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ABSTRACT  
The purpose of this study was to examine the risks associated with genetically engineering wild 

rice. Wild rice is an important traditional food of the Ojibwe people as well as commercial crop; 
therefore any possible changes should face additional scrutiny. After three interviews and many reviews 
of various publications, it was concluded that the genetic engineering of wild rice, if grown outdoors, 
would inevitably lead to the contamination of native wild rice stands. This would be harmful to the 
Ojibwe people culturally, economically, and spiritually. 

Introduction 
Wild rice is an important grain industry, it is an important crop to the Ojibwe people of 

Minnesota and the Great Lakes area, and it is a healthy and nutritious food for any who care to eat it. 
Since the genomic map of wild rice was published, many Ojibwe have objected to such genetic research 
on a crop they regard as sacred, while some researchers and seed companies have pushed for it. Since 
there is the possibility of the contamination of the natural wild rice crop, it is important for every 
consideration to be made before such research is allowed to expand. The scientific and cultural risks must 
be weighed before the rice is changed. 

The Importance of Wild Rice to the Ojibwe 1 
To change wild rice is to change the Ojibwe. It is an integral part of their culture, diet, and 

spirituality. Wild rice is a gift from the Creator, and the Ojibwe do not think that it should be tampered 
with; they believe that no one has the right to change the gift the Creator has given them. The Ojibwe also 
object to patents being issued for wild rice strains, as they believe the rice should not be owned because it 
is for everyone. From a cultural standpoint, one could own the rice that he/she harvested, but the rice in 
the beds was for anyone who wished to go ricing.  

Ricing 
To most Americans, the first month of autumn is September, but to the Ojibwe, it is 

Manoominike-Giizis, the “rice harvesting moon.” During this month wild rice is ready to be gathered. 
Ricers gather at the lakes for the harvest, a social as well as economic occasion (Meyer 380). The uses 
wild rice is put to by modern Ojibwe have changed slightly, though the utility of wild rice has not. Wild 
rice has always been an important part of Ojibwe diet and economy. Traditionally, wild rice was kept and 
used throughout the winter, providing an important source of nutrition to the Ojibwe during the lean 
months when game was hard to come by (LaDuke). Today much of what is harvested is sold, but many 
Ojibwe families still benefit greatly from the availability of such a nutritious and abundant food source. 
Nowadays, rice is not the difference between starvation and life, but many Ojibwe people still depend on 
wild rice: the money they earn from ricing supplements their income, and the rice supplements their diet.  

Also depending on wild rice is a $21 million a year paddy industry. The industry’s gathering 
methods differ from that of the Ojibwe, preferring the use of machines to the use of poles and canoes. 
This method saw the industry gain the majority of the market in the 1970’s, and the paddy farmers hold it 
to this day (“Hunting…”). So, from a financial point of view, the industry has a much larger stake in the 
well-being of wild rice than the Ojibwe people do, and they both have significant interest in the genetic 
research affecting wild rice. 

1 When not cited directly, the information given comes from the researcher’s own cultural knowledge.  
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Wild Rice Research 
According to Robert Streiffer, researchers completed a genomic map of wild rice in 1999 (38). 

One of the researchers from the University of Minnesota, Ron Phillips, stated that the genomic map is the 
reference point for cloning and crop improvement studies (Streiffer 39).  In fact, Norcal Wild Rice, a 
California based grower, has already patented a breed of wild rice which they engineered to be 
hereditarily sterile (LaDuke par 2). The University of Minnesota has also made progress breeding 
selective traits which increase the shattering-resistance, disease resistance, and yield of wild rice (Anders 
et al 3). These traits are highly valued by paddy farmers. 

Other than the nature of the research itself, the Ojibwe object to the growing of modified wild 
rice. This is because there is a possibility of gene transference between paddy rice and wild rice stands, 
and should genetically engineered rice be planted in Minnesota, there is a real danger to the indigenous 
rice (LaDuke). In China, research supported by the National Nature Foundation of China and Shanghai 
Commission of Science and Technology showed the high probability of gene transference between 
cultivated (Oryza sativa) and wild (Oryza rufipogon) varieties of rice (Song et al 664). Their conclusion 
was that “transgene escape will occur if transgenic rice and its close wild relatives are grown together” 
(Song et al 664). These are different species of rice than what we know as wild rice (Oryza palustris), but 
the pattern of domestic-to-wild gene transference seems to be the “rule rather than the exception”, 
apparent in such plants from mushrooms and raspberries to ornamental shrubs and forage crops 
(Ellestrand et al 542). Thus the transference of genes is an eventuality, should genetically modified wild 
rice be grown within pollinating distance of natural stands. Given the propensity of waterfowl to use wild 
rice stands, cultivated or natural, the pollinating distance of a stand of rice is much greater than that of 
crops that rely solely on the wind (LaDuke). 

