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I. Introduction   

 A herd of stressed and hungry animals files into a large building. As they smell various 

vats of corn, they are lured toward the lower end of the building where they are funneled into a 

line, their furry coats brushing against one another. A lot of noise is made as the new arrivals at 

the back eagerly clamor, push, and nudge the line forward. A machine reads their ID numbers 

and they head straight for the feed, the vast portion of which is corn. It is Monday at Mission 

Park, the dining hall in a freshman dorm at Williams College. 

 Most Ephs eat dining hall food for four years without much thought. Williams students 

are generally more aware of the food system in the United States than the average individual, 

specifically, the problems it has. An eavesdropper listening in on conversations in a dining hall 

amongst students will hear strong arguments for vegetarianism, lower meat consumption, and 

grass-fed over corn-fed beef. Amongst the Williams student body many have seen pollution pie-

charts with large slices representing industrial agriculture and most know about corn being 

behind nearly all the foods we eat. Yet through this course, many of the more fuzzy notions 

about food have come into focus, and from this one can surmise two things: how little is 

commonly known about the food consumed in dining halls every day and how dissatisfied 

students might be to find out. The focus of this paper is a particular issue regarding food, that of 

genetically modified/engineered foods, that many individuals in the population as a whole and at 

Williams know little about. Despite this broad ignorance, genetically engineered foods are 
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immensely pervasive in the American diet, making knowledge about them of the upmost 

importance.  

A. Why Genetically Modified Organisms? The Potential for Harm  

     

 Fig. 1 The Use of Gene Modification To Color a Strawberry Blue 

 Genetically modified, also known as Genetically Engineered, organisms are those that 

have been created through the gene-splicing techniques of biotechnology. This allows the DNA 

from one species to be injected into another species in a laboratory, creating combinations of 

plant, animal, bacteria, and viral genes that do not occur in nature or through traditional 

crossbreeding methods. The whole idea behind them was to increase pest resistance, herbicide 

tolerance, disease resistance, cold tolerance, drought resistance, plans to be used in 

pharmaceuticals vaccines in the form of potatoes or tomatoes, and phyto-remediation, or non-

crop use for example growing poplar trees to combat soil and groundwater pollution.                                                                       

 Fig. 2         Fig. 3 

Fig. 2 An Orange Genetically Modified To look and Taste like a Kiwi  
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Fig. 3 A Genetically Modified Watermelon in the Shape of A Square  

 

 GMOs are very pervasive in the American diet. According to the USDA, in 2009, 93% of 

soy, 93% of cotton, and 86% of corn grown in the U.S. were genetically modified ().It is 

estimated that over 90% of canola grown is genetically modified, and there are also 

commercially produced genetically modified varieties of sugar beets, squash and Hawaiian 

Papaya.  The American diet is already considered a monoculture food system when considering 

its reliance on corn and soybeans as staple crops through which almost all others depend, for 

example even fish are now fed corn to aid their maturation.  This is a particularly American 

problem, seeing as how 68% of all genetically modified crops were grown by U.S. farmers. 

Moreover, unlike in the overwhelming majority of countries, genetically modified crops in the 

United States are not required by law to be labeled as such (fig. 5). As a result, it is estimated 

that genetically modified organisms are now present in more than 80% of packaged products in 

the average U.S. or Canadian grocery store. 

    Fig. 5                       Fig. 6  

Figure 5 Genetically Modified Labels in Europe  

Figure 6 Canola and Corn Oils Are Amongst the Most Pervasive GM Crops  
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 Upon closer examination of the genetically modified phenomenon one might at first look 

to it with enthusiasm and awe at the wonders that science can do. Genetically modified crops can 

do even more than the aforementioned feats of science-over-nature. Food scientists can change 

the shape (fig.4), taste (fig.3), and coloring (fig.1)  

 While it might seem very “cool” to eat a square watermelon or a blue strawberry, what 

are the health effects of genetically modified foods?   As of current, genetically modified foods 

“are not properly tested for human safety before they are released for sale.....In fact, the only 

published study directly testing the safety of a GM food on humans found potential 

problems....this study has not been followed up”.   With regards to animal testing, studies abound 

which show negative health effects. For example, 

   “rats fed GM insecticide-producing maize over three generations suffered  

 damage to liver and kidneys and showed alterations in blood biochemistry..... rats  

 fed GM oilseed rape developed enlarged livers, often a sign of toxicity..... GM  

 potatoes fed to rats caused excessive growth of the lining of the gut similar to a  

 pre-cancerous condition..... Rabbits fed GM soya showed enzyme function  

 disturbances in kidney and heart” (  ) 

Thus, what most Americans consider to be everyday eating is actually arguably a large public 

health experiment.  

