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Biotech food project draws critic to UA Modified corn crop 
By David Wichner 
ARIZONA DAILY STAR 

  
Just a stone's throw away from where 
the University of Arizona's new 
biotechnology building is rising, Brian 
Tokar did his best this week to chip 
away at its foundation.  
  
"This technology is inherently 
uncertain, inherently disruptive and, I 
would argue, inherently dangerous," 
said Tokar, director of the 
biotechnology project at the Institute 
for Social Ecology in Plainfield, Vt.  
  
Tokar, an author and longtime critic of 
genetically modified food, spoke 
Tuesday at the UA in an event 
sponsored by local activist groups. He 
said the UA's Bio5 Institute for 
Collaborative BioResearch is part of a 
worldwide biotech movement that 
promises to "feed the world."  
  
"I suspect you'll be hearing quite a lot 
of that kind of talk next year in 
Tucson with the opening of the new 
facility and all the hype around it," 
Tokar said of Bio5 and the $45 million 
building the institute plans to move 
into next spring.  
  
Such assertions are part of the "myth 
of biotechnology," which he said 
"rests on a huge house of cards," 
Tokar told a group of about 90 people 
at the UA's Aerospace and Mechanical 
Engineering building.  
  
Rattling off a litany of criticisms of 
biotech crops and foods, Tokar said:  
  
● Biotech crops are driven mainly by 
agribusiness giants, such as Monsanto 
Co., that are pushing herbicide-
resistant seed to sell more herbicides 
without regard for human health.  
  
● There is no evidence that biotech 
crops have improved yields, and 
pesticide use has actually increased 
due to increased planting of crops 
genetically modified to resist 
herbicides.  
  
● Genetically engineered crop plants 
have genetically contaminated native 
species. Tokar cited a 2001 study by 
scientists at the University of 
California-Berkeley, showing that 
genetically modified corn had 
contaminated crops in southern 
Mexico.  
  

● Biotech crops, including some that 
manufacture their own internal pest-
killing toxins, pose a threat to human 
health.  
  
● Genetically engineered foods such 
as beta-carotene-enriched "Golden 
Rice" have been overhyped, while 
others, like a virus-resistant sweet 
potato, have simply failed to work.  
  
● Industry sponsorship of biotech 
research is a "corrupting influence" on 
universities, and there is scant 
evidence such initiatives promote local 
economic development.  
  
There was no counterpoint to Tokar's 
speech, which was co-sponsored by 
groups including the Arizona 
Independent Media Collective, the 
Center for Biological Diversity and the 
Food Conspiracy Co-op.  
  
UA plant-sciences professor and Bio5 
member Richard Jorgensen was asked 
to speak after the event had been 
publicized, but he fell ill and couldn't 
attend, organizers said.  
  
A scientist who works with Bio5 
Director Vicki Chandler, a noted plant 
geneticist, challenged many of Tokar's 
assertions during and after the event.  
  
Karen McGinnis, an assistant research 
scientist who manages the federally 
funded maize genomics project in 
Chandler's lab, said some of the 
studies Tokar cited have been called 
flawed or otherwise disputed, 
including the Mexican corn study.  
  
That study was refuted by subsequent 
studies, and later disavowed by the 
journal Nature, which had published 
the original study, McGinnis told Tokar 
during a question session following his 
talk.  
  
Tokar replied that the subsequent 
Mexican corn studies were politically 
tainted and that the original paper's 
author, a longtime biotech critic, 
stood by his central findings.  
  
Bio5's corn research is federally 
funded by the National Science 
Foundation, McGinnis said.  
  
The research involves genetic 
expression, without a specific focus on 

developing genetically modified foods, 
she added.  
  
Bio5 also is working with World Wide 
Wheat LLC, a Phoenix-based seed 
company, to develop healthier strains 
of grains.  
  
The company says it will use genetics 
to aid traditional cross-breeding, but 
that it will not produce "genetically 
modified" products.  
  
While studies may be disputed, Tokar 
said, the main threat is the unknown 
effects of genetic engineering.  
  
"The data to understand the 
consequences is far behind the 
science to push the technology 
forward," said Tokar, who holds a 
master's degree in biophysics from 
Harvard and undergraduate biology 
and physics degrees from MIT.  
  
"The little we know suggests very 
serious consequences."  
  
McGinnis said in an interview that 
Tokar brought up some valid scientific 
concerns, but she disputed his 
assertion that genetic researchers 
want to "sweep problems under the 
rug."  
  
"There's certainly examples where 
things have happened with transgenic 
plants, but those are examples where 
regulations worked" to identify 
problems, she said.  
  
"The middle ground is to regulate the 
products, not the process, and 
scientists can help with that 
regulation."  
  
  
  
On the Web:  
 Bio5 Institute: bio5.org  
Institute for Social Ecology: www.social-
ecology.org  
  
● Send news about technology-based businesses to 
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