 
Problems with Genetically Engineered Crops 

Genetically engineered plants have risks associated with them; some can be anticipated from the 
nature of the inserted DNA, but other risks can be difficult to define and predict (Liang et al 352). It has 
been over a decade since the first genetically engineered (GE) crops were planted in the U.S., and today a 
significant amount of U.S. crops are altered. According to Weiss, almost 90% of soy and corn and 60% of 
cotton grown contain genes from other organisms, mostly to provide resistance to herbicides and insects 
(Weiss). Yet some of these genes have spread to weeds, granting them the same resistances. Crops 
approved for use only as animal feed have found their way into animal food, and plants engineered to 
manufacture medicine in their tissue (biopharmaceutical crops) have also escaped from their test plots 
(Weiss). 

The USDA has been chastised in three recent cases for failing to conduct environmental impact 
reviews and for improperly exempting varieties from such review. In the summer of 2006, GE bentgrass 
escaped its testing ground in Oregon and started contaminating its wild relatives. The USDA had 
approved open-air trials of Creeping Bentgrass and Kentucky Bluegrass by exempting them from the 
National Environmental Protection Act’s review requirements by claiming that they were “categorically 
excluded” from needing any environmental risk assessment(Gurian- Sherman 32). The risks these crops 
posed included: the risk of biological contamination of natural grasses through pollen transfer; an 
enhanced weediness as Roundup resistance develops and an inability to remove weedy grasses from 
naturally protected areas; and increased use of Roundup and other toxic pesticides (Ruiz-Marrero 10). 

In another case involving a crop developed by Monsanto as “Roundup Ready,” the USDA was 
found to have approved commercial sale of Monsanto’s alfalfa after conducting only a cursory 
environmental review. The risks outlined in this case included: unintentional biological contamination of 
other alfalfa; increased use of Roundup and other pesticides; the creation of “superweeds” from increased 
pesticide use; and threats to the economic livelihood of non-GE alfalfa growers. Alfalfa is the fourth 
largest crop grown in the U.S., and it would have been the first genetically engineered perennial to be 
approved for commercial sale (Ruiz-Merrero 10). 

In Hawaii, the USDA illegally approved field trials of biopharmaceutical (biopharm) crops, 
which are drug-producing crops. These crops are engineered to produce hormones, vaccines, and cancer 
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fighting agents and pose unique threats to humans and crops including: threats to species that feed on the 
crops; the release of chemicals into the ground, air, and water; contamination of non-GE crops with the 
genes to produce pharmaceutical compounds; and threats to the livelihood of farmers who could lose their 
markets should contamination occur (Ruiz-Merrero 7). 

In all of these cases, the USDA was found to be at fault. Environmental reviews were skipped or 
inadequate, and the courts stepped in. Dr. Doug Gurian-Sherman has published his findings about 
Environmental Assessment Worksheets (EAs), which the USDA uses in lieu of more thorough 
Environmental Impact Statements. He concluded that the USDA’s EAs may not identify impact from 
gene flow and that their measures are inadequate to prevent gene flow. He also concluded that the 
“USDA’s guidance on GE confinement is based on standards developed to maintain the purity of 
conventional crop varieties. Those standards are not intended to completely prevent gene flow.” The 
result is that, even if USDA standards are adhered to, gene flow can still occur and result in the genetic 
contamination of other species and non-GE crops (Gurian- Sherman pg.3).  

 
Benefits of Genetically Engineered Crops 

Genetically engineered crops have many benefits associated with them. Increasing crop yield is 
certainly the most widely known benefit, but the potential is there to implant any desirable quality found 
in man or plant that can be traced to a genetic cause. Crops that are resistant to wind, pests, diseases, and 
short growing seasons, and even crops that produce medicine now exist due to genetic engineering. 
Monsanto, a large biotech and seed corporation, and other proponents of GE crops say that they improve 
productivity while reducing pesticide and tractor fuel use. A report commissioned by Monsanto has 
estimated that in 2005, biotech crops allowed farmers to reduce their carbon dioxide emissions by 9 
million tons, which is equivalent to taking 4 million cars off the road (Weiss). They also argue that most 
of the issues that have arisen pertain only to quality control and regulatory compliance, and are not safety 
concerns. Proponents say that it is time for more “discriminating standards that would treat many biotech 
crops as environmentally friendly instead of criminalizing every smidgen of errant DNA” (Weiss). 