 In moving from the macro to the micro, the goal of this project was to examine the 

consumption of genetically modified organisms at Williams College, as well as the costs and 

potential for incorporating non-GMO foods into the foods supplied by Williams College’s 

Dining Services . Williams College is a highly selective liberal arts college in the extreme 

northwest corner of Massachusetts. It has three primary (as of the 2010-2011 academic year, but 
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formerly five) dining halls, Mission Park, Driscoll, and Whitman’s which will be the focus of the 

data from which conclusions and recommendations will be drawn. 

II. Setting  

 
 

A. Driscoll Dining Hall Overview 
 
 
 Although one of the smaller dining halls on campus, Driscoll Dining Hall (Figure 4) is a 

fairly good representation of the dining halls based on meals served per day are comparable with 

the other dining halls. Driscoll is also a relatively popular dining hall (it won 3 “student choice” 

awards in the past 5 years.) In addition, Driscoll has also been a leader in serving local food, 

reducing food waste, and lowering emissions, and its programs has been considered as part of the 

larger initiative to make Dining Services more sustainable (Appendices 1).  

 Driscoll Dining Hall, because of its non-centralized location (Figure 4) tends to service the 

“Odd Quad” (Resident buildings: Currier, Prospect, Fitch, Fayweather, and East). Driscoll also 

frequently stays open later than most dining halls to service the sports teams that arrive back on 

campus late after practice such as the crew team. Because of its location and hours, Driscoll 

tends to serve the same students every day, while larger, more central dining halls, such as 
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Mission and Paresky, service a wider range of students. Those students who eat at Driscoll are 

familiar with the service and thus not afraid to voice complaints about new policies.   

 Fig. 5  

Figure 5 Salad Station with Oils at Driscoll  

 

Figure 6 The Main Food Stations of Mission Dining Hall  

B.Mission Dining Hall  

 Mission Dining Hall is another good representation for the state of dining services and 

experiences at Williams College. Mission is now the largest of the dining halls on campus. It is 

the only dining to hall to be located in a dorm, Mission Park, and in being a dorm relegated to 

freshman solely (excluding Junior Advisors), has a high amount of use from this year group. 

Moreover, Mission’s location on the opposite side of the Williams campus from Driscoll, creates 
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a cohort of students who utilize the dining hall mostly from the two other freshman dorms nearby 

(Williams and Sage) as well as Lehman and the Greylock Quad quartet (Bryant, Mark Hopkins, 

Carter, Gladden). 

C. Whitman’s Dining Hall Paresky Student Center 

                

Fig.7 Students Eating in Baxter Hall of Paresky    Fig. 8 Students Eating Whitman’s Dining Area  

 Whitman’s dining hall is located in the center of campus in the Paresky Student Center. It has 

two sections for sitting, the Baxter Hall area (fig. 7) and another more traditional area with 

circular tables. Students also utilize the snack bar round booth seating room when Whitman’s is 

especially busy.  Due to this central location it is a popular eating site. Unlike all other dining 

halls on campus, food in Whitman’s is serve in a previously apportioned fashion as opposed to 

buffet style, making the dining hall’s output of food (and thus food waste) significantly lower 

than other dining halls. Whitman’s dinner dining hours are more limited than the two buffet-style 

dining halls, but it compensates for this by being the site for the late night dining snack bar 

which lasts until 1 a.m.  

III. Method 

 The goal of this project was two-fold. The first objective, in considering the greater amount of 

awareness and efforts at Williams to make the campus and dining more sustainable, was to 
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determine the pervasiveness of genetically engineered foods in the Williams diet in comparison 

to the aforementioned national statistics. The second objective was to inquire as to efforts to 

increase the amount of non-genetically engineered foods consumed on campus and determine the 

economic impact of such efforts.  

