How Far are we prepared to take Bioengineering?
"Jurassic Park" is predicted by many to be this summer's blockbuster movie. America appears fascinated with Michael Crichton's tale of scientists genetically engineering dinosaur cells discovered in fossils, and then re-creating and cloning these long-extinct species. This is fantasy, but most Americans are unaware of the real-life exploits of current genetic engineers -- science facts which in many cases are as chilling as any science fiction.

Over the past decade, U.S. government and private researchers have expended billions of taxpayer dollars in the creation of tens of thousands of genetically engineered animals never before seen. Pigs have been genetically designed to contain human growth genes in the hopes of creating "super pigs" that would have more meat. Carp, catfish and trout have also been engineered with a number of genes from humans, cattle and rats to increase their growth and increase reproduction. Researchers have recently engineered chickens so they no longer contain the genetic trait for brooding -- eliminating their "mother instinct" so that they become more efficient egg producers.

Increasingly, limits seem to be disappearing to what the engineers of life will be able to do. One prominent scientist predicts that we may soon see, "5-ton cows, and pigs 12 feet long and 5 feet tall." Others have predicted the creation of a wide variety of "transgenic" creatures, from monster chickens to oysters that will survive in polluted waters and wolves that avoid sheep.

Many people are concerned about the creation of novel animals and plants. Of immediate urgency is the threat of "biological pollution." When hundreds, and soon thousands, of novel genetically engineered animals are taken out of the laboratory and introduced into the environment, ecological havoc could result. As researchers genetically engineer and clone plants and animals, will they take the next step: the engineering and cloning of humans? Many scientists feel that the current ability to clone larger animals makes it likely that the first human will be cloned within the next two decades. One writer notes that "genetic engineering has the potential to create a vast army of identical clones, each produced to some preset specification. Cannon fodder, scientists, opera singers, all could be manufactured to order if the effort that went into putting men on the moon were directed to this new form of exploration." Human clones could also be used for transplant organs and research embryos.

But does America want cloned "perfect people"? Indications are that it might. A recent poll revealed that 11 percent of Americans would abort a child genetically predisposed to obesity.

Employers and insurance companies are already discriminating against individuals with "inferior" genetic readouts. Biotechnology companies are making hundreds of millions of dollars in the sale of genetically engineered human growth hormone. This is being injected into thousands of children, not because they are sick, but because they are normal but short in a society that favors the tall.

Michael Crichton has stated: "Biotechnology and genetic engineering are very powerful. ('Jurassic Park') suggests that control of nature is elusive. And just as war is too important to leave to the generals, science is too important to leave to scientists."

Policy-makers should take heed. As biotechnology accelerates, the nation must make sure that human choices control technology rather than technology controlling human destiny. ANDREW KIMBRELL is policy director for the Foundation on Economic Trends.

