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GENETIC ENGINEERING WILL BE "AS ACCESSIBLE AS
3D-PRINTING" SAYS DNA VENDING MACHINE
DESIGNER

Matt H ussey
March 13, 2014

Artist Gabriel Barcia-Colombo has created a vending machine that dispenses human genetic material to highlight
9 P 9 ghlig
privacy issues emerging as biotechno|ogy makes it easier and cheaper to access information locked in our DNA (+

interview).

"In a dystopian future where we all have samp|es of our friends' DNA, we will be able to do things like genetic
engineering in the same way as we do 3D printing," Gabriel Barcia-Colombo told Dezeen. "When everyone has access
to cheaper Biotechno|ogy, DNA may be much more va|uab|e than a candy Bar, soda or some other treat so|d ina vending

machine."
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The New York artist created the DNA Vending Machine with the hope of ci‘na”enging peopie to ask more questions

about privacy and who owns the material that makes us unique.

"Ti‘nere are a wi‘noie range of court cases ti1at say our DNA can be used against us for anyti‘ning," expiained ti1e artist, wi‘no
is also a lecturer at New York University speciaiizing in interactive telecommunications. "We have huge pi‘narmaceuticai

companies mai(ing loads of money out of DNA from peopie who haven't necessariiy given them permission to use it."

Presented in arecent TED Taii(, the DNA Vending Machine repiaces snacks and drinks usua”y found in an automated

food dispenser witi1 sampies of peopie's genetic code. These sampies can ti1en be Bougi‘nt.

" Began co”ecting the DNA of my friends at my house during Friday nigi‘nt gati‘nerings, and then furthered myco”ection
ti‘.rougi‘. several scheduled open houses where anyone could come to my studio and sign up to submit an open-source

sampie of their own DNA," the artist expiained.

Participants in the project spat into a vial containing solution that breaks down the cells found in the sa|iva, reieasing the
DNA. Alcohol was then added, causing the strands of genetic code to ciump togeti‘ner and mai(ing them visible to the

i1uman eye.

The vials were then sealed inside identical white containers and piaced inside a standard vending machine. "Each sampie

comes paci(aged with a collectable portrait of the human specimen as well as a unique link to a custom DNA extraction

video," said Barcia-Colombo.
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The machine was installed in an art gaiiery in New York last year, and the artist recalls some of the reactions to the art
piece. "They're disgusted that this is using human genetic materiai, and ti1ey often are scared ioy it," he said. "They're

scared i)ecause ti1e sampies can i)e ioought and used to piant evidence on acrime scene."

“Ina dystopian iuture wi1ere we aii i1ave sampies of our iriends' DNA, we will ioe aioie to do ti1ings iii(e genetic
engineering in ti1e same way as we do 3D printing," i1e predicted. "Wi‘nen everyone i1as access to cheaper ioiotecimoiogy,

DNA may i)e muci1 more vaiuaioie ti1an a candy ioar, soda or some oti1er treat SOid ina vending maci‘nine."

Barcia-Colombo sees comparisons between DNA ownership and concerns over the coiiecting and iiarvesting of our
own digitai data. “Our phones are i1arvesting our data and then ioeing sold is a very similar idea to companies i1arvesting

our DNA and seiiing it to pharmaceuticai companies without us i(nowing."
The DNA Vending Machine was designed to start a conversation that the artist feels is iong overdue.

One of the most high-proiiie cases surrounding the iegaiity and ethics of DNA ownersi1ip was the exampie of Henrietta
Lacks. While receiving treatment for cancer of the cervix in 1951, she had a i1eaiti1y part of the tissue removed without

permission.

The cells were later grown in vitro and have since been used ioy pharmaceuticai companies to deveiop poiio vaccines and
in the research of AiDS, cancer and radiation poisoning. The material is still used today and is referred to as hela cells in

reierence to ti1e iirst two ietters oi i1er iirst and iast name.
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More recent|y, a court case in 1990 between John Moore, a US citizen undergoing treatment for hairy cell leukaemia
and the UCLA Medical Center brought the issue back into the headlines. "The supreme court decision in the case ruled
that a person's discarded tissue and cells are not their property and can be commercia|ized," said Barcia-Colombo. "lt's
ridiculous. When it becomes easy to reproduce these things, it Brings up a lot of persona| questions about rights and you

