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Dear Dr Butt 
 
Please find below a short, personal comment on the first report of the Science Review Panel.  
 
Throughout the report there are references to uncertainty and the need for further research. In 
fact there are sufficient references of this nature that, while reading (particularly summary 
sections), I found they often overwhelm what the Science Review Panel is concluding about the 
scientific research that it has reviewed.  
 
On closer inspection, the conclusions drawn about the existing evidence on matters like toxicity 
and gene transfer seem substantive and reasonably confident. One is left wondering how they 
fit with, or are mitigated by, the uncertainties and ‘need for more research’. 
 
One possibility of concern as to how this has come about is that, in deliberations set up to 
respond to difficult political decisions, as genetic engineering has now become, the ‘need for 
more research’ becomes an easy demand that everyone can join because it is sufficiently 
abstract and open to interpretation. As such, people on deliberative bodies are not inclined to 
scrutinise it very much or to make it tangible. It becomes all things to all people. For people who 
are not very comfortable with the possible policy implications of a science review that does not 
identify clear hazards in genetic engineering, it leaves the door sufficiently open to highlighting 
uncertainty (read ‘risk’) over conclusions. To people who may be sensitive to being seen as 
open minded, it might provide an opportunity to acknowledge diversity of views while conceding 
little of scientific substance. And to even the best of scientists, who regularly display appropriate 
professional detachment when reviewing data, ‘the need for more research’ is hardly 
objectionable if read as a call for better research funding. 
 
But as well as leaving conclusions in some doubt, it creates a problem in perpetuating the 
rumours of risks and hazards that led to the Science Review Panel being established, and the 
need for pre-decision review could conceivably become unending. The historian Ben Shephard 
noted how such an approach became established in the US in dealing with claims associated 
with “Gulf War syndrome” in the 1990s. Attempts to accommodate claims for this new syndrome 
led the Clinton administration to spend over $115m on inconclusive epidemiological studies. 
Explaining this development, Shephard suggests that: “The politicians had learned that the most 
effective way to counter emotional press reports focusing on individual cases was to 
commission elaborate epidemiological surveys. The scientific community, at first very skeptical 
about Gulf War Syndrome, took it much more seriously when the scale of research funding 
became apparent.” (Shephard 2000: 383). In other words, conceding to uncertainties is not 
wholly without reward for the research community! A similar experience has been evident in 
research into mobile phone EMF in the UK and in Australia.  
 
To resolve this problem to some degree, I would suggest being more precise in references to 
uncertainties and gaps in the final report. In the first place, be clear about what is a scientific 
uncertainty (as the role of the panel is presumably not simply to reflect back the questions that 
the Government researchers posed at the start.)  
 



In the second place, scrutinise and give guidance on the uncertainties that are posed, consider 
their susceptibility to research, and evaluate more precisely the likely relative significance of any 
such research for the conclusions drawn thus far by the panel. This is asking no more than that 
the panel peer reviews research needs as well as literature (which is quite a common thing to 
do). It would possibly be more fruitful and less open to varied interpretation to submit with your 
final report some peer reviewed research proposals for those areas where the panel concludes 
that “uncertainty” presents a barrier to drawing reasonably firm scientific conclusions.  
 
That would help to make clear the nature of any scientific uncertainty. This would be preferable 
to the general references to the need for ‘more research’, which seems to be a highly 
ambiguous demand, and one with the inherent flexibility to be reinterpreted in later policy 
debates as questioning the conclusions drawn by the panel from existing scientific research.  If 
these vague references remain, inoffensive as they seem, they will very likely dominate the 
conclusions drawn from your review.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Tracey Brown 


