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Preface

When the Working Party began work in January 1998 there was little visible public anxiety about
genetically modified (GM) crops and almost no press interest in the subject. For politicians GM crops
occasionally threatened difficulties with the World Trade Organisation or posed problems for European
Union regulations, but the regulation of research and release into the environment of new plant strains
was not politically contentious, and the subject of GM crops not seen as politically hazardous.

It need hardly be said that while we have been working, the safety of GM crops and their environmental
impact have become hotly debated issues; the mass media, the scientific community, the agrochemical
industry, environmental pressure groups and politicians have all had much to say.

As reports of previous working parties have had occasion to observe, heat and light are not the same
thing. We have been struck by the extent to which hard-to-allay fears are aroused by almost any discussion
of genetic science, not only in this context, but also in the contexts of cloning and the genetic components
of physical and mental illness.

This, however, seems to the Working Party, as to the Nuffield Council itself, to be one reason why it is
so important to undertake the dispassionate and apolitical investigation of the present state and future
prospects of GM-based agriculture. The Working Party cannot dictate to the public nor to its political
representatives, but we hope we can inform and assist the further development of policies that will secure
the benefits of GM crops while most effectively avoiding any risks that they may pose. Conversely, we
have ourselves been greatly helped and enlightened by the organisations and individual members of the
public who responded to our consultation or came to see us and to give us information.

As chair of the Working Party, I have been deeply impressed by the energy, intelligence, patience and
stamina of my colleagues; I have also been deeply impressed — as have all previous working parties — by
the dedicated efforts of the Secretariat. Anyone who has worked with Sandy Thomas, Rachel Bartlett,
her successor Susan Bull, and Julia Fox knows what a pleasure it is to be so well looked after — and
how demanding the standards are that they set for themselves and the working parties they support. It is
impossible to exaggerate my debt to them all.
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Executive Summary

The introduction of genetically modified (GM) crops has become highly controversial in the UK and some
other parts of the world. The principal objections concern possible harm to human health, damage to the
environment and unease about the ‘unnatural” status of the technology. The Working Party has therefore
examined the ethical issues which are raised by the development and application of GM plant technology in
world agriculture and food security. Its perspective on GM crops has been guided by consideration of three
main ethical principles: the principle of general human welfare, the maintenance of people’s rights and
the principle of justice. Some of these considerations, such as the need to ensure food security for present
and future generations, safety for consumers and care of the environment have been straightforward and
broadly utilitarian. Others, stemming from the concern that GM crops are ‘unnatural’, have been more
complex.

The Working Party accepts that some genetic modifications are truly novel but concludes that there is
no clear dividing line which could prescribe what types of genetic modification are unacceptable because
they are considered by some to be ‘unnatural’. It takes the view that the genetic modification of plants
does not differ to such an extent from conventional breeding that it is in itself morally objectionable. GM
technology does, however, have the potential to lead to significant changes in farming practices in food
production and in the environment. The Working Party concludes that it is now necessary to
maintain and develop further a powerful public policy framework to guide and regulate the
way GM technology is applied in the UK. It recommends that an over-arching, independent
biotechnology advisory committee is established to consider within a broad remit, the
scientific and ethical issues together with the public values associated with GM crops.

Recommendations about the needs for improved risk assessment methods, post-release monitoring and
the evaluation of cumulative and indirect environmental impacts are made. The Working Party does
not believe that there is enough evidence of actual or potential harm to justify a moratorium
on either GM crop research, field trials or limited release into the environment at this stage.
Public concern about the introduction of GM crops has led to calls for bans on GM food and moratoria
on plantings. The Working Party concludes that all the GM food so far on the market in
this country is safe for human consumption. A genuine choice of non-GM foods should remain
available, with foods which contain identifiable GM material being appropriately labelled. The Working
Party urges the Government and the scientific community to share their responsibilities in disseminating
reliable information about the underlying science and to respond to public concerns.

The application of genetic modification to crops has the potential to bring about significant benefits, such
as improved nutrition, enhanced pest resistance, increased yields and new products such as vaccines.
The moral imperative for making GM crops readily and economically available to developing
countries who want them is compelling. The Working Party recommends a major increase
in financial support for GM crop research directed at the employment-intensive production
of food staples together with the implementation of international safeguards.
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GENETICALLY MODIFIED CROPS: THE ETHICAL AND SOCIAL ISSUES

The introduction of genetically modified (GM) crops into the environment and the food chain has become
highly controversial in the United Kingdom (UK), parts of Europe and in other parts of the world. The pos-
sibility that GM crops will form a large proportion of the plants grown by farmers in the United States (US),
and Europe within the next decade has aroused reactions ranging from outrage and unease to acceptance.
By contrast, their introduction has been greeted with near-indifference by consumers in the US and Canada.