 With the assistance of Williams College Dining Services and the Zilkha Center for 

Environmental Studies it was determined that for the first objective the scope should be limited 

to gathering data for the annual purchase amounts and costs of a certain aspect of the Williams 

diet. In this case the product elected for inquiry was that of salad dressing.  To do this contact 

was made with one of Williams College Dining Service’s food providers, Ginsberg Foods, and 

an inquiry was put forth to provide said information. Thus, the first objective of the project was 

fulfilled based upon an examination of this data.  

 With regards to the second objective, in trying to find the most specific data available, the 

scope of inquiry was limited to a single type of food, salad dressing (which Dining Services 

groups with oils). At present Williams College Dining Services is in the process of changing 

from the current salad dressing, Ken’s Own, to a new non-GMO dressing, which will be the 

subject of examination. In looking at some of the data from the ongoing negotiations, the goal 

will be to determine the costs difference (if any) between the two choices.  

IV.  Data  

V.Part I:  The Status Quo 

A.Scope and Objectives  

In thinking about the scope of the project in connection to its goals, the data found was 

relegated to discovering the types of oil presently used, the amount of oils purchased, the costs of 

said purchases, the amount that is currently GMO vs Non-GMO, and the costs of any new non-
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GMO products to be incorporated. The tables of data given by Dining Services indicate the 

following oils used: salad dressing (general category), olive oil blend, canola oil, fryer oil, 

special oil blend, olive oil, sesame oil, spray oil. Of these oils, those that are non-GMO are olive 

and sesame oil. One could determine that since 2 out of 9 or 22% of oils used are non-GMO that 

this is the percentage, yet, this would be a foolhardy assumption.  We can determine from the 

graphs below and data spreadsheets given from Dining Services that our current two non-GMO 

oils constitute 28% of the total quantity of oils, yet 4% of the total oil costs.  

In looking at the percentage of costs and percentage of the amount of oil purchased for the 

year were 1,251, 226 ounces or 9775.20 gallons. The costs of these products were 49,638 dollars. 

After dividing the total number of annual gallons by the annual costs, an average cost of five 

dollars and seven cents per gallon was determined.  

B.   Results  

Table One: Example of Monthly Costs of Ken’s Blue Cheese in Dining Halls  

Dining Hall  Item  Unit  Quanity  Cost  

Driscoll DRESSING BOTTLE BLUE CHEESE CS 6/32 OZ 10 $218.87 

Mission DRESSING BOTTLE BLUE CHEESE CS 6/32 OZ 22 $467.77 

Whitmans DRESSING BOTTLE BLUE CHEESE CS 6/32 OZ 13 $257.60 
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Chart One: Percentage of Costs of Various Dressings and Oils With GMO Type  
 

 

Chart Two: Percentage of Various Dressings as Total Quantity of Oils/Dressings  
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B. Part II: The Costs of Change   

 Currently Dining Services is in negotiations with the Chef Drew’s line of salad dressing 

which is sold through Black River Produce, to acquire a local made dressing that is GMO free as 

well.  Currently the negotiations have the dressing priced at 13.50 per gallon. According to 

Executive Chef Mark Thompson, Williams is looking to meet their current dressing Ken’s 

pricing structure at this point through Black River Produce.  Yet we will not be completely 

replacing the full complement of our dressings and oils. As of current, Dining Services plans to 

incorporate following flavors in gallons: Sesame Orange, Romano, Rosemary Basil, Sesame 

Lime, Shitake Ginger, Poppy Seed, and Ranch.  

 

V. Discussion  
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 As expected, the long range of data compiled for this project suggests that foods at Williams 

indicate for the most part similar levels of genetically modified components as the rest of the 

American diet. Estimates by the USDA with regards to the pervasiveness of GMO foods in 

American foods range from eight to ninety percent. Thus, strictly speaking with regards to this 

one sample size of oils and dressings Williams does only ever so slightly better than the rest of 

the national population.  Even this conclusion must be qualified. First in considering that only 

nine percent of all the campus foods are “sustainable”, one sees this percentage in a new context. 

Moreover, the term “sustainable” does not mean non-GM, but rather applies to a category of 

foods like “local grown”, of which the only sub-component that is non-GM would be organic.  

