You asked for it!

How different questions about GM foods frame the debate
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Good afternoon. I’m very grateful to the conference organisers for the opportunity to speak today and for their genorisity in getting me over here from the UK.

We can ask many different questions about GM foods, hunger and food security. The question we’re discussing in this session is ‘do we need GM foods to feed the world?’. It appears to get to the heart of the dilemma facing people who are making decisions about agricultural research and innovation with the interests of the world’s poorest communities foremost in mind. 

Or does it? I’m going to compare this question with two alternative questions. I want us to consider how the questions we ask about GM foods frame the answers we get.
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So then, do we need GM foods to feed the world? No, I don’t think we do. It is quite conceivable that, without transgenic foods, everybody in the world could be adequately fed even when the population reaches 9 billion in 2050.

This is hardly a minority opinion. For instance at height of GM hype in 2000, the former UK head of Novartis Seeds, now part of Syngenta, said:

“If anyone says GM is going to feed the world, tell them it is not. To feed the world takes political and financial will.”

The International Alliance Against Hunger, which includes the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation, has gone further, saying that new technology in general, not just GM technology, is unneccessary to eliminate hunger and malnutrition.

Of course, that isn’t to say new technology wouldn’t help to address these mammoth challenges. But the question of whether GM foods are needed to feed the world directs our attention towards what is possible without transgenics – it asks us nothing of the potential of GM foods compared with other tools for tackling hunger.

To illustrate the point, take the wildest claims you have ever heard about the potential of GM crops to help feed the world and imagine they were realised. So long as there was some other way of eliminating hunger and malnutrition the answer to this question would still be ‘no’.
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Recently, in debates about GM foods, hunger and nutrition, I’ve heard an alternative question increasingly often. It sounds similar but it frames the issue differently. It is ‘can agricultural biotechnology help alleviate malnutrition and poverty? This question differs from the previous one in four ways.

First, it asks about ag-biotech, not just about genetic modification. Ag-biotech includes genetic modification but it also encompasses other techniques, such as marker-assisted selection. In marker-assisted selection, which don’t appear to raise the same environmental and social issues as transgenics.
The second difference is that it asks whether these technologies can help, not whether they are required. The issue is not whether we can do without ag-biotech, but rather what more we could do with it. Even if we don’t need ag-biotech, we can surely imagine many ways it might help: think, for instance, of ‘bio-fortified’ staples such as ‘Golden Rice’ that are intended to combat crippling micro-nutrient deficiencies.

The third difference is that it’s more specific about what ‘feeding the world’ might entail. Whilst some proponents of genetic modification still make sweeping claims about transgenic crops being needed to feed the world, the past few years have seen the debate in the international development community shift into a more sophisticated territory. The focus is specific – it’s about whether, in practice, agricultural biotechnologies can help to improve food security, alleviate poverty and address specific nutritional challenges. The proponents of this more subtle approach to ag-biotech aim to build on the experience of the green revolution, recognising some of its social and environmental shortcomings, and hence they dub it the ‘doubly green revolution’. 
It is also pragmatic, recognising that the bulk of ag-biotech research, which takes place in the private sector research, is unlikely to alleviate malnutrition or poverty. Hence it promotes public-private research partnerships. 

The final difference between the question of whether ag-biotech can help and the whether GM foods will feed the world is that it gets a different answer. Yes, ag-biotech can help address poverty and malnutrition. 
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However, for all the advantages that this question has over the question that I began with, I think it also suffers from four weaknesses.

First, is the issue of opportunity costs. The question of whether it is worth investing public funds in ag-biotech to address poverty and malnutrition is inevitably comparative. We don’t simply need to ask whether to invest in ag-biotech, but whether to invest specific resources in ag-biotech instead of in something else. 

Yet the projected costs, risks and benefits of different approaches rarely are weighed up, perhaps because public sector investment decisions are made within institutions that already frame the problem in particular ways – for instance the International Rice Research Institute will tend to focus on how rice breeding research can help address these problems. When the expected costs and benefits of alternative strategies to a problem are compared, the assumptions and uncertainties underlying them need to be carefully thought through and made explicit.

Second, is the issue of scale. On what scale or at what level of abstraction are we looking at the pros and cons of ag-biotech? The concern to be pragmatic demands that we at least ask whether we might get different answers to our question if we ask it at different levels. If we ask it at a local scale do we get a different answer than if we ask it at a global scale? 

· Arguments and evidence that particular uses of ag-biotech will help address hunger and poverty are being used to justify increased public investment in this area of research in general. I’m not sure that’s logical.

The public-private partnership favoured by proponents of the doubly green revolution effectively spins-off ‘pro-poor’ innovations from commercial R&D that is taking place on a bigger scale. But what if that commercial R&D is actually contributing to hunger and poverty, if it is ‘anti-poor’ rather than socially and economically neutral? Commercial GM crops might contribute to poverty and malnutrition by enabling rich farmers competing in the same global commodity markets as poor farmers to gain competitive advantage. 

