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BY TALLI NAUMAN
The Herald Mexico

April 8 should go down in
history. That’s the date
of the first food fair fea-

turing cuisine with no geneti-
cally modified ingredients. It’s
a real sign of the times chang-
ing.

If you think I should leave
this topic to my food columnist
colleague Vicky Cowal, just re-
member that what you eat is al-
so on the front line of the envi-
ronmental agenda. Why, genet-
ically modified organisms
(GMOs) have not yet been
proven safe for the environ-
ment, let alone human health.

They’re an experiment with
scientific manipulation that got
out of the laboratory before
they could be tested, and now
they are growing in places
where they are not even legal to
commercialize. That’s why
they are called Frankenfoods.

As seen in Oaxaca, the
world’s cradle of corn cultiva-
tion, rogue GMOs contaminate
native species — in this case the
staple grain corn. They could
wipe it out, leading to reduced
genetic variety, and the associ-
ated risks of world hunger. That
is the opposite of what seed im-
provement programs are in-
tended to do.

To make matters worse, seed
companies and commodity
companies are working world-
wide to achieve legislation al-
lowing them to distribute their
products on a broader and
broader scale. So environmen-
tally conscious groups whose
members have known this for a
long time, have developed their
own outlets for non-GMO com-
modities. The food fair served
as a coming-out party for these
outlets.

Held in conjunction with the
First World Action Day Against
GMOs being celebrated in 40
countries, the food fair offered
a sampling of alternatives for
producers and consumers at
different locations around the
country. It covered markets in
the cities of Mexico, Guadala-
jara, Texcoco, Tlaxcala, Puebla,
Oaxaca, Uruapan and Xalapa.

The sponsoring environ-
mental organizations revealed
a label for growers and distrib-
utors to use, which tells shop-
pers that their products are free
of GMOs. That private initia-
tive was taken in response to
the government’s failure to re-
quire labels identifying raw ma-

terials and commodities with
genetically modified content.

If indeed the fare featured
was free of Frankenfoods, it al-
so went one step better. Most of
the provender for sale was or-
ganically grown, in other words
free of pesticides, chemical fer-
tilizers and antibiotics that up-
set your stomach, as well as the
balance of nature. What’s more,
the organizers boasted, the di-
versity of vegetation promoted
by non-GMO planting con-
trasts positively with the mono
cropping engendered by trans-
genics. The advantages are
greater biodiversity and natu-
ral resistance to disaster.

One of the promoters’ objec-
tives was to boost income for
families in poor rural commu-
nities who practice agriculture
based on traditional knowl-
edge. Markets for their health-
ier produce are increasing, un-
der doctors’ orders, and
health-conscious buyers pay
more for food they know is free
of contaminants. But making
the connection between farm-
ers and the market is often
tough.

Unexpectedly a commodi-
ties giant has just announced it
is following the trends of sup-
ply and demand for organic and
other health foods. As much as
critics berate Wal-mart for its
policies, the March decision of
this market leader to double its
organic victuals and have 400
different kinds of them avail-
able by fall confirms that a size-
able portion of the public actu-
ally wants what’s good for it.
The decision also promises to
stimulate potential suppliers in
the GMO-free realm, many of
whom are small, independent

enterprises that need a hand up.
Environmentalists hope it is a
step toward a company com-
mitment to using non-GMO in-
gredients in its store-brand
items.

Mexico is the world’s largest
organic coffee grower. Its over-
all organic output includes
more than 307,000 hectares of
coffee, fruit, nuts, chocolate,
amaranth, sesame seeds, veg-
etables, blue corn and vanilla.
Up to now, some 85 percent has
been for the export market but
domestic shoppers are getting
savvy. The fair was a way to
strengthen their participation
in the market.

An earlier undertaking with
many of the same goals was the
Red and Green Guide to GMO
Foods, written by Mexican en-
vironmental activist Areli
Carreon and published by
Greenpeace Mexico in Decem-
ber 2005. It is a fascinating com-
pendium and household
must-have, listing the products
and brands commonly avail-
able in Mexico together with a
green classification for those
that pass the non-GMO test or a
red one for those that don’t.

If you didn’t already get the
booklet at the fair, I would rec-
ommend you pick it up at
h t t p : / / w w w . g r e e n p e a ce . o r g /
r aw / co n t e n t / m ex i -
co / p r e s s / r e p o r t s / g u - a - r o -
ja-y-verde-de-alimentos.pdf —
and eat healthy.

Talli Nauman is a founder and
co-director of Journalism to Raise
Environmental Awareness, a pro-
ject initiated with support from
the John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation. Send
email to talli@direcway.com.
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First food fair sign of times
changing for the better

BY SAM ENRIQUEZ
Los Angeles Times

Whether Mexico
City has the most
polluted air in
the world is a
matter of debate:

Indignant Mexican officials lob-
bied to have it stricken from the
Guinness Book of World Records
this year after it held the title two
years running.

What’s not in question is its at-
traction to the hundreds of atmo-
spheric scientists who last week
wrapped up a month-long study of
the reach and impact of the city’s
pollution: Where does it go? What
does it become? What is its effect
on climate and weather?

The answers could prove useful
in cleaning up the air in other smog
capitals, such as Beijing, New Delhi
and Los Angeles.

“We don’t want to say that Mex-
ico City is polluting the whole
world,” said Eric Hintsa of the Na-
tional Science Foundation, one of
the sponsors of the US$25 million
study. “But together, al l  the
mega-cities are having an impact.”

Picking Mexico City was a
no-brainer, say scientists. The air
here stinks.

Mexico City is surrounded by
mountains. The valley cooks the ef-
fluence from an estimated 9 million
vehicles, oil refineries, a volcano
and hundreds of thousands of leaky
propane tanks hooked to stoves.

