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INTRODUCTION  

1. Prospect is a trade union representing scientists working across the spectrum of 
agricultural research, including those involved in GM field trials as well as those 
researching organic alternatives. Our members also work in regulatory and 
environmental bodies and, like all other trade union members, have an interest in 
this issue as consumers.  
 
2. Prospect neither supports nor opposes genetically modified crops but, as 
indicated in our contributions at earlier stages of the national GM debate, we 
continue to support an informed dialogue based on sound science. Nonetheless it is 
important to recognise that, in the real world, decisions affecting the future of GM 
crops will be influenced by wider social, environmental and economic 
considerations. This submission therefore addresses issues raised both by the 
Strategy Unit’s report into the costs and benefits of GM crops as well as the first 
report of the GM science review.  
 
3. We broadly support the main conclusions of both reports and, in particular, 
welcome their careful and balanced approach. However, this is clearly not the end 
of the story. The outcomes from the Farm Scale Evaluations, due later in the 
month, should assist in taking the debate forward but will also need to be 
considered in a wider context. Prospect’s comments on some of these key issues 
are set out below.  
 

KEY ISSUES 

Adequacy and quality of scientific advice  
4. Whilst we strongly support the scientific focus of Professor King’s review, the 
reality is that the scientific dimension of decision-making within government has 
weakened. This is partly because of the separation of senior civil servants and 
policy makers from scientists, located either in agencies or in bodies that have been 
contracted out or privatised. In addition, Prospect members in research institutes 
report increasing pressure to take more commercially funded research, both casting 
doubt on perceptions of the independence of government research and jeopardising 
key long-term work. Investigations by Prospect into the state of Government R&D 
found: 
 

• Short-termism undermining a strategic approach to science; 
• An approach that pushes scientists into a technical role with little scope for 

wider analysis; 
• Increasing proportions of scientists’ time being taken by the need to write 

grant proposals in order to gain short term staff and resources; 
• Pressures leading to inappropriate application of scientific methods and 

superficial analysis of data; 
• Increased workloads and increased reliance on contract staff, leading to 

discontinuity in expertise.  
 
5. There is no doubt that pressures to commercialise can create conflicts of 
interest, which need to be addressed seriously. However, the picture is also 
muddied by misunderstanding of the role of government scientists vis a vis 
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politicians. Political “spin” on research findings frequently results in scientists being 
treated either as infallible oracles or scapegoats for unpopular political choices. 
Steps need to be taken both to ensure adequate core funding for key research 
programmes and to strengthen and more closely integrate scientists’ role in 
decision-making. At the same time, it is vital that all independent experts advising 
government should declare their interests and that all advice should be open and 
subject to scrutiny by others. 

 
6. The position is exacerbated as a result of the significant decline in the total 
number of staff employed in government R&D over the last ten years, as shown in 
the table below. This in part shows the effect of privatisations over the period, 
depleting government scientific resources.  

 
Personnel Engaged on R&D in Government Departments 

 
 1991-1992 2001-2002 % Change 
Research Councils 12376 11538 -6.8 
DEFRA1 2420 1705 -29.5 
DTLR2 1480 135 -90.8 
HSC 107 97 -9.3 
DFID 238 43 -81.9 
Total Civil Depts 8016 6434 -19.7 
MOD 15597 5449 -65.1 
Source: 2003 Forward Look, Table 1 
Notes: 

1. 1991-92 figures are for MAFF. 
2. 1991-92 figures are DOE/DOT. Now DfT/ODPM. 

 
7. The Government’s recent decision to privatise Horticulture Research 
International (HRI) is of particular concern. The quality of science carried out by 
HRI is renowned worldwide, as the 2002 Quinquennial Review recognised. It is also 
strongly backed by growers and the horticulture industry across the UK which, 
because of its fragmented nature, will not be in a position to maintain HRI’s 
contribution. There can be no doubt that fragmenting HRI’s research activities will 
weaken them. There is a real danger that the functions and staff transferred to the 
University of Warwick will lose their distinct identity once located within a much 
larger organisation which has its own priorities. The lack of a clear vision for other 
parts of HRI leaves them vulnerable to short-term pressures, so it is not surprising 
that staff currently have no confidence about their future prospects.   