The genetic modification of plants involves transferring DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid), the genetic material,
from a plant or bacterium, or even an animal, into a different plant species. Because we can increasingly
identify which gene or genes determine particular characteristics, the appropriate genes can now be
inserted directly into the plants we wish to modify. Although techniques required to create GM crops are
recent and relatively sophisticated, genetic modification is in most respects an extension of what has been
happening for ten thousand years. The primitive ancestors of almost all modern food crops are barely
recognisable to the lay person; maize ears, for instance, were half an inch long rather than the eight or
nine inches of their modern descendants.

The principle objections to GM crops and the food products made from them concern possible harm to
human health, damage to the environment and unease about the ‘unnatural’ status of the technology.
Many members of the UK public also object to what they perceive as an imposition of a new and uncertain
technology which, in the case of GM soya, does not offer them obvious benefits. Where GM food has
been cheaper or better-flavoured consumers have been more willing to purchase it.

Concerns over human health have arisen on several counts. The fact that GM crops can bring together
new gene combinations which are not found in nature has led to unease about possible effects on health
over the longer term. Alarmist media reports of negative health effects in animals fed with GM potatoes
are likely to have reinforced such fears. The use of antibiotic-resistance marker genes in plant genetic
modification has also focused attention onto the possible risk of increasing human resistance to antibiotics
through the food chain. The possibility of increasing and unpredictable exposure to allergens through
new gene combinations has also been raised. Recent failures on the part of UK government agencies
and departments to deal adequately with the BSE (bovine spongiform encephalitis) outbreak have further
undermined public confidence.

Environmental concerns have focused on the fear that GM herbicide-tolerant crops might encourage farm-
ers to use more broad spectrum herbicides with a negative impact on insect and bird life. Genes conferring
herbicide tolerance might also migrate from crop plants to their wild relatives resulting in herbicide-tolerant
weeds. There are also fears about damage to non-target species by insect-resistant crops and the inad-
vertent creation of new viruses. Irrespective of their safety, GM crops are only one further step in the
‘industrialisation” of agriculture. How much of a risk GM crops are to the environment is difficult to judge
at this stage. They might damage it in some circumstances and enhance it in others. It could be that much
of the dislike of GM crops stems from guilt by association: they are produced by agrochemical and seed
companies and they are an element in ‘non-organic’ farming. They are also seen by some as ‘unnatural’.

Obviously, GM crops should be marketed only when they meet appropriate safety and environmental stan-
dards. Although they offer the prospect of significant improvements in human welfare, there are risks which
need to be guarded against. GM plant technology is at an early stage of development. So far, the genetic
modifications made to food crops have mainly affected the plants’ tolerance to herbicides and insect pests in
crops grown in the developed world. Such crops may allow lower levels of agrochemical use and more effi-
cient farm management. However, the scope of improvements offered by genetic modification in future is
much wider and consumer benefits more evident. They include increased food micronutrient levels, removal
of food allergens and the production of vaccines. More important is the expansion of the use of GM crops
outside the developed world. Globally, the ability to engineer resistance to salty soil and in the longer-term
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to modify cereal crops to use atmospheric nitrogen could considerably enhance the diet of the very poorest
of the world’s citizens. The application of genetic modification to crops extends well beyond foodstuffs.
Cotton has already been modified to resist important pests such as the boll weevil. The blue colouring that
jeans manufacturers use has even been introduced into some cotton varieties. The longer-term perspective
suggests that industrial fuels and especially fuel for electricity generation could increasingly be based on GM
plants rather than fossil fuels, and that construction materials could soon be grown in a tailor-made fashion.

A question raised by these arguments is whether the existing UK regulatory system achieves what it should.
Regulation is there to protect public health, to protect the environment, to promote or enable consumer
choice and to foster useful research. The long-term nature of many of the risks pointed to by critics of GM
crops raises the question of whether existing and proposed regulatory schemes adequately monitor both
field trials and commercial introductions. Public policy in the UK must properly accommodate the safety
issues raised by GM crops and, in so doing, restore public confidence. We also attach great importance
to the legitimacy of consumer choice and to ensuring so far as possible that consumers can avoid GM
products if they so wish, whatever their reasons may be. The question of how to decide whether GM crops
are ‘unnatural’ to an unacceptable degree is more difficult to address.