Third, is the question of who is making all these trade-offs between alternative approaches to alleviating hunger and malnutrition. Whose priorities and whose knowledge is taken into account when investment decisions are being made? The question of whether ag-biotech can help is framed in technological terms. It is a question being asked by experts of experts. It is not a question being asked by farmers or consumers, nor is it one they are being invited to answer. 

· I recently heard someone describe the debate over GM crops as a discussion at cross-purposes – one person asking ‘where are the facts?’ and the other asking ‘where does the power lie?’. I think those two questions are actually very closely linked. A very heavy reliance in decision-making on experts to answer technical questions (whether those people are experts in science, in sociology or in ethics) can short-cut democratic processes and compromise grassroots autonomy. But, equally, centralised, specialised and often highly technical expert knowledge has to remain an important part of the decision-making jigsaw, whether we are talking about micronutrient deficiencies, biosafety or benefit-sharing and intellectual property. The challenge, to adapt an overused and perhaps uncharacteristic quotation from Winston Churchill, is how democratic decisions can be made about technology in such ways that expertise is on tap not on top. 

· So, the fourth weakness of this question is what at first seemed to be its strength. Whereas asking whether we need GM foods to feed the world made it far too easy to answer ‘no’, asking whether ag-biotech can help makes it too easy to ‘yes’. It ducks the more important question of under what conditions it is most likely to help, and of whether and where those conditions can exist. 
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· I’d like to end by suggesting a third question that we can ask – one that does not prematurely shut off some options by framing strategies for alleviating malnutrition and poverty in terms of a particular set of technologies. It is ‘what would agricultural research look like if hunger and poverty alleviation were its top priority?’. Ag-biotech shouldn’t be part of the question. It might, or it might not, be part of the answer. 

· Of course, we don’t just want to know where we want to be, but also how to get there from here. What can be done now to orient agricultural research more towards the needs of the world’s poorest and most malnourished communities? I shall end by suggesting three things we can do that would take agricultural in the right direction.

· First, we can involve the people we are trying to help more directly in the decisions that will affect them. The rationale for this isn’t simply democratic – about trying to take better heed of the values of constituencies affected by a decision. It’s also substantive – about making much better use than at present of the knowledge they can contribute to research and innovation. 

· There are many good example of farmer-led approaches to agricultural innovation, ranging from the farmer field school model that came out of work on integrated pest management, in which farmers are given the skills to do research of their own, to slightly more top-down approaches in which plant breeders may discuss priority traits and preferred varieties with farmers in a particular locality. 

· This impetus towards a more participatory approach is evident, and necessary, in countries like the USA and the United Kingdom as well as in the majority world. Were it not for US public sector decisions about science there would be no GM technology as we know it. In the UK, concern not to repeat the political and economically costly controversy over GM crops has prompted government to spend money on initiatives to engage members of the public who aren’t scientists in debates about science ‘upstream’, before technological trajectories have been cemented into place by heavy investment.

· Second, however, improving public participation in science and decision-making is less important than improving public accountability. Andy Stirling, a policy researcher based in the UK, has distinguished between approaches that open up decision-making and those that close it down.
 Processes that open decision-making up produce plural and conditional advice, raising neglected issues and including marginalised perspectives, whereas processes that close it down produce unitary and prescriptive recommendations. Whether a consultative process ‘opens up’ or ‘closes down’ decisions about agricultural research matters more than whether it centres on experts, on farmers or on consumers.
 

· Finally, I think the architects of science policy in many countries, including the UK, need to rethink the primary purpose of public investment in research and innovation in general, not just in agriculture. In the UK, for example, ‘wealth creation’ is top priority and in the European Union there is similar focus on promoting economic competitiveness.
 The World Bank is currenty exporting this approach to science policy to many countries around the world, particularly in Africa. I’d suggest that ‘sustainable development’ might be a better focus for investment because:

· It gives equivalent weight to economic, environmental and social objectives, which makes it easier to join-up science policy with other areas, such as international development and agriculture;

· It makes explicit the inevitable trade-offs between these different objectives, therefore complementing efforts to open up decisions about science; and
· It encourages long-term thinking.

By contrast, the current emphasis on reaping financial returns from science appears to divert investment away from public goods, such as freely accessible knowledge and genetic resources, which are essential to alleviating poverty and malnutrition.

Conclusion

Briefly, then, to round up… 

We need to be very careful what questions we ask about new technologies and about hunger. The phrasing of the question frames the ensuing debate, with potentially important implications for policy and investment decisions that affect the lives of millions of people. If we wish our options to remain open, accountable and flexible, I believe that we should avoid pre-empting the answer by phrasing any question about poverty and malnutrition in terms of a particular set of technologies. We also need to be careful to avoid slippage between different questions, assuming that a positive response to the question of whether ag-biotech can help implies that it is necessary, or that it automatically justifies public investment in biotechnology research.
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