Thus the number of total organic and thus non-GMO foods on campus could be as low as 1-2%.  

Adding to this, the potential for cross-contamination or use of GMO-oils or other ingredients via 

mixing or cooking, thus occasionally undercutting any anti-GMO efforts.   

 Beyond the cross-contamination/co-usage problem in determining pervasiveness, another is 

the aforementioned problem of labeling, which makes it difficult for Dining Services to provide 

as detailed information as it would like to. The European Union Member States have all signed 

on to the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, a  “multilateral environmental agreement, adopted by 

the European Union but neither signed nor ratified by the United States”, which at an 

international level ensures their foods are labeled and requires stricter regulation on GM foods 

(Millonzi, 231).  

 In looking at the data, it is interesting that our two non-GM oils composed such a very small 

percentage of the costs (4%) while over five times that in quantity (28%). This casts doubt on 

any claim that one will not get a lot of ‘bang for their buck’ by using non-GM oils. In thinking 
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about what oils we purchase, and what we use them for, it would be prudent to suggest 

expansion of non-GMO oils in situations that mesh with the aforementioned sentence.  

 There are reasons why the entire oil and dressing’s slate can’t simply be withdrawn and re-

created sans any GM sources. One of the most important reasons is that many of the other oils 

used, like fryer oil, must be able to achieve high heats for cooking purposes. The non-GM oils 

we have at present simply can’t reach these high heats, thus yielding the recommendation to 

increase non-GM food efforts where possible, such as in the salad dressings category.  

 While on the whole when looking at the average costs paid for oils, it might seem that the 

non-GMO oils priced at thirteen dollars and fifty cents are significantly more expensive than the 

average price of five dollars per gallon that Williams currently pays for oils, it might be better to 

contextualize the cost with just dressings. Using the information from table one, it can be 

concluded that six bottles of thirty two ounce bottles of Ken’s Blue Cheese would yield one 

hundred ninety two ounces, multiplied by ten, yielding one thousand nine hundred two, then 

divided by two hundred eighteen dollars and eighty seven cents would yield a price per fluid 

ounce of eleven cents. Taking the thirteen dollar fifty cent cost for a Drew’s dressing by the 

gallon, dividing by one hundred and twenty eight to convert to fluid ounces yields ten cents per 

fluid ounce as the cost of non-GM Drew’s dressing. The large compliment of Drew’s dressings 

makes it easily foreseeable that, especially when conjoined with the good price, a significant 

portion of the current salad dressing selection in the dining halls can be changed to Drew’s 

without negative impacts to the budget. Moreover, when considering the importance of 

transportation costs and that Black River Produce, being a local vendor, would have less distance 

to travel than non-local produced goods, the appeal of this new non-GM dressing line becomes 

even more distinct. Budgets are often used as an excuse for not implementing environmental 
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changes. While budgets are not an illegitimate concern, they can at time also be used as an 

excuse to do nothing rather than something where it can be done. With regards to the specific 

issue of changing salad dressings, this project strongly suggests that any budgetary objections to 

changing salad dressings would be an exemplification of this phenomenon.  

VI. Conclusions and Final Recommendations  

 Genetically modified foods, with their unknown potential health effects on humans, are 

pervasive throughout the American diet. Dining Services, like the rest of America, can’t provide 

a complete picture on the details of GM-foods served due to issues of labeling and certification at 

the macro level. Yet, the data in this project heavily suggests that GM food amounts are likely 

the same, or at best slightly better, than the norm nationally.  The recent effort on the part of 

Williams College Dining Services to combat the pervasiveness of genetically modified food 

marks a good start. 

 Several recommendations seem logical based upon the data indicated by this project. First, 

where possible, Dining Services should implement incorporating and replacing GM foods with 

non-GM. This will involve casting a wide net. For example, a secondary part of this project 

might be to find high heating non-GM oil for dining hall cooking. In the more immediate future, 

the attempts at acquiring the Chef Drew’s line of dressings via negotiation, it would be prudent 

to stress, should result in a successful economically beneficial outcome for Williams so that 

these new dressings can be incorporated into the Williams College Dining Services salad 

dressing offerings as soon as possible.  
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