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During 100s of thousands of years of evolution pre-humans and humans were hunter-gatherers. In fact, we have practiced agriculture for approximately only the last 10,000 years.  Early agriculturists domesticated plants and animals and in the process altered the course of natural selection to meet human needs.  Over time crops and animals have been progressively genetically modified from their wild ancestors. The human diet also has also changed over the years, and varies from country to country, between different demographic groups, and within families.  All of these changes have been well-tolerated because humans have a fairly simple and well-defined set of nutritional requirements that can be satisfied by an almost infinite combination of foods.

Over the last decade a few transgenic crops produced using in vitro DNA methods (GMOs) have been planted on more than 400 million Ha in 23 countries by 8.5 million farmers.  The safety and productivity gains associated with transgenic crops are well documented: improved yields and profitability, decreased costs for consumers; decreased pesticide, energy, and labor inputs; improvements in biodiversity, and water and soil quality; and improvements in food safety and farm worker health. 

One might expect that the introduction of modern genetic methods to the improvement of crops and animals would have been joyously celebrated by all.  The technology provides researchers with a means to more rapidly, precisely, and safely introduce a wider variety of traits than ever thought possible.  There is unfortunately global concern among some consumers about the safety of GMOs despite years of research, stringent governmental regulatory scrutiny, and a decade of safe use.  These concerns can be traced directly to negative and alarmist media coverage that warned of the risks of an “unnatural” new technology about which consumers knew very little. What they have been told is that "GMOs" are Frankenfoods that are fundamentally unnatural and contrary to Nature. 


Science-based risk analysis suggests that eating a proper diet, and avoiding food-borne illness should be the major food safety priorities for consumers.  Consumers are, on the other hand, fearful of GMOs, pesticide residues, and chemicals added to our foods.  They are afraid of what they see as unnatural man-made alterations of Nature’s “traditional” foods.  This inversion of the risk hierarchy by consumers, the media and political leaders, leads to regulatory and research expenditures on issues that will yield little real improvement in safety, health and well-being.  It also diverts education and public attention away from real risks to be avoided.  Ames and Gold have called this phenomenon “damage by distraction.”  Since new technologies are neither inherently “safe” nor “unsafe,” scientists evaluate them on a case-by-case basis. Scientists have played an important role in evaluating the safety of current GMOs and helping to put in place science-based regulatory paradigms to ensure that products entering global markets are adequately safe for society as a whole. Scientists obviously must do a better job of informing society about what they have contributed.  This presentation will offer suggestions aimed at improving risk communication by scientists and enhancing the dialog between science and society.

