy milk intake was cut from 4 cups to Y4 cup per day.17

3. ".. .breathing pollen from genetically modified crops. . . is known to cause allergy . . ."18

4. Multi_national baby food manufacturers, including Gerbers which is owned by Novartis
have announced that they will stop using genetically engineered ingredients in their cereals. This



doesn't prove GE corn and soy aren't safe for babies, only that the producers are concerned about
their market share.19

The more consumers learn about genetic engineering, the more they insist that they have the right

to know what they're eating. Genetically engineered foods can not be proven safe without long

term testing. Producers of GE foods are opposed to consumer rights. We intend to provide more
information on the testing of GE foods in the Autumn, 1999 issue of ONE VOICE (now The Patients'
Voice.
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