as a persona| franchise.”
A second version of the art project is due to go on disp|ay in New York this summer.
Matt Hussey: How did you c]eve|op the idea of the vending machine?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: I'm very interested in the idea of law genera”y when it comes to ownership of DNA, and | like
to express thatin a p|ayfu| way. Butit's rea”y about questions of privacy. We have huge pharmaceutica| companies
mal(ing loads of money out of DNA from peop|e who haven't necessari|y given them permission to use their DNA. That

kind of thing rea”y fascinates me.
Matt Hussey: What is the piece about?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: The piece is about privacy and DNA ownership. With the DNA Vending Machine | hope
to draw attention to historical cases of DNA ownership or commercialised human cells as in the cases of Henrietta Lacks
and the supreme court decision in Moore v. Regents of the University of Ca|ifornia, where in the ear|y 1990's the court

ruled that a person's discarded tissue and cells are not their property and can be commercialised.

This is not a celebration of any of these verdicts or laws but rather a reminder of our comp|icated past when it comes to
ownership over genetic materia|. |n the future, when everyone has access to cheaper Biotechno|ogy, DNA may be much

more va|uab|e than a candy Bar, soda or some other treat so|d ina vending machine.
Matt Hussey: What have l)een the responses to the vending machine?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: On approaching it, they don't know what it is. Then they read about it on a little p|acard and
are pretty grossed out by it. They're disgusted that this is using human genetic materia|, and they often are scared by it.

They're scared because the samp|es can be bought and used to p|ant evidence on a crime scene. lt's DNA from inside
our cheek cells which is very readi|y avai|ab|e, but in this context it's elevated to a more artistic context, but a|so, in

another way, it makes it more human.
Matt Hussey: Who are the samp|es of?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: Most|y friends. | started doing it at parties. I'd have peop|e over at my house and say hey,
"let's do some DNA extraction” and show them how it worked. | work at NYU and asked if there were any students who
would be interested in it outside NYU, and then | worked with a bio-tech lab in BrooHyn called Genspace, and we did
some DNA extractions there. So | started with friends and then expanded."
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Matt Hussey: Were you worried at a" that peop|e woan't want to give samp|es?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: | was worried at first about how many peop|e would want to be part ofit. | exp|ained to them
very c|ear|y that this could have imp|ications where someone could buy this samp|e and if they wanted to sequence it, and

in the process discovered some kind of new drug, they could make alot of money out of this.

But | also framed it as a very exciting art project that they could be part of. | think it's one of the first times this has been

done in the artistic community.
Matt Hussey: What was it that appea|ec] toyou about using a vending machine?

Gal)rie' Barcia-Co'ombo: They're usua”y uti|ised to se” snacl(s at the movie theatre or on the street, But sudden|y here
it's used to sell genetic material. It's funny in a way. Because it's humorous | think it makes it easier for peop|e to
understand. |dea||y I'd want to Bring itinto pub|ic p|aces like Grand Central Station or Times Square. Places with a

more pub|ic context.

Matt Hussey: There has been an increase in cheap gene sequencing thanks to companies like 23andMe that's

raising |ega| questions that many peop|e don't feel comfortable with. Is this a response to that?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: For me, it's indicative of other privacy right issues that are going on right now in the United
States with phone calls and online data. When this moves com p|ete|y into the genetic marl(et, and when it becomes easy

to reproduce these things, it Brings up a lot of persona| questions about rights and you as a persona| franchise.

It a|so touches upon those peop|e who are disenfranchised with the process and don't understand the |ega| issues

surrounding it and don't have a way of rea”y fighting back.
Matt Hussey: How wouH you summarise the mooc] of peop|e towards these ideas?

Gabriel Barcia-Colombo: | think there is an immediate fear growing within peop|e. | think we've on|y rea”y started
hearing about in the past two years. Our phones are harvesting our data and then being sold. It'sa very similar idea to
companies harvesting our DNA and being sold to pharmaceutica| companies without us l(nowing. | think it's reﬂecting

itself.

| myse” am not a paranoid person, I'm very open about things, but | do think there is a p|ace for art to question what is
going on. | use art to provol(e conversation, and this is a conversation piece. The DNA vending machine is not a protest
piece, it's about having ideas and questioning what the future ho|ds, security in terms of genetic materia|, and to educate

peop|e about what can be done with DNA, and how accessible this human data is.

https://www.4‘com/2014/03/13/genetic—engineering—wi”—l)e—as—accessil)|e—as—3c|—printing—says—c]na—venc]ing—machine—c]esigner/
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