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Health Care Without Harm (HCWH) promotes 
the purchase of nutritious food that is produced, 
processed, and distributed in ways that are socially 
responsible and environmentally sustainable. Based 
on existing evidence, genetically engineered (GE) 
products violate these principles.* Thus, HCWH 
opposes the production and marketing of GE foods. 

Genetically engineered foods have not been 
adequately assessed for their effects on human 
health or impact on the environment. While calling 
for more research, HCWH advocates a precautionary 
approach to GE foods based on the small but growing 
body of scientific evidence demonstrating that GE 
technologies have harmful environmental and social 
impacts and may also potentially threaten human 
and animal health. 

We encourage hospitals and health systems to 
purchase non-GE foods to the extent possible 
and to source from suppliers that demonstrate 
a commitment to providing non-GE products. To 
guarantee that the food you are purchasing is free 
of GE foods, look for third-party certified labels like 
“organic” and “Non-GMO Project Verified”, as well as 
the federally regulated label claim, “no genetically 
engineered ingredients”. 

 BACKGROUND

Genetic engineering of food crops is a recent 
technology that dates to the late twentieth century. 
The tools of genetic engineering allow scientists to 
move genetic material between organisms, including 
across species and kingdoms. Genetic material from 
one organism is inserted into another to achieve a 
desired trait. Genetic engineering technologies 
cannot be produced by farmers and must be 
purchased. Genetic engineering technologies are 
protected by patents. The two predominant traits 
engineered into food crops on the market today are 
Round-up Ready, which allows a crop to withstand 
the application of glyphosate herbicides and Bt 
(bacillus thuringiensis), which allows crops to 
produce their own pesticide. 

The primary GE crops being grown in the United 
States are soybeans, corn, canola, and cotton with 
smaller quantities being grown of squash, alfalfa, 
sugarbeet, and papaya.1 Estimates from the Grocery 
Manufacturers Association suggest that up to 80 
percent of packaged foods in U.S. supermarkets 
may contain ingredients from GE food.2  
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* The term “genetically modified organism” (GMO) can 
be used to refer to broader practices of manipulating 
DNA in plants and animals, such as through 
hybridization. Health Care Without Harm uses the term 
“genetically engineered” in this position paper to refer 
explicitly to modern gene manipulation techniques that 
are taking place in laboratories, funded primarily by the 
private sector.
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CONSUMERS’ RIGHT TO KNOW

The U.S. government does not require that food 
containing GE ingredients be labeled as such. As a 
result, many Americans consume GE foods without 
knowing it. Outside the United States, the situation 
is very different. More than 60 countries – including 
all of the European Union, Japan, Russia, China, and 
Australia – require some form of labeling of GE foods.3  
In February of 2011, the Parliamentary Assembly of 
the Council of Europe noted genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) may “give rise to hazards in health, 
environmental, and economic terms”.

Environmental and public health advocates continue 
to push for labeling of GE foods in the United States. 
Two states, Maine and Connecticut, have passed GE 
labeling legislation. However, these bills will not 
go into effect until additional states pass labeling 
laws. At least 26 states have considered, or will be 
considering, GE labeling laws in the future.4 Yet, the 
efforts of labeling advocates in the United States are 
financially dwarfed by the millions of dollars spent by 
commercial interests to defeat GE labeling legislation.5 
The economic and political clout of the GE industry 
threatens consumer safety and consumers’ “right to 
know”. 

LACK OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

Independent scientists assert that their ability to 
investigate the health and environmental impacts of 
GE crops is severely restricted by biotech companies 
since patent laws allow GE manufacturers to 
determine how their seeds are used.6 As a result, 
independent research is often “ultimately subject 
to seed company approval”.7 Furthermore, the 
increasing prevalence of industry-funded research 
at U.S. universities raises ethical questions about the 
neutrality of some academic research.8 

HUMAN HEALTH CONCERNS

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is 
responsible for determining whether GE foods are 
safe to eat. However, FDA policy, unchanged since 
the 1990s,9 relies on the developer of the product 
to provide safety data, not independent scientific 
review, to assess the safety of GE foods.10 The FDA 
rules are based on the assumption that GE foods are 
“generally recognized as safe,” and the agency has no 
requirements for long-term animal feeding studies or 
human monitoring programs to evaluate the safety of 
regularly consuming GE food.11  

In general, few long-term studies have been conducted 
to ensure that the production and consumption of 
GE foods carry no adverse long-term health impacts. 
There is, however, emerging and compelling evidence 
that suggests GE foods could have a negative impact 
on human health.