 
Consideration of ethical and social issues 
8. Prospect’s view is that whilst sound, publicly accountable science must provide 
the basis for dispassionate and systematic analysis, standards must also be 
sensitive to public values and based on continuous public consultation and 
involvement. It is therefore essential to probe what the public are actually 
concerned about: is it GM in general; transgenic modification of plants; the 
potential effects of GM plants on the environment, their health or their children’s 
health; or a mistrust of scientific research in general? Whilst “GM” provides a 
convenient label for debate, it is not useful when examining the issues in any 
depth. Perceptions about the risks of growing GM specific crops commercially will 
be important in moving the debate forwards. 
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9. We also note that a significant area of uncertainty arises from a general lack of 
awareness and information on the effects of current cropping practices (commercial 
and organic) and the lack of public understanding of the rural environment, 
including agriculture. The GM science review addresses these issues in part noting, 
for example, that conventional plant breeding methods have a substantially greater 
discard rate than GM plant breeding. However, this is not a simple issue of 
providing more information. A new kind of debate needs both to better 
contextualise risk in ways that are meaningful for individuals and to recognise the 
inherent uncertainties in the scientific process. Prospect would also like the debate 
to be moved away from polarised pro or anti GM positions to one which can 
encompass more diverse agricultural and environmental scenarios, including co-
existence of different farming techniques. 
 
10. We support the view that there is a place for accommodating different 
approaches to land utilisation, whether by conventional, integrated management, 
organic or GM, but that a long-term strategy – based on sound evidence and the 
need for sustainability – should be pursued to achieve this objective. It is for this 
reason that, on 3 December, we are organising a seminar at Sheepdrove Organic 
Farm in Lambourn, Berkshire on the theme of “Agricultural Science in the 21st 
Century – A Question of Trust”. The first part of the seminar will focus on systems 
and scientific approaches. This will be followed by a debate on some of the wider 
ethical and public concern issues   
 
Developing economies 
11. We consider that, whilst justifiable in scientific terms, the decision of the 
scientific review to restrict its attention to the potential use of GM crops in the UK 
does not help the wider debate. It is, in our view, vital to drawn on experience from 
around the world and to frame decisions in the context of the wider European 
framework and standards. Similarly, although the Strategy Unit is correct to state 
that short-term economic benefits in the UK are likely to be limited, bound up with 
the economic debate are strong ethical and social considerations concerning the 
export of GM material and technology to other economies.  
 
12. The World Bank has defined the challenge: “We will need a policy environment 
in both developed and developing countries that is grounded in equity, that 
addresses key issues such as trade, IPR and land tenure, and that enhances 
agricultural productivity while encouraging the sustainable use of natural 
resources”. The reality is corporate biotechnology sector is highly concentrated, 
vesting intellectual property rights among the select few. Within a few years the 
vast bulk of seed production for staple crops could be controlled by a few multi-
national companies, resulting on an unprecedented level of independence on them 
by consumers and farmers alike. There are potential environmental and process 
cost advantages, and developing economies could benefit from some GM crop traits 
– especially if targeted at their particular needs. However, work on such aspects in 
UK universities and research institutes has virtually ceased owing to withdrawal of 
government support.  
 
Next Steps 
13. We strongly support the conclusions of the science review that the 
consequences of commercial growing of GM crops in the UK would depend on 
individual technologies and individual decisions by farmers, requiring a case-by-
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case assessment. We also note that the report specifically calls for further research, 
including in the following areas: 
 

• Safety assessment technologies, such as screening and profiling techniques; 
• Larger more agronomically realistic studies to demonstrate the absence of 

harm to non-target organisms; 
• Potential consequences of gene flow and the effect of particular traits on the 

fitness of the weed or wild relative which may receive them; 
• The possibility of horizontal genes transfer to other microbes. 

 
14. This debate is at a critical point in its development. In taking it forward, 
Government must learn from past mistakes, for example in handling the BSE crisis. 
It must proceed carefully, drawing on existing expertise in its own research 
establishments, where a wealth of information is held “in house”. Government must 
also as a matter of priority ensure that the scientific work needed to develop and 
deliver imaginative and innovative approaches to sustainable agriculture is properly 
resourced and organised. The decision making process must be inclusive and 
deliberative throughout. Consultation is not an end in itself but should be structured 
in such a manner that the decisions ultimately taken are seen to take due account 
of the opinions submitted.   
  
 