More than 20 million people are
crammed into an area slightly larg-
er than Los Angeles, which has
one-fifth as many people. And ev-
erybody seems to be burning some-
thing. Tiny particles lodge under
contact lenses and deep in lungs,
stoking allergies and worse. Colds
last longer. And asthma sufferers
really suffer.

It’s got the whiff of the familiar to
chemist Jeffrey Gaffney, 56, who
grew up in Riverside, Calif., and is
studying how soot affects weather
for the U.S. Energy Department.
Mexico City, he said, is a lot like Los
Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s.

Although it has improved in the
last few years, Mexico City’s air
quality most days still falls short of
basic standards. This, despite the
cleansing effect of a rainy season
that runs from June to September.

Scientists already have tracked
urban pollution as it moves from
continent to continent — from Chi-
na to the West Coast of the United
States, from the Eastern Seaboard
to Europe. This study examines re-
gional movement.

Scientists and graduate students
have been working 14-hour days to
measure the giant plume of gases,
dust and particles that rise out of
Mexico City each day and generally
drift to the northeast, sometimes as
far as the Gulf of Mexico.

Over the course of hours, the
emissions mix and are altered by
sunlight to create so-called sec-
ondary pollutants — some only ir-
ritating, others carcinogenic. Using
instrument readings from ground

equipment, weather balloons, air-
planes and NASA satellites, scien-
tists hope to figure out how they
form and how far they travel.

“I’m sure we’ll learn things we
didn’t expect, answer some hy-
potheses and in some cases end up
with more questions,” said Sasha
Madronich, a participating chemist
from the National Center for Atmo-
spheric Research in Boulder, Colo.

He and colleagues from U.S. and
Mexican universities and labs have
collected enough data to keep them
busy for years — compiling, com-
paring and double-checking. They
expect to announce their findings
by 2007 or 2008, said Luisa Molina,

a Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology chemist and one of the
study’s organizers.

Getting lab quality measure-
ments in the field was one of many
daunting tasks for the project,
whose unwieldy name shortens to
the acronym MILAGRO — miracle,
in Spanish. But the first job was
moving the equipment across the
border.

“We got all the stuff to the border
a month early but it was still de-
layed four to six weeks,” said Barry
Lefer, a geosciences professor at
the University of Houston, who
worked at a site about an hour’s
drive north of the city.

He spoke from the roof of the
Technological University of Teca-
mac, where he pointed out some of
the exotic gear that to the layman —
and probably to customs officials
— looked sinister: Sun photome-
ters, cloud cameras, ambient par-
ticulate samplers, aerosol samplers
and devices to measure solar radia-
tion, ozone, temperature, humidi-
ty, wind and particles smaller than
the width of a human hair.

Some are made by specialty
manufacturers, others by hand.

Chika Minejima tinkered with
her Thermal Decomposition
Laser-Induced Fluorescence de-
vice set up on the roof of a nearby

trailer. It looked like a prop in a
sci-fi thriller but in fact measured
trace amounts of a rare nitrate gas
that neutralizes some pollutants
overnight.

“I’ve been working on this for
3 1/2 years with another graduate
student, who had been working on
it three or four years before me,”
said Minejima, 28, who is studying
at the University of California,
Berkeley’s College of Chemistry. “I
inherited it and made it more sensi-
tive.”

In the equipment-packed trailer
next door, Peter McMurry, head of
mechanical engineering at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, collected da-

ta for studying the transformation
of airborne particles.

Clouds form when water con-
denses on these tiny specks. He and
others want to understand how
pollutants create new particles
over the course of a day and to be
able to predict,  for example,
whether they will trigger more or
less rain in a region.

“My life’s dream is to explain
these processes,” he said.

Some of the work was more old
school. Robert Long, a graduate
student in meteorology at Pennsyl-
vania State University, was inflat-
ing an oversized weather balloon to
carry an ozone monitor packed in a

plastic foam six-pack holder sealed
with duct tape.

“It will go up a little more than 20
miles and that will take about two
hours,” he said. “It will end up over
the Gulf of Mexico.”

The midday launch attracted a
small group. When the balloon in-
flated to a diameter of about 8 feet,
the plastic foam box was tied on
with string. At the count of three,
the balloon was released and flew
skyward. And the box fell to the
ground with a thud.

The scientists gathered briefly
and came to a consensus: needs
stouter string.

“Let’s try it again,” Long said.

MORE INFO

http://www.joss.ucar.edu /milagro/
http://mirage-mex. acd.ucar.edu/

MARIO GUZMÁN/EFE

ALERT: Activists in Mexico City stage a protest to raise
awareness of unlabeled GMO products in a grocery store.
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DEVICE: Chika Minejima explains her work to Eric Hentsa of the NSF.

ON SITE: Graduate student Chika
Minejima discusses her research to
reporter Sam Enriquez on top of the
Georgia Tech University trailer.
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IMAGE COURTESY OF MODIS RAPID RESPONSE PROJECT AT NASA/GSFC

FROM ABOVE: A satellite image taken on March 5 shows clouds and smoke from fires near the Mexico City urban region and volcanoes.

1.-Aerial photo taken on March 5
of looking back at Iztaccihuatl and
Popocatepetl toward the
southwest into the Mexico City
B asin.
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2.- Special helium balloons
(Controlled Meteorological
balloons) carry sophisticated
solar-powered instruments that
track the pollution as it travels.
See Google Earth maps of their
tracks online at
htt p: //www. s c i e n ce. s m i t h .
edu/cmet/GEindex.html. The
photograph was of a test launch
from the beach in Veracruz.
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3.- A cloud camera.

1

2

3

PHOTO BY BARRY LEFER


