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Farm & Food

Arguments in favor  
of GMO labeling 
People have a right to know what 

they are eating - On the surface, 
this point is indisputable. Even 
labeling opponents would agree 
that consumers should have an 
accurate understanding of what is 
in their food. However, they note, 
a “contains GMOs” label provides 
little solid information if consumers 
lack a clear understanding of what 
genetic modification is.

Fighting labeling looks  
suspicious - In a 2013 speech at 
the Center for Food Integrity Summit 
in Chicago, GMO proponent Mark 
Lynas said, “Let’s be clear… there 
is no scientific case to be made for 
labeling. Foods containing GMOs 
or GM-derived products are no less 
safe than their conventional alter-
natives…” However, he argued, 
“If people think you are hiding 
something from them, they will in-

Should GMOs be labeled?
If GMOs are safe, why not label them?

evitably perceive whatever 
it is you are hiding as more 
risky. Why? Because why 
else would you be hiding it, 
if it weren’t dangerous?” This 
stance hinges on the idea that 
by embracing transparency, 
scientists and food manufac-
turers may gain consumer 
trust.

Arguments against  
GMO labeling

It’s a process, not a 
product - Advocates of 
GMO technology who oppose 
labeling emphasize that genetic mod-
ification is a process, not a product. 
Genetically engineered corn is still 
corn, so a box of cereal contain-
ing corn meal as an ingredient is the 
same whether the corn meal is from 
GMO or non-GMO corn. If labels are 
to indicate the presence of GMOs, 
labeling opponents argue, then why 
not other breeding techniques like 

grafting (as in apples) or mutagen-
esis (as in some popular varieties of 
grapefruit)? For that matter, should 
labels also specify what methods 
were used to control weeds or 
fertilize the crop? ►

Local Scientist’s Perspective
“As a plant molecular biologist, I know that GMOs are completely safe, so I’m not 
personally worried about labeling food products as GMO versus non-GMO. Given 
the current lack of meaningful standards for labeling of food-products, the best thing 
that a consumer can do is to try to educate themselves using unbiased sources. 
Individuals who want to stay away from GMO products always have the option of 
purchasing USDA-certified organic.” ■

Dr. Thomas Sims is an associate professor of biological sciences and director of the Plant 
Molecular Biology Center at NIU.

How much do you know about genetic modification? 
Would a mandatory product label indicating whether a 
particular food contained GMOs comfort or alarm you? 
Would you buy it or avoid it?

One of the most contentious battles concerning food 
today centers on labeling, especially of GMOs. The 
rallying cry for those concerned about or downright 

opposed to GMOs is “If GMOs are so safe, why not 
label them?” On the other side of the debate, propo-
nents of biotechnology argue “Genetic modification 
is safe, so labeling is pointless and creates a needless 
stigma.” Meanwhile, many people may simply be 
unsure they have enough understanding of the issue to 
take sides. 

This popcorn is labeled Non-GMO 
Project Verified, but to date, all 
popcorn is non-GMO.
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GMOs are safe - As William 

Saletan points out in his July 2015 
article “Unhealthy Fixation” for 
the online magazine Slate, “The 
World Health Organization, the 
American Medical Association, 
the National Academy of Sciences, 
and the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science 
have all declared that there’s no 
good evidence GMOs are unsafe. 
Hundreds of studies back up that 
conclusion.” Labeling opponents 
like Saletan argue that the scientific 
consensus regarding safety of GMO 
foods rules out the need for them to 
be labeled.

Labeling creates confusion 
and stigma - In their arguments 
against labeling, GMO advocates 
also note that food labels indicat-
ing the presence of GMOs would 
cause unnecessary alarm, therefore 
stigmatizing those foods. There is 
already consumer confusion about 
what GMOs are, they argue, and 
labeling would simply worsen it 
without providing relevant informa-
tion about food safety. For example, 
the voluntary Non-GMO Project has 
verified over 27,000 food products 
to carry its label. However, these 
verified products include thousands 
that are composed of ingredients 
with no genetically modified coun-
terpart, such as carrots or flaxseed, 
or that aren’t even organisms, like 
baking soda or sea salt. 

Labeling will raise food costs - In 
a 2013 opinion article titled “Labels 
for GMO Foods are a Bad Idea,” the 
editors at Scientific American pointed 
out, “Because conventional crops 
often require more water and pes-
ticides than GMOs do, the former 
are usually more expensive. Conse-
quently, we would all have to pay a 
premium on non-GMO foods—and 
for a questionable return.”

Additionally, mandatory labeling 
would necessitate segregation and 
tracking of genetically engineered 
ingredients, adding costs along the 
food system chain. Food companies 
might also choose to avoid the 

potential stigma around GMO 
foods and decide to reformulate 
products, sourcing more costly 
non-GMO ingredients. 

GMO labeling in the news
The Safe and Accurate 

Food Labeling Act of 2015 
- In July of 2015, the U.S. 
House of Representatives 
passed H.R.1599, the Safe 
and Accurate Food Labeling 
Act of 2015. If enacted into 
law, this bill would create a 
national system regulating 
review and labeling of GMO 
foods. Because it would not 
require labeling of all GMOs, 
and because it preempts state legisla-
tion for labeling GMO food, labeling 
proponents have dubbed H.R.1599 
the “DARK Act,” which stands for 
“Denying Americans the Right-to-
Know.”

H.R.1599 would only authorize the 
FDA to require special labeling for 
GMOs if there is a “material differ-
ence between the GMO food and a 
comparable food if the disclosure is 
necessary to protect public health and 
safety or to prevent the label from 
being false or misleading.” Other bill 
components would require those who 
wish to label their foods as GMO-free 
to do so via a USDA-certified process, 
and would also direct the FDA to 
create a federal definition of the term 
“natural” used on labels.

“Smart” labels - In early December, 
the Grocery Manufacturers Associa-
tion announced a SmartLabel™ initia-
tive, which will provide detailed in-
formation about thousands of products 
via a smartphone-scanable QR code 
printed on food packaging. To date, 
over 30 major food companies have 
committed to the program, which will 
provide details including product in-
gredients, nutrition facts, allergens, 

preparation instructions, safe food-
handling guidelines, and whether 
or not the product contains GMO 
ingredients. For consumers without 
smartphones, this information will 
be available online. 

What’s in a (GMO) label?
In its 2013 opinion article 

opposing GMO labeling, Scientific 
American addressed the issue in this 
way, “Instead of providing people 
with useful information, mandatory 
GMO labels would only intensify 
the misconception that so-called 
Frankenfoods endanger people’s 
health.” 

Current food labeling is already 
confusing and, in many cases, 
meaningless. Case in point: 
thousands of foods and supplements 
are labeled with the word “natural” 
despite any lack of agreement or 
regulation as to the term’s defini-
tion. While GMO opponents make 
the reasonable argument that we 
have a right to know what’s in our 
food, perhaps we should first ask 
ourselves, “Does a label statement 
matter if not everyone understands 
what it means?” ■
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