In an article in 21st Century Science and Technology Magazine, Dr. Channaputra S. Prakash states 
that GE crops are the best hope we have to provide for the food needs of the poor. He also states that they 
are no less safe than traditional crops, and that any fears over gene escape, crop invasiveness, and 
biodiversity are technical issues that should be addressed through research, not through “emotional 
debates and militant activism”. It is Prakash’s hope, and the great hope of those who support genetically 
engineering crops, to address the problems of low income and hunger through more efficient agriculture. 

 
Recent Problems of Farmers of White Rice 

It is hard to understand an issue when it is described only in terms of law, government entities, 
and corporations. To clarify an issue that is at its heart a moral question, one needs to look at the human 
benefits and costs. American white rice farmers have had problems with contaminated seed. Two major 
varieties of white rice have recently been found to contain experimental, unapproved DNA, and are unfit 
for planting. These two varieties accounted for a third of last year’s Southern rice crop (Weiss 1). In 2006, 
genetic contamination was also found in nearly all of the domestic harvest of long grain white rice. This 
caused over $100 million in losses to U.S. white rice farmers, as Asian and European markets would not 
accept genetically contaminated rice. As a result, hundreds of farmers and millers have filed suit against 
Bayer CorpScience, the corporation responsible, for allowing an unapproved strain of their genetically 
engineered rice to foul the domestic rice crop and hurt the U.S. export market (Richardson).  

 
Research Hypothesis and Procedure 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the cultural value of wild rice in Ojibwe communities 
and to clarify Ojibwe objections to the genetic engineering of wild rice. This information was gathered in 
a set of three interviews. Interviewees were chosen for their knowledge of the specific subject or genetic 
engineering in general, and/or for their familiarity with Ojibwe culture. They were also chosen for their 
expertise. Winona LaDuke, author, activist, Harvard-educated rural economist, and former Vice-
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Presidential candidate, is at the head of the line of Ojibwe objectors; Allen Richardson, author, artist, and 
activist, has lobbied for a ban on the genetic engineering of wild rice; and Gary Johnson, ricer, professor, 
and mentor, teaches university classes on Ojibwe culture. Each was asked a series of questions that sought 
to ascertain their opinions about genetically modifying wild rice. Sample questions that are indicative but 
by no means exclusive of those asked have been appended to this paper (See Appendix A). The researcher 
regrets that he was unable to interview an industry representative and a geneticist, but also recognizes that 
such persons have an economic stake in such research and may be inclined to misrepresent the ethical 
dilemma at hand. 
 
Cultural Perspective 

Traditionally, Ojibwe see themselves as caretakers of the Earth and feel they are supposed to 
protect it. To do otherwise would be to upset the balance they strive to maintain with nature and in their 
own lives (Johnson). They enjoy the rice and associated traditions the way they are. The Ojibwe find 
solace and spiritual strength in the knowledge that their ancestors gathered rice on the same lakes, in 
many of the same beds, and in the same way. “It might be a fiberglass canoe, but it’s pretty much the 
same as then” (Johnson). It is a way to reconnect to a culture that is being lost. “There’s an (sic) attrition,” 
Gary Johnson says, speaking of Ojibwe youth,”they get lost out in that world.” “(Ricing) pulls you back 
and brings things into balance” (Johnson). And with all of the things that the Ojibwe have lost over the 
years, losing wild rice would be a devastating blow to that balance and their culture (Johnson).  

