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What is rBGH?

Recombinant Bovine Growth Hormone (rBGH or rBST)
is a genetically engineered hormone injected into cows to
increase milk production by 8-17 percent.! The Monsanto
Corporation manufactures the product, which is sold
under the trade name Posilac.?

Background

In 1993, the FDA approved rBGH, even though many
scientists and government leaders were critical of the
hormone, the inadequate research on its risks, and the
approval process. Twelve years after it was approved in
the U.S., significant health concerns regarding rBGH
remain. The European Union, as well as Japan, Canada,
and Australia have banned rBGH. Codex Alimentarius,
the U.N. body that sets food safety standards, has refused
to approve the safety of rBGH three times.3

Health Effects
Recombinant bovine growth hormone causes harm to
cows and may pose harm to humans.

Cancer Risk

Injections of rBGH increase another powerful hormone,
called IGF-1, in the cow and the cow’s milk. Numerous
studies indicate that IGF-1 survives digestion. Too much
IGF-1in humans is linked with increased rates of colon,

breast, and prostate cancer.# “Definitive studies demon-
strating the lack of absorption of rBST or IGF-1 upon oral
administration were neither conducted nor requested”
Health Canada concluded. “Simply not enough is known
about how IGF-1 functions to properly evaluate the po-
tential health impacts.”s

While it’s not clear that rBGH given to cows significantly
increases IGF-1 in humans, why take the chance simply
so dairies can produce more milk from fewer cows?

Mastitis and Antibiotic Resistance

Use of rBGH on dairy cows increases the rate of mastitis,
a bacterial udder infection, by 25%.° Mastitis leads to in-
creased use of antibiotics, including important ones used
to treat humans, like penicillin.” The overuse of antibiot-
ics is already a serious problem in the livestock indus-
try — giving rise to new strains of “superbugs” that are
becoming more resistant to antibiotics and are strongly
linked to hard-to-treat illnesses in people.?®

In 1992, the U.S. General Accounting Office recommend-
ed that the FDA not approve rBGH until the mastitis
problem was further studied. “Concern exists now about
whether antibiotic levels in milk are already too high,” the
GAO wrote. “[T]here has been no examination of whether
rBGH use will increase antibiotic levels in milk or beef
beyond that which currently exist and, if so, to what de-
gree those levels are acceptable.”® RBGH also increases
birth defects, pus in milk, and clinical lameness in cows.*

Immunological Effects

In one study, rats that were fed rBGH, including one giv-
en a relatively low dose, developed antibodies to rBGH.
This effect, if validated, “would suggest the possibility of
occasional hypersensitivity reactions in those consum-
ing food products from rBST-treated cattle.”> The FDA
brushed aside these disturbing findings and did not fully
investigate these results.

A Tool for Factory Farms

In the United States, about 15% of the dairy herds use
recombinant Bovine Growth Hormone; overall, approxi-
mately 22% of dairy cows in the U.S. are injected with the




hormone.® For the most part, this hormone is a tool for
dairy factory farms to eke out even more milk per cow.
The hormone is used in 54% of large herds (500 animals
or more), 32% of medium herds, and only 8% of small
herds.

Consumer Backlash

Consumers are seeking dairy products produced without
rBGH, and companies are responding. Most recently,
the Tillamook County Creamery Association, a 150-dairy
farmer cooperative, voted to ban rBGH in their cheese
production due to consumer requests.’> Ben & Jerry’s ice
cream brand is also rBGH-free, explaining “We think its
use is a step in the wrong direction toward a synthetic,
chemically-intensive, factory-produced food supply.”®

Several years ago, Oakhurst Dairy in Maine was sued for
advertising their products as rBGH-free; they were even-
tually required to state that the FDA has not found any
significant difference between products with and without
the hormone on their products.”” Nevertheless, almost all
dairy products sold in Maine are rBGH-free, in response
to consumer rejection of the product. And organic food,
which cannot be produced with growth hormones, is a
skyrocketing market, growing almost 20% annually over
the last decade. Organic dairy products constituted $1.3
billion in sales in 2003.%
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