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According to the St. Louis POST-DISPATCH, Monsanto, the St.
Louis chemical and biotechnology giant, last month announced it
had recalled "small quantities" of a genetically engineered canola
seed containing an unapproved gene that had gotten into the product
by mistake. Canola is a crop grown for livestock feed, and for oil
consumed by humans. The canola-recall story, only 84 words long,
was buried in the POST- DISPATCH April 18, under a confusing
headline, deep in a news-wrapup column on the business page.[1]
Putting the wrong gene into a commercial product by mistake is
precisely the kind of error that opponents of genetic engineering
have
been predicting for a decade. Proponents of genetic
engineering have said it could never happen because of rigorous
quality-assurance by the industry itself and tight regulation by
governments.
The recall was reportedly initiated by Monsanto Canada Ltd., and by
Limagrain Canada Seeds, Inc., of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, which
was selling the seed under license from Monsanto. The recalled
canola seed was "Roundup ready" --meaning it had been genetically
engineered to withstand dousing with Monsanto's herbicide,
glyphosate, which is marketed under the trade name Roundup.
Since February, 1996, Monsanto has been marketing various
genetically-engineered crops that are "Roundup-ready" in an effort
to boost sales of Roundup, the herbicide responsible for a large
proportion of Monsanto's annual profits.[2] (See REHW #521.) The
idea is to douse Roundup-ready crops with Roundup to kill weeds,
leaving the genetically-engineered crop intact. According to the
Associated Press, Monsanto refused to disclose how much
genetically misengineered canola seed is being recalled, but said the
amount was "small."[1]
Canadian government officials say the quantity being recalled is not
small. Brewster and Cathleen Kneen, publishers of the RAM'S
HORN, a Canadian newsletter devoted to analysis of the food
system, said that, in mid-April, Monsanto reported to the Evaluation
Branch of the Biotechnology Strategies and Coordination Office of
the Canadian government that it was recalling 60,000 bag units of
two types of canola seeds (types LG3315 and LG3295) because one
or both types contained the wrong gene.[3] Thus the amount
recalled is sufficient to seed 600,000 to 750,000 acres of land.
According to RAM'S HORN, some of the seed had already been
planted when Monsanto discovered the mistake.
The MANITOBA CO-OPERATOR, a Canadian agricultural
newspaper, quoted Ray Mowling, a Monsanto spokesperson,
saying, "In some recent quality assurance testing by us, we've
identified that there's a possible variety contamination."[4] Brewster
Kneen of RAM'S HORN points out that it takes a long time to
produce enough Roundup Ready seed for 600,000 acres, so this
error went undetected for a substantial period.
Under Canadian law, there are three levels of approval for
genetically engineered crops: environmental (meaning the crop can
be planted), livestock (the resulting crop can be fed to livestock),
and human (the resulting crop can be fed to humans). Two
Roundup-resistant canola genes, RT-73 and RT-200, had been
approved for planting, but only RT-73 was approved for livestock
and humans. It was the unapproved RT-200 that somehow ended up
in the seed that had to be recalled. "The preliminary testing showed
it to be the wrong configuration, as opposed to the one approved,"
Monsanto's Mowling said.
Canola oil is used in low-fat foods, pharmaceuticals, nutritional
supplements, confectionery products, margarine and shortening,
personal care products, lubricants, soaps, and detergents.
The presence of the unapproved canola gene in a commercial
product reveals, at a minimum, that Monsanto's quality-assurance
programs failed in this instance, and that the biotechnology
regulatory system in Canada is ineffective. The regulatory system in
the U.S. is more lax than Canada's.

Limagrain's Gary Bauman said his company will try to discover how
the mistake occurred. However, he said it will be difficult to trace
exactly where in the process it happened because the seeds available
for testing now are progeny (offspring) of the original seeds. "We
may never know how it happened," he said.
