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Genetically Modified Meats  

 The conversation surrounding genetically modified animals is usually in reference to the 

kinds of animals with three eyes, or purple polka dots. There is also the kind of Genetically 

Modified Organism (GMO) animal that was created in a research study led by scientist Jian-Guo 

Zhao which is referred to as the low-fat pig studies. Jian-Guo Zhao of the Institute of Zoology at 

the Chinese Academy of Sciences in Beijing, and his team led a research study where they used a 

gene editing technology CRISPR (clusters of regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats)-

Cas9 to edit and correct a specific protein the pig genome or the pig DNA called the Uncoupling 

protein 1 or otherwise known as the UCP1 (Harrison). This protein works in normal animals by 

regulating body temperature with the help of burning fats in the body (Mandal). Modern pigs are 

one of the few mammals to lack a functional UCP1 gene meaning they have a tendency to 

accumulate more fat than other mammals. In this experiment Zhao and his team created twelve 

healthy pigs that had edited genomes with 24% less fat and were substantially more muscular. 

 The CRISPR-Cas9 studies conducted by Zhao and his team was published in a scientific 

journal titled, “Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences” and was edited by Michael R. 

Roberts a professor in the Department of Animal Sciences at the University of Missouri. Roberts 

states in his interview with Oregon Public Broadcasting that, “It demonstrates way that you can 

improve the welfare of animals at the same time as also improving the product of those animals-

the meat.” The resultant of pigs with the UCP1 showed an improved ability to maintain body 

temperature, decreased fat deposition, and increased carcass lean percentage (Proceedings of the  
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National Academy of Sciences of the United Stated of America). Although Roberts is skeptical 

that the Food and Drug Administration will allow importation of GMO pig meat into the United 

States. Roberts states he very much doubts that this particular pig will ever be imported into the 

USA, and secondly, whether it would ever be allowed to enter the food chain (“CRISPR Bacon: 

Chinese…”). Yet this statement arises the question, how will our race survive with slowly 

dwindling resources such as meats, crops, and deteriorating oceans, if we simply can’t find a way 

to adapt? Chris Davies an associate professor in the school of veterinary medicine at Utah State 

University has a theory to prove just what will happen if we do not find a way to adapt. Davies 

states that the population of our planet is predicted to reach about 10 billion by 2050, and we 

need to use modern genetic approaches to help us increase the food supply to feed that growing 

population (“CRISPR Bacon: Chinese…”). 

 In a different study by Edinburgh’s Roslin Institute they created another animal known as 

“Pig 26”, by gene editing. Pig 26 was also engineered to have a gene making it immune to 

African swine fever, a virus which can kill European pigs within 24 hours of infection. The gene 

was extracted from wild African pigs, which are naturally immune to the virus but since they 

cannot breed with the European species hope was high for a success in this study for farmers and 

scientists alike. Still the public remains skeptical, there are still many debates over whether or 

not GMO meats are bad for you. The health consequences of GMO meats remain largely 

unknown, due to the lack of public knowledge based on GMO meats. Many people suggest they 

cause cancer, autism, kidney disease, celiac disease, or diabetes. The National Academies of 

Science, Engineering and Medicine issued an extensive report on genetically engineered food 

and crops. The conclusion was apparent; after researching scientific papers written on  
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the subject listening to anti-GMO activists and taking surveys from the public the scientists 

wrote that they, “Found no substantiated evidence that foods from GMO food and crops were 

less safe than foods from non-GMO food and crops” (qtd. in Lynas). Although scientists state the  

facts, and prove time and time again that GMO meats and crops are harmless, the National 

Academy of Sciences has a lot more to prove in order to gain the public’s trust and consent.  

Professor Bruce Whitelaw believes that unless you had an audit trail of how that animal was 

formed, you would have no way of knowing how that mutation happened, it could have 

happened naturally or in this case been engineered by a DNA editor (“Pig Born Using…”).  

One of the first GMO meats has already been released into our grocery stores, streams, 

and rivers. The US Food and Drug Administration has already approved the release of a 

genetically modified Atlantic Salmon, which is engineered to grow unusually quickly, fit for 

human consumption, and approved for the environment (Collins). The salmon, produced by 

Aquabounty, a US firm, is the first GM animal to be permitted to enter the food chain. Scientists 

say GMO technology will be the key to feeding the growing world population, and approval for 

the salmon would likely result in hundreds of other applications for avian flu-resistant chickens, 

leaner cows and other GMO livestock. The process is evolutional on the progression of mankind 

and our ability to advance towards higher knowledge on surviving in this ever-growing world. 

There have been documented statements, articles, books, and speeches based off of the pure fact 

that GMO foods and crops are anything but harmful to human consumption. Conquering the 

persistence from the public and proving to them that GMO foods are not harmful and having it 

become the social norm to purchase GMO Atlantic salmon or GMO low-fat pigs is each 

Biological scientist and medical engineer’s goal as of today.  
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