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Understanding policy myths about public perceptions of GMOs helps to understand mistrust in institutions

Publication of research report on

Public Perceptions of Agricultural Biotechnologies in Europe:

On 13th May 2002, an important report entitled "Public Perceptions of Agricultural Biotechnologies in Europe" will be published at http://www.pabe.net

The report (113 p.) and a summary (7 p.) are available to journalists on request immediately but embargoed until 12th May.

Most policy makers conceptions of public attitudes and perceptions turned out to be mere myths according to a European study on public perceptions of biotechnologies which was released today. The study revealed that many popular prejudices about the public’s perception of this new technology were unsubstantiated. Most prominently there was no evidence for the claim that public resistance to biotechnologies can be explained by a mixture of ignorance and a drive towards a zero-risk society. Respondents were well aware that daily activities of ordinary lives are associated with numerous risks and benefits which have to be balanced against one another. Moreover, they took for granted that science could never accurately predict all future impacts of a new technology. Rather, they felt strongly that inherent and unavoidable uncertainties should be acknowledged by expert institutions, and be taken into account in decision making. According to Prof. Brian Wynne from Lancaster University (UK) who co-ordinated the research team from five European countries: “The ordinary person on the street acknowledges the existence of uncertainty and the need to take risks for gaining certain benefits. Yet most people are sceptical that the benefits of genetically modified organisms in agriculture would constitute a worth-while social need that could justify even a remote chance of experiencing long-term risks”.

The European Commission commissioned the in-depth study, which was conducted during 1998-2000 by an interdisciplinary research team from the United Kingdom, Spain, France, Italy and Germany. In order to get an accurate and comprehensive impression of public understanding of agricultural biotechnology and genetically modified food, the team selected the method of focus groups interviews, an empirical research method that provides particularly relevant results about the underlying factors that shape public attitudes. A total of 55 focus groups were organised in the five participating countries. In addition to the focus groups, the researchers conducted interviews with the key actors and organised several workshops with stakeholders in the debate.

The report provides important lessons for decision-makers at the Commission and elsewhere, because it suggests that even well meaning and sincerely novel policies will continue to fail to resolve the issue, if the underlying problem has been mis-diagnosed. Initiating public education and information programs are certainly valuable in themselves but they will fail to promote public acceptance of this technology. Similarly organizing consensus conferences and other participatory exercises can be helpful to get a better impression of the concerns, expectations, hopes and worries of the population but they will not be able to resolve the conflict if the input from citizens is not used to shape R&D policy and risk evaluation procedures. Prof. Wynne comments: “The root of the conflict does not lie in the technology but in the way institutions handle these issues. Rather than denying uncertainties and framing the issue as conflict between promising market opportunities and overcoming public irrationality, institutional decisions makers are well advised to reflect the potential social benefits of this technology and to provide sufficient room for an extended and open societal dialogue about the orientation of scientific research.”

In order to restore trust, institutions would need to demonstrate their capacity for adequate risk management of risks through consistent behaviour over a long period, and across different fields (not just GMOs), by, for example:

· Admitting past errors.

· Admitting that they don't always necessarily know best.

· Admitting uncertainty, and explaining how this has been taken into account in decision-making.

· Utilising input from all relevant sources (not just scientific experts).

· Being transparent about how decisions are made, including explaining how different interests, risks and benefits have been balanced against one another.

· Imposing heavy sanctions in cases where mismanagement or fraud is identified.

Overall, the study concludes that institutions need to demonstrate that views of the public are understood, valued, respected, and taken into account by decision-makers - even if they cannot all be satisfied.

The report (113 pages) and a summary (7 pages) will be posted on the web on 13th May at: 

http://www.pabe.net
and also at

http://www.inra.fr/Internet/Directions/SED/science-gouvernance
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