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e have received many positive comments about

IGER Innovations, now in its third edition.  One of

the reasons we decided to produce an annual

publication, devoted entirely to our research, was in

response to concerns that the people who benefit

from our technology were often unfamiliar with our

activities.  In the past, such unfamiliarity has led to

misconceptions over the objectives and value of our

work. IGER Innovations continues to present the

totality of our research from biotechnology to

ecology, and from plant chemistry to animal

nutrition, and I am sure that readers will find much

of immediate interest in the wide range of different

articles.

Recently the importance of openness and clarity in

addressing wider public concerns over science and

technology has become even more apparent. Last

year, Monsanto decided to mix genetically

manipulated (GM) soybeans with those from

conventionally bred varieties.  Since then, there has

been an increasing level of consumer concern about

the role of genetic manipulation in the production of

human food and animal feed.  Politicians and food

retailers have become sensitive to the intensity of

protest and many major processors and retailers in

the UK and Europe have decided to source non-GM

ingredients, at least for the near future.  Meanwhile,

the acreage outside Europe planted to GM crops

continues to increase dramatically, with farmers and

agri-business anxious to benefit from the

opportunities for higher yields and lower inputs.  

There are a number of reasons for this very volatile

situation and the outcome will, almost certainly,

affect both agriculture and agricultural research.  It is

important, therefore, for organisations like IGER to

be fully aware, not only of the scientific implications

of biotechnology research, but also of the historical

background against which agricultural progress is

viewed.  In the immediate post-war period,

agriculture and agricultural research in the

developed countries were driven by the need to

avoid food scarcity.  Currently, this is not a

significant short- or medium-term issue, and the

balance has shifted.  Increasingly, agriculture is

perceived by consumers as one component of a chain

intended to produce safe, nutritious and tasty food at

a price they are prepared to pay.  Unfortunately, the

great majority of the population is increasingly

divorced from the practicalities of how food is

produced.  Despite this, the techniques and

technologies used throughout the chain are

increasingly expected to be sustainable and to be in

tune with the preservation of the environment in its

broadest sense.
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I suspect that some researchers, and indeed some of

those associated with the regulatory processes, have

not recognised just how large this change in public

attitude has been.  It has, however, changed the

environment within which research is carried out,

and the public attitude to the regulatory framework

within which research outputs progress to the market

place.  In its crudest form, consumer power can now

prevent the deployment of technology.  Both BST

and food irradiation were banned from EU food

production systems as a result of consumer-oriented

lobbying that considered the scientific rationale as

only one aspect of the argument.  The decline in

consumer confidence following the BSE outbreak

has increased pressure for the precautionary

principle to be applied as the norm, in place of the

more pragmatic need to demonstrate that the benefits

of any new technology exceed its risks.  Consumer

perceptions of risk have the potential to damage

technology development across the entire food

chain.  It is irrelevant that any specific numerical risk

may be low.  If the decision not to purchase reduces

that risk to zero, then many consumers will be

tempted to exercise it, regardless of secondary

factors.

How then should research organisations like IGER

enter the debate?  The most important element, in my

view, is that we should be perceived as providers of

reliable, comprehensive and unbiased information.

We are in a somewhat unusual situation in that we

carry out genetic manipulation for experimental

purposes but, for operational reasons, do not produce

GM crops.  We are also engaged in research into

extensive agriculture that is linked very strongly, in

the public’s view, with appropriate countryside and

landscape management.  It is our role, therefore, to

be open, to present the results of research that is

reputable, and that has been subject to peer review,

and to consider the range of options that are

consistent with these research results.  We must not

be afraid to point out the past successes of

agricultural research, the potential value of

biotechnology and the need to continue research

whatever the type of agriculture that consumers

eventually buy into. It is also important, I feel, to

point out the consequences of this heightened

consumer power.  If the market place is to be the sole

arbiter, then so be it, but pressure groups should not

complain because their own special concerns are not

shared by the majority.  It is increasingly private

companies that fund most of the breeding of

vegetables, fruit, cereals and pulses.  If they do not

make a profit they will cease to do so, regardless of

the fact that continued investment and breeding is

vital to preserve yields, let alone extend them.

Since the refinement of the scientific method in the

18th Century, research has underpinned the

development of technologies that we now all take for

granted.  In first world countries, we live longer,

have safer food and better health care than at any

time in history.  To sustain the partnership, we need

to address fully the genuine concerns of the users of

technology, even when we do not share them.  If we

do not, then the consequences will be grave; initially

for research, but ultimately for the potential

beneficiaries.  As well as indicating the breadth and

quality of our research, I hope that this issue of IGER

Innovations will help to inform the current debate

and to promote discussion as widely as is possible.  
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