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 Technology seen as a boost to agriculture 
 

Can organic farming and ge-
netic engineering coexist? 

For most of us, organic 
farming and genetic engineering 
represent two extreme ends of 
the agricultural spectrum. Are 
they really so mutually exclu-
sive? A University of California 
geneticist and her organic-
farmer husband insist that these 
two agricultural technologies 
can and should work together. 

In their book, "Tomorrow's 
Table," Pamela Ronald and 
Raoul Adamchak present a con-
vincing and balanced case for 
both organic farming and ge-
netic engineering to play essen-
tial roles in future sustainable 
food production that is envi-
ronmentally friendly. 

Question: What are the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of 
organic farming? 

Answer: The most obvious 
advantages are reduced use of 
pesticides and synthetic chemi-
cal fertilizers. Enhanced soil 
quality and environmental 
friendliness are among the many 
other advantages. But crop 

yields are generally lower and 
less predictable with organic 
practices. And some "natural" 
pesticides such as rotenone are 
used in organic farming and can 
leave toxic pesticide residues on 
crops. 

Q: What is genetic engineer-
ing? 

A: Genetic engineering, or 
GE, is a fast-track way to de-
velop plants with specific de-
sired characteristics. Since the 
beginning of agriculture, farm-
ers have been selecting plants 
with desired traits and cross-
breeding them with similar va-
rieties to develop new plants 
with properties never before 
found in nature. 

This has been somewhat of a 
shotgun approach because tra-
ditional cross-breeding involves 
mixing thousands of genes in 
one plant with thousands of 
genes in another. Consequently, 
failure to obtain the desired 
traits is much more common 
than success. 

GE allows plant breeders to 
greatly shorten the time it takes 

to develop new varieties with 
desired characteristics. One of 
Ronald's projects involved the 
development of a rice variety 
that could survive heavy flood-
ing. This was accomplished by 
finding a specific gene in an old 
rice variety that could survive 
for two weeks under water but 
had a low yield. The gene was 
then introduced into the DNA of 
high-yielding rice varieties, 
giving them the flood tolerance 
trait. 

Q: Isn't GE food dangerous? 
A: Ronald and Adamchak 

state that based on good science, 
foods made from current GE 
crops are no more risky than 
any other foods we eat. 

Q: Are GE crops dangerous 
to the environment? 

A: "Tomorrow's Table" en-
courages good science and tight 
regulation of GE practices but 
stresses that GE crops can pro-
tect the environment. For exam-
ple, many GE crops are de-
signed to reduce pesticide use.
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