The efforts of labeling 
advocates in the United States 
are financially dwarfed by the 
millions of dollars spent by 
commercial interests to defeat 
GE labeling legislation.
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Antibiotic Resistance 
Many GE technologies rely upon “antibiotic-
resistant markers” to confirm that a new gene 
has been successfully introduced into a different 
organism. According to the Union of Concerned 
Scientists, “most genetically engineered foods in 
production today carry fully functioning genes 
that confer resistance to one or more antibiotics, 
inserted in order to help identify those cells that 
have successfully taken up the foreign genes.”12 
This is a practice that has been widely criticized: 
The World Health Organization has called for the 
use of technology without antibiotic-resistant 
genes,13 the American Medical Association has 
acknowledged the risks associated with antibiotic-
resistant marker gene transfers, and since 1999, 
the British Medical Association has been opposed 
to antibiotic-resistant markers, calling them an 
“unacceptable risk” to human health.14 

Bacteria living in the human and animal gut 
regularly share genetic material in a process 
called “horizontal gene transfer”, which has been 
linked to the spread of antibiotic resistance.15 
Genetic engineering technology may contribute 
to the antibiotic resistance crisis, as GE antibiotic-
resistant markers may be adopted by bacteria in 
the human gut, further proliferating the growth 
of antibiotic-resistant bacteria.16 Two genetic 
engineers addressed this concern in a report 
published in 2012 where they pointed to the 
possibility for GE material to survive digestion as 
a sign that horizontal gene transfer could produce 
antibiotic-resistant disease-causing bacteria 
within animals.17 Concerns have also been raised 
that people eating GE foods while taking prescribed 
antibiotics could find the therapeutic effectiveness 
of the latter blunted by the former.18 

Toxicity
Genetic engineering can result in the production 
of new allergens or toxicants, or increased 
levels of those that naturally occur. This may 
be caused by the disruption of native genes, 
unexpected interactions between the GE genes 
and plant components, or the GE process itself.19 
Additionally, increased pesticide use that occurs 
alongside the planting of GE crops may contribute 
to increased exposure to toxicants by humans (see 

below: Increased herbicide use and Increased weed 
and insect resistance). One study found residues of 
pesticides associated with GE foods and Bt toxins 
in pregnant women and the umbilical cord blood 
of their infants.20

Cloned and GE animals
In 2008, the FDA approved GE cloned animals for 
consumption.21 However, many scientists believe 
that cloning may cause inherent defects that 
may be unpredictable and undetectable and that 
could cause food safety concerns.  As one cloning 
scientist stated, “Even apparently normal clones 
have an abnormal regulation of many genes”.22 The 
impacts of these cloned animals require long-term 
study to truly understand their impact. Releasing 
them into the food system prior to these studies 
could promote unintended and unrecognized 
negative impacts.

Many scientists believe 
that cloning may cause 
inherent defects that may be 
unpredictable and undetectable 
and that could cause food 
safety concerns. 
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Despite inadequate safety testing, the FDA is moving 
ahead with approving GE animals. In 2013, the FDA 
began review on AquAdvantage salmon, a GE fish.23 
Concerns surrounding the fish include lessened 
nutritional value, elevated growth hormones, and 
farmed fish escapes, which pose a threat to natural 
fisheries worldwide.24

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS 

Increased herbicide use
One of the predominant GE traits in crops on the 
market worldwide is tolerance to the herbicide 
Round-up (glyphosate). Research demonstrates 
that use of Round-up Ready GE crops led to an overall 
increase in herbicide use in the United States from 
1996 to 2011.25 A host of new herbicide-tolerant 
crops are in the pipeline at the USDA, including 
IFT-resistant soy, 2,4-D resistant soy and corn, and 
dicamba-resistant soy and cotton. These herbicides 
are known toxicants. For example, the class of 
chemicals to which 2,4-D belongs (chlorophenoxy 
herbicides) has been linked to reproductive defects 
and is classified as possibly carcinogenic. 2,4-D is 
also one of the ingredients of the defoliant Agent 
Orange.26 