Concentrating exclusively on the safety and environmental impact of GM crops in the UK and Europe
may distract both the public and governments from giving proper attention to the benefits they could
bring. Proponents of GM crops argue that their introduction is necessary for the developing world. Such
arguments have been greeted sceptically with claims that food security can be achieved by redistribution
rather than increases in output. This argument raises hard political questions about how likely redistributive
measures are, as compared with the introduction of GM crops. It has also been argued that as long as the
development of GM crops is based in the US and Europe, there will be little research on their application
to the developing world. The prospect of broad patents on basic GM technologies also presents particular
and potentially serious difficulties for developing countries.

The possibility that GM crops could make a substantial contribution to providing sufficient food for an
expanding world is, on its own, a solid reason for engaging in the research that underlies their development.
Commercial incentives require that private companies that engage in the research can patent commercially
useful results. But will such companies be willing in the future to grant licences on favourable terms for
commercial research intended to benefit developing countries? How could governments help secure
benefits of genetic modification for developing countries?

In the developed world the fact that the first GM foods have had no or little obvious benefits for consumers
has contributed to the perception that they are unnecessary. Genetic modification could, however, be
directed towards enhancing the flavour and quality of the food that reaches the tables of consumers in
developed countries. At present it is more often used to enhance storage qualities and transportability.
In economic terms, these are important qualities but have little impact on the consumer. If the public
were given the opportunity to be better informed about GM crops, it might encourage supermarkets and
farmers alike to produce food which offers more direct consumer benefits.

In this report, the Working Party sets out to examine the ethical and social issues associated with the
introduction of GM technology. It aims to inform the public debate in the UK and elsewhere around
the world. It also hopes to assist the further development of public policies that will secure the benefits
of GM crops and lead to the development of a regulatory system which protects human health and the
environment and at the same time commands public confidence. No ethical concerns can be all things
to all people and we accept that some religious and other philosophical applications will have a different
starting point to our own. This report is grounded in liberal, scientific values and takes a broadly utilitarian
approach to ethics, a starting point which is shared by most people in the UK.
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The new technologies usually called ‘genetic engineering’ or ‘genetic modification’ (GM) promise to
revolutionise medicine, animal husbandry and agriculture.! An optimistic view is that GM plants and
foodstuffs will make a great, possibly indispensable, contribution to reducing mass hunger. Yet the
development of GM crops has recently caused widespread unease in the United Kingdom (UK) and
other European countries. The unease comes in diverse forms and in varying degrees of intensity. It
is also based on a wide range of ethical beliefs. So it is worth setting out the perspective from which
this report is written.

The development of GM plant technology raises two kinds of issues: the scientific and the ethical.
Science is concerned with understanding the world in which we live and in particular the causal
relationships that shape that world: for example, the association between genes as a molecular
sequence and the characteristics, such as resistance to frost, that the genes express. Understanding
such causal patterns is necessary if we are to alter or change the characteristics of plants in an
informed way. Ethics, by contrast, is concerned with what we ought or ought not to do. Ethical
principles provide standards for the evaluation of policies or practices, for example, indicating that it
would be wrong to carry out a certain genetic modification because to do so would threaten human
health or harm the environment. Although it may be scientifically possible to undertake a certain
experiment or introduce a new type of crop for commercial planting, it does not follow that it would
be ethically right to do so. Working out what it is right or permissible to do involves, therefore,
bringing together our scientific understanding with our ethical principles to decide what we should
do given the capacities for genetic modification that have been developed.

Few questions of practical reasoning about policy or practice can be dealt with in a simple form.
Practical reasoning typically involves weighing up or balancing the benefits of a technology like
genetic modification with its potential harms or disadvantages. Proponents claim that GM plant
technology will raise agricultural productivity, assist the development of safer, more nutritious
foods with a longer shelf-life, and contribute to the goal of increased food security for the poor
in developing countries. Against these, we must set the claims of those who say that GM food
technology is a threat to human health and/or the environment and that its introduction will raise the
profits of private suppliers whilst at the same time depriving poor producers of primary commodities
access to markets and to the new varieties of seed. Whether GM technology is morally acceptable is
a matter of the plausibility of these factual claims and their importance in the light of moral principle.

