Tom’s comments on Prakash’s and Kathy’s papers (13/03/05)

Introduction

I found both papers very stimulating indeed and I really welcome the opportunity to comment on them. There was a great number of interesting points in each, to which I cannot do justice in the space of a few minutes. Instead, I want to make some comparisons between the two papers – particularly between the two written versions. On some issues they agree. However, there are also differences between them, which, I think, raise broader questions. I’m going to highlight four similarities and differences in the hope of identifying key areas for discussion.

Similarities

The papers share at least three important features:

· First, of course, their motivations are similar. They both set out to identify better ways of meeting the needs and interests of some of the poorest farmers and rural communities in the world.

· Second, they agree that, in principle, transgenic and other biotechnologies may benefit such communities. Whilst Prakash focuses on potential nutritional benefits Kathy says “Many resource-poor farmers might benefit from modern biotechnologies, including crop varieties produced with the aid of genetic markers and, perhaps, recombinant-DNA mehods, if these were developed with farmer input and adapted to local conditions and rigourously tested” (p.3). 
· Third, however, in practice both papers have concerns about transgenic crops, a subset of agricultural biotechnologies. For Prakash, there are human and environmental safety issues which biotechnologies such as marker-assisted selection “side-step”. Kathy shares these concerns but also questions the practical benefits of transgenic crops.

· The fourth and final similarity I want to highlight is that both papers are comparative. Each compares biotech and trangenic approaches with alternative ways of doing things. In other words they are both about trade-offs, about opportunity costs and about benefits foregone. It is within this fourth broad area of similarity that I want to highlight some key differences between the papers that I believe raise some issues and questions for discussion.

What is desirable and what is realistic?

The first difference between the papers is between how they weigh up what is desirable and what is realistic. As I mentioned to begin with, they share some of the same goals. In relation to strategies to combat micronutrient deficiency, which is the focus of Prakash’s paper but is also a topic that Kathy touches upon in the written version of her paper, both papers appear to treat food-based strategies centred on dietary diversification to be the ideal solution. The difference lies in whether they consider these strategies realistic:

· Prakash appears not to, hence his interest in biofortication, a rather different kind of food-based strategy. Indeed, he makes the very strong claim that biofortifying staples offers the only solution to micronutrient malnutrition.

· Kathy seems to think that the ideal solution – dietary diversification – is more realistic, not because it is easier to achieve, perhaps, but because it offers a broader and more sustainable solution.

· But, in making this trade-off between what is desirable and what is realistic, both papers raise additional questions:

· Prakash focuses on the feasibility of increasing the micronutrient content of staples. Sure, that can be done – but will it make a practical difference and, in particular, will any practical benefits really be sustainable? There are a number of other factors to consider, including the one that Carl-Gustav and Joanna raised yesterday – will the traits be expressed sufficiently in successive generations of a biofortified crop, whether it is produced transgenically or by other methods? My own sense is that questions such as this need to be resolved before too many eggs get put in the biofortification basket. Moreover they cannot be resolved without an empircal comparison of biofortication and dietary diversification – at that, a comparison which takes in account the much broader range of benefits that the latter claims to offer beyond alleviating single nutrient deficiencies.

· A little bit of a similar issue of evidence arises in Kathy’s discussion. Her paper says: “A (hypothetical) miracle ride that contained all the nutrients that peasants once obtained from a varied diet ofgrains, pulses, vegetables, ‘weeds’, and wildlife would make a dull diet indeed. It would also leave many farm households dependent on their ability to purchase food in markets over which they have little control.” But many people suffering from micronutrient deficiencies do already eat such a dull diet and are already dependent on purchasing food – restating what is desirable and identifying reasons why biofortification may not be a realistic solution to micronutrient deficiencies does not answer the question of what is a realistic solution and how it might be achieved.

I shall deal with the remaining three differences and questions more quickly.

On what level are we comparing biotech approaches with alternatives?

The second difference is the level or scale at which we are comparing transgenic and other biotech methods with the alternatives:

· For Prakash, the comparison is between different approaches to alleviating micronutrient deficiency.

· For Kathy – linking in yesterday’s discussion around Esha’s paper – it is more about comparing paradigms for agriculture and agricultural science. 

As we discussed briefly on Friday evening, asking a similar question on different scales [Dwijen – note that I use scale loosely here and not in any of the more precise senses in which it crops up in current geographical debates] may get a different answer. At one level a biofortified staple crop might offer a useful addition to the toolbox of all the many people and institutions working to alleviate micronutrient deficencies. At another level, however, what if that crop is an orphan technology that is a spin-off from commercial research that alters the global market for that same staple or for other commodities such as to exacerbate the problem of micronutrient deficiency? One response is that issue is beyond the purview of people working on micronutrient deficiencies  and it should be left to international negotiations on trade and intellectual property. But if this debate pivots on finding a practical resolution to micronutrient deficiency or any other problem, then this is surely a question we cannot avoid.

How should these decisions be made and by whom?

A third issue is how these decisions are made and by whom. Who is it who decides what is desirable, and who makes the trade-off between what is desirable and what is realistic?

· Prakash (p.6) quotes five crucial questions that need to be addressed around feasibility, effects on plant yields, bioavailability and comparitive costs – in other words technical, scientific and economic questions – the decision to invest in biofortication work or in alternative approaches is, in effect, determined by the answers to these five questions.

· Kathy emphasises the processes by which decisions are made. She talks about the autonomy of farmers and rural communities and about food sovereignty. 

Yesterday or the day before someone put a quote that characterised the debate over GM crops a discussion at cross-purposes – one person asking where are the facts and the other asking where the power lies. I think these two papers show how closely those two questions are actually linked. A very heavy reliance in decision-making on experts to answer technical questions (whether those people are experts in science, in sociology or 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.

What is the question we are trying to answer?

The final of the differences I want to highlight is between the different questions that the two papers set out to answer. Prakash asks ‘Can biotechnology help?’ To that my answer would certainly be ‘of course it can’, whether we are talking about transgenics or other agricultural biotechnologies. Or, for that matter, whether we are talking pretty much any other kind of technology from the internet to air travel. I’d suggest that one of the reasons this question of whether transgenics can help, or whether transgenics can be pro-poor, is so often asked in debates about GM crops is precisely it requires a positive response. I’m not suggesting that is why Prakash or others have asked it during this workshop but I do think that explains its currency in GM debates at large. Even the most vigorous critic of GM crops cannot say ‘no’.

So I think it raises a whole lot more issues:

· It gets us back to the question of what level or scale are we talking about – can we talk about successful case studies in isolation from examples that, through negative externalities, make life harder for poor farmers and marginalised communities?

· It also demands the question of under what conditions it can help. To this, Kathy replies under the conditions that, as I quoted above, “they are developed with farmer input and adapted to local conditions and rigourously tested”. The discussions over the last couple of days might suggest more conditions besides these.

For these reasons I’d ask a slightly different question, perhaps a bit like the one that Hannington and Joanna raised yesterday about farmer-led innovation. What would agricultural research look like if it was designed to help – whether we are talking about helping to alleviate micro-nutrient deficiencies, helping to diversify diets, helping to meet the needs of farmers or indigenous peoples, or all the other objectives we have been discussing. Transgenic crops and other biotechnologies might or might not be part of the outcome if we were to focus on addressing this question. I think that it narrows our options if these or any other kinds of technology are taken to frame the questions we are asking in the first place.