Bauman later seemed to lay the blame squarely on Monsanto. He
said only Monsanto has the expertise to detect genetic differences
between seeds. "The apparent contamination, discovered by
Monsanto, is something only they are able to detect. We are not
even allowed to try to investigate how to look at and discover this
gene within our own varieties," Bauman said.[5]
Recent history reveals that serious problems may occur when a
genetically engineered product appears on the market without
adequate testing. In 1989, a Japanese firm marketed an amino acid,
L-tryptophan, which was produced from a genetically-engineered
bacteria.[6,7,8] Unexpected trace contaminants --not all of which
were ever identified chemically --appeared in the final product and
an estimated 5 to 10 thousand people[9] in the U.S. fell ill with a
new and exceedingly painful disease called eosinophilia-myalgia
syndrome (EMS). At least 37 people died and thousands more were
disabled. Something in the biotech- produced L-Tryptophan
attacked people's immune systems. Their joints and muscles ached
excruciatingly. Their limbs swelled. In many respects, their disease
resembled scleroderma.
Studies of the new EMS disease revealed that people with the
disease most likely got it from L-tryptophan produced by the fifth
genetically- engineered version of a bacteria (called BACILLUS
AMYLOLIQUEFACIENS V). [10,11] Unfortunately, the company
producing the L-tryptophan made other changes in its production
process when it introduced the new bacteria, so researchers have
never been able to discern whether the disease was caused by the
changes in production methods or by the genetically-altered
bacteria (or both).
In any case, it is crystal clear that genetically-engineered products
need extensive testing before their effects can be understood. The
simple view, that genes control only one characteristic of a
bacterium, plant or animal has been shown to be false. Genes
contain a potential that can be expressed in various ways,
depending upon the environment in which the gene grows. Thus a
gene may develop in one way in one environment and another way
in another environment. Testing in one environment may not reveal
what the gene will do when it finds itself in another environment.
This has been demonstrated elegantly by Craig Holdrege in his
book, GENETICS AND THE MANIPULATION OF LIFE: THE
FORGOTTEN FACTOR OF CONTEXT.[12]
Furthermore,
Danish
researchers
have
shown
that
genetically-manipulated genes (transgenes, they are called) in crops
can make their way into nearby weeds under field conditions.[13]
Thus genetic errors, of the kind made in Monsanto's canola seeds,
may propagate into the environment and permanently alter the
natural world in ways that no one is prepared to understand.
Still, Monsanto management has bet the company on biotech and
has announced plans to press ahead aggressively. Roundup is
Monsanto's best-selling and most profitable product, bringing
Monsanto about $1.5 billion per year. "Roundup is the engine that's
driving Monsanto," said Paul Raman, a chemical industry analyst
for the investment banking firm S.G. Warburg & Co.[2]
"In five to 10 years Roundup could be a $4 billion product," Raman
said. That extra money would come chiefly from expanding sales of
crops that are genetically engineered to resist the weed killer.[2]
Monsanto announced eight months ago that it is selling off its
chemical divisions in order to focus its business entirely on
biotechnology- related products.[14]

"What you are seeing is the beginning of the agri-industrial
complex," Sano Shimoda, president of BioScience Security, Inc., an
investment banking company focusing on the biosciences, told
BIOTECHNOLOGY NEWSWATCH, an industry newsletter.
"From the big picture standpoint Monsanto has the ability to be the
dominant biotech-based ag-food company in the world," Shimoda
said.
To get a stream of genetically-engineered products to market,
Monsanto will need to convince the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) that these products are safe for human
consumption. In the past, Monsanto has been able to do this partly
because former Monsanto officials have become FDA officials,
who have then been assigned to approve Monsanto products--in
some cases, the products they worked on while at Monsanto. [15]
There can be no doubt that a high-level revolving door exists
between Monsanto and the administration in Washington. The
WASHINGTON POST reported April 21, 1997, that Marcia Hale,
President Clinton's assistant for intergovernmental relations, would
be taking a "sweet" job with Monsanto. She will coordinate public
affairs and corporate strategy in the United Kingdom and Ireland
for about six months. She will then come back to work out of
Monsanto's Washington office to handle international and "other
matters."[16]
The St. Louis POST-DISPATCH reported May 17, 1997, that
Monsanto's vice-president, Virginia Weldon, is a "top candidate"
for the job of chief of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA).[17]
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