There are three main types of principle that are relevant to the evaluation of policies or practices.
The first principle is a principle of general welfare which enjoins governments (and other powerful
institutions) to promote and protect the interests of citizens. The second is the maintenance of
people’s rights, for example their rights to freedom of choice as consumers. The third is the principle
of justice, and it requires the burdens and benefits of policies and practices to be fairly shared among
those who are affected by them. When we consider the introduction of a new technology, such as
that related to GM crops, we can ask a series of questions in the light of these general principles.
Will the technology promote the general welfare by making for improved food safety or reducing the
use of chemical pesticides in agriculture? Or does the technology pose unknown risks for consumers
and the environment that we would be wise not to run if we are concerned about the general
welfare? What implications does the technology have for the rights of consumers, for example the
right to be informed about the food one is eating? What implications does it have for the rights of

Genetic modification involves the direct introduction of desirable characteristics by artificial transfer of foreign or synthetic
DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid, the genetic material) into an organism. A GM organism or GMO has therefore been altered
in a way that does not involve mating and/or conventional genetic recombination. EC Directive 90/220/EEC (OJ L117) 8
May 1990, pp 15-27, Article 2.
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scientists to be free to conduct their research in ways that protect their intellectual integrity? Finally,
we can ask questions derived from a concern with the principle of justice. Who will be the principal
beneficiaries from the introduction of the new technologies and what obligations do they have to
compensate the losers?

This report discusses the social and ethical implications of GM crops. We do not intend to draw
a sharp distinction between ethical concerns and social issues. On the one hand, ethical principles
concern the social framework within which we live. On the other, we need to be aware of the social
and technological background against which we discuss ethical issues. Scientific, ethical and social
issues cannot be wholly separated from each other; nor should they be so. In particular, we accept
the point made by many of the respondents to our consultation: it is, in a broad sense, an ethical
choice to employ scientific knowledge in the hope of improving the human condition. Different
societies have set different values on the acquisition and use of scientific information; trying to use
scientific knowledge for what Francis Bacon called ‘the relief of man’s estate’ may seem an obvious
choice, but it is not an inevitable one.

It is the ethical basis of the regulation of commercial development and production of GM crops and
the promotion of genuinely useful research by government action that mostly concerns us. For most
individual consumers, the choice whether to consume or not consume GM food is not a matter of
ethics. A consumer who thought GM food unsafe would be unwise but not wicked to eat it. Only if
consuming GM food is thought to be intrinsically wrong, as eating non-kosher food is for orthodox
Jews, is its consumption ethically wrong, and directly so. The consumption of GM food would be
ethically problematic, but in an indirect fashion, if its production did harm, violated rights, or caused
injustice. The claim that the production of GM crops does one or all of these things is frequently
made by their critics.

In setting out the three main types of ethical considerations that we think are relevant to the
evaluation of GM technology we have so far avoided one major issue, namely the ethical status of
the natural world itself. GM crops do not raise questions about the rights of plants, in the way that
animal experimentation raises questions about the rights of animals; nor do they raise questions
about the welfare of plants. They do, however, provoke a reaction that is difficult to place within
arguments about welfare, rights and justice. Some perceive GM crops as ‘unnatural’ and those
who disapprove of their development and use for this reason are among the strongest critics of
GM crops. Many individual respondents to our consultation expressed views of this kind. One said
‘I grieve at what seems to me a violation of the fantastic and incredible world in which we live’
and this was not an uncommon sentiment.? For all the decline in formal religion, there remains a
deep-rooted belief that we ‘tinker’ with nature at our peril.

Others have argued that it is unethical to treat nature in an ‘industrial’ fashion, not simply because of
the unfortunate consequences of so doing, but because they believe it is intrinsically wrong. Whereas
the first of these concerns can be accommodated under the principle of the general welfare, the
second makes ‘the environment’ an object of ethical concern, regardless of how the environment
affects the interests of human and other animals. GM crops thus raise ethical issues about the rights
and wrongs of the ways we affect the environment that are especially difficult to analyse and resolve.

The government of a modern democratic society is obliged not merely to accommodate the deeply
held moral convictions of its citizens, but to treat them with respect. But these convictions — on such
vexed problems as euthanasia, for example — are usually held by minorities no more numerous than
those who hold the opposite conviction. The task of governments cannot be to legislate or regulate
by making these convictions the basis of law, but it is rather to pursue policies that can command

Response by Mrs M Lee to the Working Party’s Consultation.
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something close to a reflective consensus. This is why safety, health, economic well-being, and the
avoidance of environmental degradation are commonly the goals of policy. To say this is not to
ignore what some of our correspondents describe as ‘intrinsic’ ethical considerations, but it is to say
that they must enter policy in more complicated ways than for example, considerations about safety
and health.

