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the process. It has also enlisted the help
of 400 “retail endorsers” that are com-
mitted to offering non-GMO shopping
guides and, in the case of Whole Foods
Market, keeping GMOs out of its pri-
vate-label products.

On the consumer education front,
Smith’s group intends to distribute 1 mil-
lion non-GMO shopping guides in 1,000
retail stores this year. The group is also
launching online consumer education
campaigns. “By the end of the year, peo-
ple are going to be seeing this message
from several angles,” said Smith, who
believes that if 15 million consumers (or
about 5% of shoppers) reject GMOs out-
right, it may sway food companies to do
the same.

Michael Funk, chairman of United Nat-
ural Foods Inc. (UNFI), the largest
distributor of natural & organic prod-
ucts, said he believes it is critical that
the organic food industry pay attention
to the GMO issue or risk losing credibil-
ity among increasingly fickle consumers.
“People who buy organic food products
expect them to be free of GMOs,” said
Funk. “It only takes a few negative me-
dia stories [about contamination] for the
consumer to start to wonder whether
they should really pay a premium for
these organic products. And in this
economy, it is even more of an issue.”

Already, GMO testing is costing food
manufacturers big money. For example,
Michael Potter, president of organic
manufacturer Eden Foods, estimates
that his $50 million company spends as
much as a half-million dollars per year
testing for GMO contamination. “We test
the seed to death,” he said. “[Then Eden
tests] the crop as it is growing, after it
is harvested, before it is moved to and
when it arrives at the elevator, and when
it arrives at the manufacturing facility.
There is an enormous amount of record
keeping. It is a huge burden.”

Potter said that putting his products
through the additional Non-GMO Project
process will likely cost the company an
extra $30,000 to $40,000 the first year,
and he concedes that when approached
by the Non-GMO Project, some compa-
nies have balked at the idea of taking on
an additional expense. But ultimately,
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Potter added, a streamlined system will
likely save everyone money. “If every-
body does it by themselves, like we have
done, there are a lot of redundancies,”
he said. “If we all use the same system,
it can drive down the cost.”

Crop Contamination

Agricultural producers are also feeling
the sting of GMOs. Bill Wenzel, director
of the Farmer to Farmer Campaign
on Genetic Engineering, said that
both conventional and organic farmers
are at economic risk as GM crops pro-
liferate. That’s because GM seed costs
more and doesn’t necessarily increase
yield (which the University of Illinois’
Chassy asserts that it does). In addition,
the advent of herbicide-ready and pesti-
cide-resistant crops has led to the devel-
opment of stronger weeds and insects.

Perhaps the thorniest issue for farmers,
however, is the risk of GM crops con-
taminating nearby non-GM crops. Un-
til recently, Wenzel said, farmers have
been successful at fighting the introduc-
tion of new GM varieties, crop by crop.
For example, when GMO wheat, rice
and alfalfa were poised to be commer-
cialized, farmers rallied and squelched
those efforts. “Up until recently a large
part of our focus was drawing a line in
the sand,” said Wenzel, who added that
“there hasn’t been a new GMO crop that
has been commercialized since the orig-
inal four in 1996.”

The latest GMO battle for farmers cen-
ters on a new herbicide-tolerant sugar
beet. In January 2008, activists filed suit
in federal court, challenging the approv-
al of this new GM crop. Farmers began
planting the GM sugar beet last spring,
and already, the crop can be found in
countless sugar-containing products on
grocery-store shelves. While the lawsuit
makes its way through the courts, the
Center for Food Safety has created
a registry for companies to sign if they
vow not to use the beets. Thus far, 70
companies have added their names to
the list. Meanwhile, Smith is organizing
a petition to send to President Obama,
asking him to put mandatory labeling of
GMOs on his agenda for 2009.

Ultimately, Wenzel would like to see fed-
eral regulators more rigorously evaluate
the health, environmental and economic
consequences of GM crops. “We just
don’t know what the long-term conse-
quences are,” he said, “and there could
be some serious problems down the
road.”

GMO advocates, on the other hand, con-
tend that not only are GMOs safe for
consumers and advantageous to farmers
by helping them better manage weeds
and pests and increase yields, they also
could hold the key to addressing global
malnutrition. “There are some clear
benefits to using this technology,” said
Chassy. “I find it cruel and immoral for
these activists to try to block it.”
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