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COMMENT ON THE GM SCIENCE REVIEW FIRST REPORT 
 
 

1) The intersection of a science based review conducted in public, accountable to 
governmental and public institutions, and fully accessible to the general public, with 
its bases drawn from interests and concerns expressed by the public, has inevitably 
moved science and scientific issues into the forefront of social, economic and political 
domains, as implicitly acknowledged by the report in its discussion on the Scientific 
Process in the Executive Summary.  Nevertheless, the GM Science Review has not 
sufficiently managed to disassociate science from policy issues.  This almost 
ineluctable association, or combination, of science with public policy needs to be 
addressed more thoroughly so that, at the very least, the science-based assessments are 
able to stand out more independently and distinctively in the report.  It is perhaps 
significant that the resultant blurring of distinctions, the coalescence of scientific 
assessments and policy assessments, also misses the distinctive role that technology 
plays out with science and policy.  It could be suggested that the GM Science Review 
has been historically too close, and unavoidably so, to both the technology and policy 
fields, and whilst due recognition can be given to such a density of experience, without 
impugning its variety and integrity, such a suggestion needs to inform, if only for 
clarity’s sake, a review of the science relevant to GM crops and food.   
 
 

2) The opportunity to review the science in this varied and complex field could 
usefully examine at a deeper level both for the public and itself, the genesis of the 
science behind the special disciplines of genetic modification, as well as the processes 
whereby science enters a technological domain and vice versa.  In the indisputably 
heated GM arena, a cooler historical approach, descriptive and disciplined, would 
illuminate for all involved how knowledge is developed and how precisely it is 
applied, and further developed through its applications, or not.  In order to address the 
interests and concerns of the public, an engagement involving perspectives that 
elucidate the interdependent relationships of science and technology can only serve to 
further the objectives of the GM Science Review and its part within the wider GM 
Public Debate, very much in the spirit of openness and transparency.  Such an 
approach should be seen as a prerequisite, a background that, because it is still recent 
history and contemporary, is very much in the foreground. 
 
 

3) Similarly, the role of science in the regulatory process largely reflects the 
intersection of science with policy and could be further developed in the report in 
terms of a fuller description.  The report makes repeatedly clear throughout that no 
evidence of harm is not equivalent to evidence of no harm, effectively highlighting 
through this neat expression of terms a central dichotomy in the constellation of 
science, technology and policy, and giving a clue as to why GM crops and food are 
such a contested and debated issue.  It could also be translated into slightly different 
terms as a question and one that could be fairly asked: does science based evidence 
lead policy or does policy lead the evidence?  This is a fundamentally crucial concern 
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to the public at this time.  The interrelationship of government and policy with science 
and technology is under scrutiny as never before.  The processes involved in specialist 
advice to government ministers can no longer be blandly characterised and passively 
accepted in active, healthy and ever developing democracies, and should be less so in 
democracies intent on reactivating their health and development. 
 
 

4) The parts of the report, How reliable is GM plant breeding?. The safety of food 
and animal feed derivatives from GM crops, The environmental impacts of GM crops 
and Geneflow, detection and impact of GM crops, offer themselves as ambitious 
attempts to summarise the scope of the science in the context of what interests and 
concerns the public, broadly speaking.  There is much merit in summarising the 
science of GM in terms of crops and food, how it is contended, gaps in the knowledge 
and by identifying where further research ought to be conducted.  It is a difficult, if not 
Herculean, task to convey altogether a specific genetic event one minute, a particular 
agricultural practice the next and regulatory interpretation at the same time, using 
language appropriate or equal to each, and in the same breath introduce the associated 
difficulties and knowledge gaps.  Where perhaps the report could do well to improve 
on, and the availability of the published results from the Farm Scale Evaluations as 
well as the other published strands of the GM Public Debate will undoubtedly be 
helpful here, is by a more rigorous approach being adopted focussing on a particular 
case-history or scenario, but even better still a series of particular case-histories or 
scenarios.  In this way one of the main recommendations in the report, that of a case 
by case approach to the regulation of GM crops and food, will be adopted into its very 
structure.  This would avoid conflating and obscuring the extremely complex variety 
of subjects involved, better illustrate and describe the contributory science, technology 
and policy areas, as well as providing clarity for a sufficient level of summary, and 
therefore a better reading.  The science needs to stand out with far more distinction. 
 
5)  Obviously the special role that DNA has in the technology of GM crops and food is 
self-evident.  Nevertheless, in the way the review’s first report attempts to treat 
explanations of contemporary knowledge and practice it appears to be almost 
exclusively centred around and reduced to this one complex molecule.  Furthermore, 
the structure and function of this macro-molecule only seems to be given schematic 
treatment, an almost overly two-dimensional and diagrammatic representation.   A 
franker discussion of the Central Dogma (FHC Crick, The Central Dogma of 
Molecular Biology  - Nature, 227; 1970) and a fuller review of the biochemistry 
involved in the rest of the cell, and therefore the structure and function of other 
complex macro-molecules and how these behave with the nucleic acids, ought to be an 
essential part of any discourse aiming to review the science of GM crops and food.  It 
would provide a welcome and more fully detailed contribution to the public debate of 
this issue. 
 
 

6) The bibliography could be better differentiated and presented.  The scopes of the 
subject areas themselves deserve a sharper level of attention and accessibility.  Sadly, 
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at present it is an unwieldy bulk at the end of a long report, which may wrongly be 
overlooked.  If it was to be better organised and integrated with the main body of text, 
and differentiated to relate more directly and intimately with the various sections and 
chapters, the report’s transparency would be greatly enhanced.  In addition, the 
bibliography might also distinguish between citations that have been peer-reviewed 
and those that have not, as well as whether they are published or not, available or 
unavailable. 
 
 

7) In its efforts to publicly contextualise the science of GM crops and food, the 
Review’s First report has gathered together and touched upon a considerable array of 
detail from a vast range of sourced material, all within a time-span and with resources 
many would probably recognise as being pressurised and far from ideal.  It is an 
extraordinary exercise and welcome must be given for the opportunities it provides for 
public debate and written responses on scientific issues.  This represents a significant 
progression from the early days of the ‘Brains Trust’ and the beginnings of the 
collapse of social deference.  Half a century or more away from those protean 
engagements, science matters increasingly to the public.  Frustration at not 
comprehending, for reasons that have no bearing on ability or a desire to understand, is 
often wrongly perceived to be public scepticism and outright hostility to new science 
and technological developments. Taken together with suspicions of government 
policies, this frustration can be formidable.  Specialist knowledge can be taught and 
communicated to those who have not by practice or experience gained it.  The GM 
Science Review’s First Report has made a start against the odds but very much more 
could and should be done to fill in the gaps for the public, which also by definition 
includes the scientific community.  A far better grasp of how the science stands in the 
triangulation it creates with technology and public policy, and to what extent this is a 
coexistence or a collision of interests, interests the public is very much at the heart of, 
needs to be given far more explicitly.  Thankfully, no longer are knowledge and 
intelligence exclusive privileges to hold, use or sell, like the days of old when vendors 
of patent or quack medicines roamed country lanes and city back alleyways. 
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