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It sounds like an oxymoron, but
genetic engineering is already
ushering in a new brand of
agriculture that slashes pesticide
use and thrives in a warmer, wetter
world.

By Erik Vance

In the mid-1940s, Norman Borlaug
started the Green Revolution on a
small farm in southern Mexico. His
idea was simple. As the human
population skyrocketed, he would
grow a new kind of wheat with a
thicker stem and bigger seed
heads, thus increasing its yield and
allowing farmers to grow more
wheat—and feed more people—per
acre.

The results were staggering. Within
two decades, Mexico’s wheat
harvest had swollen six-fold,
thanks to crops descended from
Borlaug’s original modified wheat.
Borlaug then turned his talents
toward rice in the Philippines, and
high-yield crops spread into almost
every major food staple. In all,
Borlaug’s revolution helped feed
millions of people in poor and
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world’s food supply, the critical
question may be: can we get it
right?

Ronald is an unlikely genetic-
engineering advocate. Pulling
into her driveway, | see that her
yard looks like that of any eco-
foodie. Her garden—a tangled mix
of herbs and native plants—has a
happy, New Age feel. Her barn
sports a mural that is “Diego Rivera
meets Cesar Chavez.” And her
husband, Raoul Adamchalk, is an
organic farmer.

But Ronald, a plant geneticist, is
also an unabashed supporter of
genetically modified (GM) crops.
Her recent book on the benefits of
bioengineered organic crops,
Tomorrow'’s Table (which she co-
wrote with Adamchak), has started
reshaping the way we look at GM
foods. (1)

While the GM debate has
traditionally been focused on
genetically modified corn and other
lucrative foodstuffs, Ronald has
been doing pioneering work on a
crop that is largely ignored: rice. In
fact, while companies such as
Monsanto pour billions into GM
crops, rice research is almost solely
the province of publicly funded
academics. “The big companies
aren’t working on broccoli or
carrots—there’s just not enough
profit in that,” she says. “And they
don’t work on rice. It feeds half the
world, but it doesn’t feed the
wealthy half.”
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Sitting in her eclectic, pesticide-
free garden, she says rice could be
the ideal proving ground for
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