Traditional Ojibwe are taught to think seven generations ahead, and they are afraid that if they 
abuse their gift from the Creator by changing it out of greed they might eventually lose wild rice 
altogether (LaDuke). This is a realistic fear, as there is no stopping the spread of GE wild rice once it is 
planted outdoors.  Currently, the University of Minnesota has halted its genetic research on wild rice but, 
in the name of academic freedom, has expressly reserved the right to continue such research, including 
the possibility of outdoor test plots. As Allen Richardson says, “You can’t put the genie back in the 
bottle”, and once genetically modified rice is outdoors, even in a small test plot, contamination of natural 
stands of wild rice is only a matter of time (Richardson). “And once you can conclusively determine that 
contamination is actually inevitable, that there is no way to avoid it, that the technology itself cannot be 
contained, that it is technologically impossible for it to be contained, then all you have to do is look at the 
University’s position and be like, ‘What the University is saying is they have the right to conduct 
experiments that will inevitably lead to the contamination of this treaty-protected natural 
resource.’”(Richardson)   

“[We just want the] University of Minnesota and the state of Minnesota to follow suit with the 
state of Hawaii, stand up and do what they did, stand up and say, ’Tarot is of such significance to Native 
Hawaiian people, we value Native Hawaiian people, we are not going to transform the genetics of their 
older brother.’ We’re saying, “Don’t transform the genetics of our relative.”’ “We have ethics, we’re 
supposed to. We’re either going to be a civil society or we’re not. And if we’re going to be a civil society 
then we have to raise our standard, so that we don’t destroy what the Creator gave us, so we don’t destroy 
the natural world, cause [sic] in the end we can’t live without it (LaDuke).  
 
Conclusion 

“Who has the right to patent life?” (LaDuke). When do the rights of an industry or academic 
institution overshadow the rights of people? What is more important: the pursuit of scientific knowledge 
or an indigenous people’s culture? These are important questions raised by this issue that many people 
and countries need to ask as the controversy over genetically engineered food grows and encroaches on 
culturally significant crops throughout the world.  

If nothing is done, research will continue, and the big seed producers and paddy farmers will start 
bio-engineering to increase their productivity. Research has shown that the engineered paddy rice cannot 
be entirely kept from pollinating truly wild rice. Even small test plots cannot be contained. Once 
genetically modified DNA is out in the wild, cross-pollination is an eventuality.  Right now the Ojibwe 
are struggling to put into words their strong feelings on this subject. They are trying to express their 
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heritage and their daily lives in words that a corporation can understand and a law-making body can 
believe, so that they can protect what has nourished their people for generation upon generation. And if 
they fail now, by the time the seventh generation arrives the rice will be changed forever. 

It is this researcher’s opinion that the genetic engineering of wild rice should not be pursued. 
There are great, irreversible risks associated with even preliminary testing of modified stands of wild rice, 
and various ethical questions that need to be answered before such a cultural, ethical, and environmental 
blow is delivered upon our state and all its inhabitants, human and otherwise.  
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Appendix A 
Sample Interview Questions 

What do you know about genetically engineered crops? 

How do you feel about genetically engineered crops? 

What would you say are the pros and cons of genetically engineering crops? 

What do you know about wild rice? 

What does wild rice mean to you culturally? 

Would the genetic engineering of wild rice affect your culture? How so? 
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Appendix B 
Informed Consent 

1. Purpose:  

The purpose of this experiment is to collect opinions about possible effects of the genetic engineering of 
crops on Native American culture and beliefs. 

2. Procedure: 

You will be asked questions about Native culture and agricultural genetic engineering.  

3. Time required:  

The time will vary between subjects, but most interviews will be between twenty minutes and one hour 
twenty minutes.  

4. Risks:  

It is not anticipated that this study will present any risk to you other than those associated with expressing 
your opinion in a public manner, and the use of your time. 

5. Your rights as a subject:  

(i) The information gathered will be recorded, and if you wish, it can be kept anonymous. Any audio 
tapes of your conversation will be kept in a locked safe, and will be destroyed within 5 years after the 
completion of the project.  

(ii)If you want to withdraw from the study at any time before its completion, you may do so without 
penalty. The information collected from you up to that point would be destroyed if you so desire.  

(iii) At the end of the interview, you have the right to a complete explanation of what the project is all 
about. This explanation will come at the end of the interview to prevent any of my personal bias from 
affecting your answers.  

 

If you have questions afterward, please ask your interviewer or contact:  

Josef Siebert 218/750-7124   

Mr. Gary Johnson   

Dept of First Nations Studies, UW-SUPERIOR, 715/394-8132 

McNair Program Office 715/394–8043 

6. If you have any concerns about your treatment as a subject in this study, please call or write:  

Provost Christopher Markwood  

Telephone: 715/394-8449 

This research project has been approved by the UW-Superior Institutional Review Board for the 
Protection of Human Subjects, protocol # 282  

I have read the above information and willingly consent to participate in this experiment.  

  
Signed: ___________________ Date: ______________  

 

______ Initial here if you wish to remain anonymous. 


