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Clifton Anderson

Rescarch directors al American land-grant universitics
are optimistic regarding the future of agriculiural blotechnol-
ogy and expect the ongoing “biotechnology revolution™ to
benefit the public, including consumers and farmers. Unre-
solved public policy questions involving biotechnology do
concern many of the rescarch administrators who responded
to an opinion poll, but the prevalling altitude appears (o be
one of confident expectation that solutions will in time emeTge
for all oulstanding biotech problems,

Asked about “biotechnology’s ethical questions,” a
majority of the respondents indicated that U.5. land-grant
institutions are well equipped to deal with such questions.

The respondents sald blotechnology may pose environ-
mental risks, but they did not expect blological catasirophes
to occur. They sald blotechnology could be used to foster low-
inpul methods of agriculiural preduction, and they were in
favor of pursuing bioflech research (hat might improve
agricullure’s sustamabilily,

An Cpinlon Survey
This opinfon survey requested

colleges of velerinary medicine, and
rescarch directors of the 1890 land-

142 land-grant unbersily [LGL) re-
search administimators (o indicate
thelr concurrence or disagreement
with 40 stalements concerning
blotechnology’s present atatus and
future prospects, Each of the state-
menila had public palicy implicatbons,
Quesiionnalres were disiributed by
miall to directors of state agriculiural
experiment stallons, deans of

grant institutions orginally estab-
lshed as agriculiural and mechani-
cal colleges for Afro-Americans. This
was a one-step survey: no follow-up
communleations were directed fo

non-respendents, .
Respondents were Invited 1o
submit wrilten slalements

amplifylng any of their answers o
the 40-item questionnaire, In addi-
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Uon, they were asked four open-
ended guestions regarding benefils
the public might recetve from Blo-
technology, beneflts which might
acene Lo LGLUs, ways [n which the
misslon of LGUs might be changing,
and the public’s ability to influence
the rescarch agenda of publicly
supparted univeraities, this
means, many thoughtful comments
were elicited.

Questionnaires were mailed o
30 editors of agricullural publica-
tlons, in erder to sample the apln-
fons of agriculiural communicators.

Replies were recehved from 86
research directors and 22 edilors,
The response rate of the research
adminlstrators was 50,5 percent, and
that of the editers was 73 percent.

Addrazsing tha Fulurs

On key questions regarding the
future of blotechnology, the research
administrators were In strong agree-
menl. A majorily endorsed these
stalementis:

* “American farmers must prepare
fora high-tech fulure, To survive
economically, they will have to
use blolech products.”

* “Blotechnology research Is
desirable. Likely beneflits far oul-
welgh the possible risks.”

* “To lead In selence, an LGU must
become Increasingly Invobved in
bletech research.”

= “The worldwide compelitive
persitlon of RS, agriculiure will
be damaged il governmental
regulatlons closely restrict
botech research.”

Therewas sirongagreement con=
cerming the desirabllity ol having LGU
sctentlsis work in close cooperatbon
with commercial Botech Arms, LGU
research administrators also agreed
that private frms “will become In-
creasingly Involved In agricultural
research during the 1990s,"

A majority of adminlstrators
agreed with the following sialements
concerning the ethical dimensions of
otech research:

# "Universitles should be carehial lo
sanction or endorse only those
blotech products and processes
that are sound soclally and
environmentally.”

= “An imporiant alm of blotech re-
search shoukld be development of
crop production systems that do
nol Invelve heavy use of agricul-
tural chemleals.”

+ “Land-grant universitics are the
ideal agencles to mediale effects
of the bloetech revelutlon — help-
ing families and communities 1o
adjust to new realities,”

Philosephically. the rescarch
admindsirators appear to be prag-
matists. Almoast all concurred with
thia siatement: "For researchers,
problem-sobing Is an ongolng pro-
cess. Inosslving one sel of problems,
we may unimtentionally ereate a new
set of difficulties.”

A smaller group — but still a
maforily — took the position that
soclud and environmental conse-
quencesof agricultural research can
"be predicted with a high degree of
certiiude.” A majority endorsement
alsa was ghen to this statement:
“The consequences of new technolo-
gles should be studied closely, Major
problems can be foreseen.”

Lesking to the lulure, the re-
search administrators agreed with
this prediction; “Genelic engineering
research Invelving animals is likely
to provolie Inlense conlroversies.”

In Substantial Agresmaent

There was a greal diversity of
opinlon on other loples, However,
when “agree” and "inclifed to agree”
calegorles were combined, a
majority of the respondents
concurred with these statements;
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= “Because biotechnology will make
possible dramatic Increases In
Pl prosdine ton worldwide, it de-
simbility i not open to serious
question,”

= “Agriculiural research centers
should give top priodly o blo-
technalogy rescarch projects.”

= “Ifblotechnaology is not introduced
rapldly inte TS, agriculiure,
forelgn producers will reap the
initinl benefits feom the new tech-
nologhes,”

= “In view of today’s high research
costs, LGUs must commercialize
thelr botech discoveries,”

= “AL univerallles, traditional sel-
entists belleve thelr research is
undervalued In the blotech age.”

= “Blotechnology may induece
ecologieal changes thal are not
readily apparent. Careful monl-
toring will be neceasary.”

* “Thecosts ofmonitoring the en-
virenment for blotechnology-in-
duced changes should be borme
by the Motech Industry.”

There was general agreement
regarding this ebsepvation: "Envi-
ronmentalizts and blsethics
commentators tend to be highly
critical of sclentific progress and
industrial development.”

