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7 April 2005

Dear colleague

AEBC public engagement exercise on biotechnology 
and non-food agriculture

Non-food crops are increasingly being promoted as key to the future of agriculture, and an important contribution to sustainability, by providing a renewable energy source, sustainable resource provision and opportunities for the rural economy. It is also claimed that biotechnology could play a significant role, by speeding the development of new plant varieties for non-food use and developing materials that could not be produced by conventional means. The Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology Commission (AEBC) has addressed non-food agriculture (NFA) and biotechnology as part of its 2004-05 work-programme. 

As befits our remit to advise Government on public acceptability, we decided to examine public attitudes to the use of biotechnology in NFA. We contracted Corr Willbourn Research and Development to carry out a series of deliberative workshops and seminars in four urban and rural areas of the UK, with a small but broadly based sample of the public. Participants were informed about NFA through eight case studies prepared by the AEBC and covering a wide range of possible applications. Experts also attended the workshops to answer questions.

I attach Corr Willbourn’s report of the exercise, which contains some thought-provoking insights that will be of interest to Government and other bodies involved with NFA. The study suggests that people believe that non-food crops could play an important role in the future of UK agriculture. However, they seek firm evidence of the supposed benefits of potential applications, and in considering these benefits, show a strong awareness of environmental issues, particularly global warming, and a striking wish to act more sustainably (albeit with less inclination to make radical changes to lifestyle). They also showed a great desire to preserve traditional countryside landscapes, and therefore to provide a future for farmers who were seen as guardians of the countryside.

Each of our case studies discussed the potential uses of biotechnology with that application. Although it was made clear to participants that many non-food uses of crops do not require any biotechnology input, and that there were other potential applications of biotechnology than genetic modification (GM), GM became a dominant issue in the study. People are clearly wary of using GM in non-food as well as food agriculture, and suspicious of the motives behind its use. Their threshold for acceptability of a non-food application was raised considerably by the involvement of GM, and only overwhelming benefits, such as a cure for a major disease, were thought acceptable in this context. Objections to the use of GM organisms in closed conditions were less strong, and people generally felt that GM research should continue. 

This is an independently carried out, commissioned piece of work, and not an AEBC report. Ordinarily we would treat it as a starting point for further discussion, as we have done with our work on research agendas to be published soon. It would be interesting, for example, to explore further public attitudes to the risks and benefits of strategies to tackle global environmental problems, especially local and small-scale action. People’s desire to preserve the amenity value of the countryside could be examined in greater depth. The AEBC also originally hoped to analyse the regulatory environment relevant to the use of biotechnology in NFA alongside its study of public attitudes. The closure of the AEBC at the end of this month means that we are now unable to pursue these avenues. However, we hope that policy makers and other stakeholders involved in biotechnology, in NFA, and also in rural affairs more generally will consider the findings of this report carefully and carry them forward.
I hope you find the enclosed report interesting and useful.

Yours sincerely
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Professor Malcolm Grant

Chair, AEBC
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