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Thank you for your time today.  My name is ______and I’m here to share with 
you a serious problem that could affect everyone in our country… but a 
problem that could be addressed and eliminated very quickly if we take the 
right steps today. 
 
 
I’d like to start by asking you to think about one of the most basic moments in 
many of our daily routines… 
 
[CLICK] 

 

…opening a box of breakfast cereal. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
Most of us take the time to look at food labels for nutritional information and 
ingredients listed on packaged foods, right?  We check the carbs, the 
calories.  We might make sure that sugar’s not the first ingredient or that the 
cereal is made from whole grains.  
 
We believe that thoroughly reading the label on this and other foods gives us 
some assurance that the food we are eating is healthy for our families. 
 
And that’s because government standards require companies to list 
everything that goes into the box and ensure the ingredients are safe for 
human consumption. 
 
But what if the food companies don’t know that some of their ingredients are 
substances not meant for human consumption? 
 
[CLICK] 

 

What if your food contains potentially dangerous drugs and industrial 
chemicals that the manufacturer itself doesn’t know are there? 
 
New technologies allow food crops to be genetically engineered and grown 
for other purposes, such as producing prescription drugs, industrial 
chemicals, and biofuels. We call these “pharma crops” for short.   
 
And because there are inadequate and poorly enforced rules about how and 
where these pharma crops are grown, there will be virtually no way to 
guarantee that when you pour your child a bowl of cereal, you’re not getting 
unintended and risky ingredients, such as insulin, blood thinners, or detergent 
enzymes. 
 
[CLICK]  

 

That’s the bad news.  The good news is that the industry behind this 
technology is young and still relatively small.  And that means the problem is 
manageable and fixable. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
The train, so to speak, is still in the station.  We have the ability – if we urge 
the right people with the right message – to fix these problems before the 
industry gains momentum. 
 
[CLICK]  
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And that’s what I’m here to discuss.  This presentation was created by the 
Union of Concerned Scientists, an organization that takes the risk of food 
contamination from unwanted drugs and chemicals very seriously.   
 
And we are asking for your help to protect our food. 
 
My presentation is short, and will address three areas: 
 

1. A quick introduction to “pharma” crops that have been engineered to 
produce drugs and industrial chemicals 

 
2. An explanation of how contamination can occur and how today’s 

regulations and enforcement are inadequate, and 
 

3. A simple way to minimize the risk  
 
First, let’s talk about the common food crops that are affected. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

Most of you have probably heard about genetically engineered—or GE—
crops. GE crops have been part of our food supply for years. 
 
But what you probably haven’t heard is that some GE food crops have been 
grown outdoors to produce drugs and industrial chemicals—which are 
explicitly not meant to be eaten. 
 
Some of our most common food staples have been engineered to produce 
drugs and chemicals, including… 
 
[CLICK FOR EACH CROP TO APPEAR] 
 

·  corn  – America’s most plentiful crop,  
·  soybeans – which are used for a whole host of processed foods, 
·  rice  
·  and safflower – which yields an oil commonly used to fry potato 

chips and make salad dressings. 
 
These and other food crops are being engineered to produce drugs, like 
vaccines or insulin, or chemicals used in industrial processes.  However, most 
people think of these crops only as food. 
 
You may not be eating corn, soybeans, rice, or safflower in their whole form 
on a daily basis, but at least one of these is likely to appear as an ingredient 
in almost every processed food item—such as cereal, crackers, and soft 
drinks—available in this country. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

In many cases, these pharma crops have been grown in the same areas as 
the corn or rice or soybeans headed for our grocery stores. To the naked eye, 
they look identical to our food crops. 
 
The sheer proximity to our food crops is worry enough.  But lax standards 
about how these crops are handled all but guarantee future contamination. 
 
[CLICK] 
 
And if that happens, it’s comparable to an injection of these chemicals into 
our food supply. 
 
[CLICK] 
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And it did almost happen at least once. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
In 2002, a soybean crop was contaminated by pharma corn. 
 
Here’s how… 
 
[CLICK] 

 

This is what’s called a “volunteer.” 
 
[CLICK]  
 
It happens when a plant, such as this corn plant, sprouts from last year’s seed 
in a field subsequently planted with another crop, in this case soybeans. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
This photo is only an example, but this is what happened in Nebraska when 
pharma corn being grown by a company called ProdiGene ended up in a 
soybean crop that was being grown for food. 
 
The corn was genetically engineered to contain a drug… 
 
[CLICK] 

 

… a vaccine for pigs. 
 
[CLICK]  

 

The soybean crop was harvested, transported and stored in a grain elevator 
before the contamination was discovered. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
And when it was, ProdiGene had to destroy more than half a million bushels 
of soybeans. 
 
Now….one could say the system worked.  After all, the tainted soybeans 
were destroyed.  But THIS contamination was discovered.  There is no way to 
know whether other contamination incidents go un-discovered. We have 
reasons to believe this could be the case. 
 
[CLICK] 
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To start, the U.S. Department of Agriculture regulations governing how 
companies must run their pharma crop operations are insufficient and too 
poorly enforced to keep the food supply safe. 
 