Falrly slreng acceplance was
ghven this statement: “To avold
duplication of effort, land- grant
uniersilies shoukd engage in mores
cooperallon and coordination.”
Counling those who “agreed”
were “Inclined to agree,” onky a slim
maeforily wenl along with this view of
LGU ccordination: "By 1998, mosl
major programs of agriculiural re-
search will be conducted ona
or natlonal basls, with state
unbversitbes and federal agencies

particlpating jointly.®

Strong Clasagraemant Noted

Research admininisirators
strongly disagreed with these oo
slatlements:

+ “Agricultural blotechnology tends
o favor the use of crop prodiue-
Uon systems requiring large In-
puts of chemicals and energy.”

= “Blotech products may have the
effect aldisplacing large numbers
of farm people.”

A majorily of respondenis
marked the “disagree” or *inclined to
disagree” calegories for the following
slatement: “Developers of new life
ferms or genelically altered
arganlsms should net have the
protection of patents.”

Opinlons Vary Widely

Impartant lssiies were clonded
byt wikde variations in opinion, Thers
was no consensus regarcding the
following statemenis:

= “Some blolech research has po-
tential for exerting r-reaching
negathve effects on the environ-
mient.”

* "Work with genctically altered
micro-organiams may nvolve se-
rious environmenial hazurds.

* “Since most Amerfeans lack basic
urslerstanding of molecular biol-
ofy. public opinlon cannot pro-
vide valunble gutdance to deel-
slon-makers who set blotech re-
search polickes,”

* “Thesclentific community, acting
on s owmn velitlon, has the  ca-
pability to monilor research work
in biolegical englneering and to
enforee environmental safe-
guards.”

* “Before long. blolech Nirms with
major In-house research pro-
grams are likely to withdraw from
sponsorship of university-based
research.”
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+ “Siate unbeersitles And it dilieult
tojustify research undertaken for
oui-of-state blotech firms I the
research does nol nddresa in-atate
problems.”

+ “Tomany farmers, stale untversi-
fies” current emphasis on bio-
technoslogy appears lobe unwise. "

+« “Siate farm orfantzations hoave
indicated that they prefer tradi-
tional problem-solving research
and are uneasy aboul the diver-
ston of university research dol-
lars into blatechnology.”

EdHiors Exprasa Thalr Yiawa

The editors responding o the
survey were o smull sample numerd-
cally, butl their opinions were ex-
tremely diverse, On most questions,
thelr responses ranged over the en-
tire plus-minus specimum. Thelr re-
sponses 1o the open-ended ques-
tlona were mosl Instructive sinece
these comments indicated that seme
editors are staunch defenders of the
land-grant untversities while others
take a more crilicel stance,

One open-¢nded question asked:
"In this high-tech age, ia the mission
of the land-grant unhversity chang-
ing?" According o most of the
research administralors who
reaponded, the traditional LGU
milsslon — aerviee o the people of
the stale — remalns unchanged,
One-thind of the comments written
by editors were (n the same vein as
the adminisirators’ remarks. How-
ever, changes in the LGL mission
were noted by other editors,

An editer responded: “The land-
grant unhwerslly has strayed from (ts
original mission. It needs to
concentrale on Informallon and
asslstance fo agricullure.”

Ancther editor sald: “Blotech
research af the land-grant univer-
ally should be encouraged. bt
traditional research should not be

forgotten.”
A third sakd; “In some cases. the

rapld shilt o emphasize blolech re-
search s seen as an abandonment of
applied research which has been the
staple ol widespread public support
[of the LGUs), Unbversilies are seen
as moving further and further away
from the people who are pshed —
and taceed = to fund them.”

The linal question in the survey
asked: “How can the public allect the
research agenda of public
univeraillea?” "Who wanta them
1o?" was one editor's caustic rephy.

Another sald: “Enough hype In
the mesdin and enough angry lellers
1o Regents can effectively control the
agendda In many cases,” The wriler
indicated that emotlonallsm ks not
likely to lead to posithee resulis.

“Perception 1s reality,” a third
editor sakd. “If the general public
becomes convinced that LGUs are
more Inleresied in projects with
commerncial firms than 1n unblased
ackence, the fulure of LGUs Is In
Jeopardy.”

*The public’s sway s far-
reaching.” a fourth editor sald.
“The publicshould be lncluded in any
dectskon-making process by keeping
it informed. Otherwise, there Is a
tendency to refect the unknewn for
the knmown,” The need for belter
communications between LGUs and
thelr warlous publics also was
emphasized by many of the research
adminisiralers whoe responded lo

the survey,

For Batter Communications

In thelr Informatbon programs
regarding agriculiural  bistechnol-
apy, LGUs should eonfrent the is-
aues which are troubling LGLU clien-
tele groups and other segments of
the publlc. In the present sludy, a
beginning has been made toward
delineating land-grant unbersily
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administirators’ spinisns on blatech
Issues. The administrators’ views
should be studied more intensively,
and attention should be given to the
views of the LGUs" traditional ellen-
tele. Oplnion surveys alss can reveal
the ways in which blotechnology s
seen by taxpayers, by political lead-
ers, and by joumnallsts and other
oplnion leaders,

In o democracy, il is desirable to
invelve all segments of the public in
the declsion-making process. At
present, many Americans have dis-
quicting doubis and misgivings con-
cerning Betechnology's probable
Imipact upon our soclety. By explor-
Ing the apinions of varlows publles,
communication speckisllsts can help
sel the stage for thorough discussion
and enlightened declsion-making in
regard to Important blotech issues,

Journal of Applled Communleations, Vol, T8, No. 1, 10432 ,/33



	1992_1_22
	1992_1_23
	1992_1_24
	1992_1_25
	1992_1_26