Increased weed and insect resistance
Weeds and insect pests can and do develop 
resistance to GE crops.27 Scientists warn that 
the appearance of herbicide-resistant weeds, or 
“superweeds”, is requiring farmers to apply more 
herbicides and toxic chemicals,28 leading to more 
chemical contamination of our food and of the 
environment.  In 2010, the New York Times reported 
on the outbreak of Roundup-resistant weeds, noting 
that the problem has been growing nationwide 
since 2000.29 

Insect resistance to GE crops is also a concern. Bt 
crops are engineered to act as their own insecticide 
using genetic material from bacillus thuringiensis, 
a naturally occurring bacterium. While Bt has 
been used as a topical insecticide since 1920, the 
widespread uptake of genetically engineered Bt 
corn, soy, and cotton has dramatically increased the 
prevalence of Bt in the agricultural environment, 
leading to the potential for more rapid development 
of pest resistance.30 One example is Bt resistance 
found in field populations of the diamondback 
moth.31 A meta-analysis of 41 studies found that 
resistance was species-dependent and that planting 
refuges of non-Bt host plants may delay resistance.32 

Threats to non-target species and soil 
ecology
Although there remains scientific controversy about 
the implications of the findings, lab studies and field 
trials have shown that GE crops can harm beneficial, 
non-targeted organisms, such as butterflies and 
other insects and wildlife .33 This points to the 
potential for some GE crops to negatively affect 
ecosystem services like pollination, impacting food 
production and supply.

THREATS TO ORGANIC AGRICULTURE

Genetic engineering poses both ecological and 
political challenges to organic agriculture. The use 
of genetic engineering is not allowed under USDA 
organic standards – this includes the prohibition of 
GE seeds, crops, and animals. Organic dairy cows 
and livestock must be fed GE-free feed. 

Although proponents of GE crops argue that GE 
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and organic agriculture can co-exist, there have 
been documented cases of GE contamination of 
food and feed supplies.34  This is particularly true 
for many organic farmers who feel they cannot 
protect themselves from natural pollen drifts and 
cross-pollination, which threatens to contaminate 
their non-GE crops and thereby their organic 
certification. The widespread use of GE seeds has 
also led to a culture of fear for U.S. farmers afraid of 
violating seed patents.35 
 
The development of Bt-resistant pests is of 
particular concern to organic farmers who rely on 
the topical use of Bt as a form of emergency pest 
control.36 If insects evolve widespread resistance 
to engineered Bt crops, organic farmers could face 
uncontrollable infestations.37 Consequently, it is 
important to conduct more research to understand 
the impact of GE farming within diverse agricultural 
systems, including conventional non-GE and organic 
cultivation.38

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
HOSPITALS 

Based on the available evidence of risks to human 
and animal health and to ecosystems, unresolved 
uncertainties about the full scope and scale of those 

risks, and concerns about threats to sustainable 
food production from genetic engineering, HCWH 
encourages health care providers to take action by 
requesting and preferentially purchasing non-GE 
foods from suppliers.  Health professionals can also 
urge policymakers to support food and agricultural 
regulations that protect the food supply, promote 
non-GE alternatives, and require the labeling of GE 
foods. 

Specific steps hospitals can take
• Survey suppliers. Since foods with GE ingredients 

are not currently labeled in the United States, 
hospital food service providers face challenges 
in avoiding them. Nonetheless, hospitals can 
let their food suppliers know that they are 
interested in sourcing non-GE foods, including 
those that carry third-party certified labels of 
“organic” and “non-GMO project verified”, as 
well as the federally regulated label claim “no 
genetically engineered ingredients”. 

• Avoid common GE ingredients. Most GE foods are 
from three main crops: soy, corn, and canola. 
Hospitals can also look for the least-processed 
products with fewer ingredients. Additionally, 
buying organic food also insures against the use 
of GE crops, as USDA organic standards preclude 
the use of genetic engineering. 

• Advocate for robust regulation of GE crops. Health 
professionals can play a key role in demanding 
regulations that will protect the food supply and 
require strict safety rules. This includes support 
for GE labeling.

• Lobby against the approval of food from cloned 
or GE animals. Hospitals should join public 
health, environmental, consumer, and animal 
welfare advocates in urging legislators to ban 
the marketing of food products from cloned and 
GE animals. 

Health Care Without Harm 
encourages health care 
providers to take action by 
requesting and preferentially 
purchasing non-GE foods from 
suppliers.
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