In response to a company’s request to conduct pharma crop field trials,  
 
[CLICK]  
 
…the USDA performs an initial risk assessment… 
 
[CLICK] 
  
…and sets conditions that must be met by the producer during all phases of 
plant cultivation, harvest, and transport, including using certain farm 
equipment only for the pharma crop. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
The USDA also has on the books a schedule for regular inspections of 
pharma crop fields, 
 
[CLICK]  
 
… as well as other requirements including documentation of practices by the 
pharma crop company and minimum separation distances between pharma 
and food crops. 
 
But a Union of Concerned Scientists investigation found that the USDA’s own 
records reveal that enforcement of these requirements has been woefully 
inadequate. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

In short, the rules in place can at best only reduce the possibility of 
contamination…. even if these regulations were enforced, there’s no 
guarantee that every contamination incident would be prevented because 
there are still major problems with the practice of growing pharma substances 
outdoors in food crops. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

To evaluate these problems, the Union of Concerned Scientists convened a 
panel of agricultural experts to prepare a report called A Growing Concern….. 
 
 
The experts found: 
 
[CLICK]  
 

·  There are numerous paths for contamination, and 
 

·  The current system cannot ensure protection of the food supply. 
 
[CLICK] 
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So what are some of these possible paths for contamination? 
 
[CLICK]  
 
Weather events like extreme wind and floods can all but negate separation 
distances between pharma and food crops, carrying seeds or plants far from 
their source. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
”Volunteer” crops can pop up in fields where they are not expected—as we 
saw with ProdiGene’s pig-vaccine corn. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

We also know that rules and regulations aren’t always followed.  And that 
accidents happen. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
We have to remember that existing regulations and procedures are carried 
out by humans – who will make mistakes whether they are honest errors or 
negligent ones. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

The bottom line is that because the regulations are insufficient and they are 
inadequately enforced… 
 
…and because the paths between these drug-producing crops and our food 
supply are numerous and difficult to control… 
 
…contamination is a virtual certainty. 
 
Given the current risky practice of growing pharma food crops outdoors in the 
same crops grown for human food… 
 
[CLICK]  
 
We’ll never know if our food is truly safe. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
[CLICK] 

 

Now that you’re sufficiently nervous….let’s get to the good news. 
 
There are smarter and safer ways to produce drugs and industrial chemicals 
in plants—and, at the same time, keep these substances out of our food. 
 
Innovative companies and researchers are producing drugs using non-food 
plants grown outdoors (like the tobacco shown here), crop plants grown 
indoors, and plant cells. These methods can provide needed drugs AND keep 
them out of our food. 
 
[CLICK] 
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Here are a couple more examples: 
 
Biotech firm Biolex manufactures a variety of medicines in this contained and 
controlled facility. The company's marquee product is undergoing clinical 
trials to determine its effectiveness in treating chronic hepatitis C. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

Biolex developed this product by engineering this non-food plant, an aquatic 
plant known as duckweed. This tiny, fast-growing plant reproduces without 
seeds or pollen. 
 
The combined practices of indoor production and a non-food crop ensure that 
the drugs will not end up in our food. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

Growing pharma food crops in greenhouses, like the one seen in this photo, 
is safer for the food supply and the environment. Greenhouses minimize the 
risk of plants, seeds, or pollen escaping into the environment. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

Some biotech companies are already employing these safe and sensible 
methods to produce pharma crops, without putting our health at risk. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
ProtectOurFood.org contains not only information about the risks from 
pharma food crops grown outdoors, but also provides details about these safe 
alternatives.  So I encourage you to rely on this site for information and 
solutions. 
 
But there is one specific solution I want to share with you.  And we need your 
help in putting it into place. 
 
[CLICK] 
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The one and only way to ENSURE that contamination cannot occur… 
 
It’s not a total ban on using plants or plant cells to produce drugs or industrial 
chemicals… 
 
[CLICK]  
 
But it is a ban on growing these substances OUTDOORS in crops that are 
also used for OUR FOOD. 
 
They can grow pharma food crops indoors… 
They can grow non-food pharma crops outdoors… 
 
But growing pharma food crops outdoors is UNCONTROLLABLE and too 
risky. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

Now, remember the train at the station? 
 
[CLICK]  
 
That’s where we are now.  This industry is young.  It doesn’t have massive 
momentum.  We’re not talking about thousands or even a hundred 
companies. 
 
We need to improve oversight of pharma crops before the train leaves the 
station. 
 
[CLICK]  
 
Before it gains momentum.  Before it becomes too easy for companies to say 
“we’ve already invested too much.”  We can do this, but we need to do it now.  
And we need your help. 
 
[CLICK] 

 

The USDA is considering a major revision of its regulations concerning 
pharma crops. Now is the time to weigh in and demand a ban on the outdoor 
production of pharma food crops. 
 
Take action today by signing the UCS petition calling on the USDA to institute 
a ban right away—at ProtectOurFood.org. 
 
Thank you for your help. 
 
[GROUPS CAN ALSO FILL IN AN ASK HERE FOR LOCAL ATTEMPTS TO 
STOP PHARMA CROP PLANTINGS—E.G. CALL THE STATE 
AGRICULTURE SECRETARY, ETC.] 
 

 