Most people, and the majority of philosophers, believe that there is no single principle that should
determine our conduct or the making of policy. We cannot assume that considerations either of
welfare, or of rights, or even of justice taken on their own should be decisive in deciding what we are
to do. Consequently, we need to consider the meaning and implications of each of these principles
as part of our overall assessment. This is the task of the remainder of this chapter. However, even
though we consider that the principles of welfare, rights and justice exhaust the principles that are
relevant to the formation of public policy, we need to understand the concerns that lie behind the
claim that GM technology is somehow unnatural or intrinsically wrong. We also seek to elucidate
these concerns in this chapter, although we end by noting that the world into which GM crops are
being introduced is one in which farming is already in many ways a decidedly ‘unnatural’ activity.

Welfare and the role of government regulation

1.11

1.12

One fundamental purpose of public policy is to protect and promote the welfare of citizens. In this
context, the concept of welfare is normally understood in terms of a list of basic securities: access to
safe and nutritious foodstuffs, protection from environmental harms, and enhancement of research
and development (R&D) to provide the knowledge on which the provision of such securities can
be built. A fundamental question about GM crops is whether and how they promise to increase
human welfare and whether their introduction may damage human welfare directly, by injuring
the consumer, or indirectly, by damaging other things we value, such as a diverse environment
and wildlife. Arguments about human welfare are so familiar that they are sometimes dismissed as
hardly ethical arguments at all. However, the impact of human behaviour on the welfare of others
imposes stringent requirements on us. Endangering the health or safety of other people is morally
wrong, and in severe cases almost invariably illegal. The health and safety of citizens are also at the
heart of the greater part of government regulation. Since questions about human welfare frequently
raise questions about the probability of the risks and benefits involved, the ethical issues are often
obscured by the scientific problems of risk assessment. But it is always possible, in principle, to
distinguish between the two distinct questions of ‘how bad?’ and ‘how likely?’ That is, we can
and should separate the reasons for regarding an outcome as an evil from the likelihood of its
occurrence.

The concern of government with the welfare of its citizens underlies much current regulatory
practice. One of the duties of companies introducing GM crops, whether in experimental trials or
for commercial use, is to ensure that they do no harm or that any harm is so slight as to be generally
acceptable. The regulatory system for GM crops and their products in both the UK and the European
Union (EU) is predicated on this simple proposition. The prevention of harm is sometimes extended
to promote the adoption of the so-called ‘precautionary principle’.® This puts the avoidance of
harm to consumers and the environment at the head of the list of regulatory goals. The blanket
adoption of the precautionary principle risks an imbalance between the avoidance of harm and the
achievement of a positive good. This is because some interpretations of the precautionary principle
require us to give an absolute priority to the first goal before we attend to the second.

The ‘precautionary principle’ is incorporated in the Maastricht Treaty. It is the rule that permits governments to impose
restrictions on otherwise legitimate commercial activities, if there is a risk, even if not yet a scientifically demonstrated risk,
of environmental damage. Its interpretation is disputed and we return to it in subsequent chapters.
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1.13 The precautionary principle can be understood as a simple welfare-based principle. As such it
raises familiar problems, of which the most important is to define the conditions under which the
avoidance of harm should take priority over the attempt to do good. Ordinarily, we balance the good
we hope for against the bad we would wish to avoid, a process which economists have elaborated
into ‘cost/benefit’ analysis. Common sense suggests that the development of crops that substantially
reduce hunger or improve nutrition in the developing world would justify running the risk of modest
damage to the interests of well-off consumers or the environment. Conversely, critics argue that GM
crops will bring benefits only to the producer or farmer, not to the consumer, and that any risk of
harm cannot be justified. Both views imply that it is right to balance the good achieved against the
harm imposed.

1.14 A stringent interpretation of the precautionary principle would preclude such balancing. It may,
however, be best interpreted, not as part of our cost/benefit calculation, but as a principle governing
how we should engage in such calculations. Consequently, it is treated sometimes as a rule of thumb
that regulators should adopt a wary attitude to new technology and sometimes as a reminder that
if the harm anticipated is very great, we should be attentive to very small risks of it occurring. As
some of our respondents have suggested, the precautionary principle may also be understood as a
reminder that human beings are all too easily carried away by excitement and novelty, and need to
be warned against hubris. However, other respondents have treated the precautionary principle as
a distinctively moral principle, which emphasises the intricacy of the natural world and which urges
us to take that intricacy with proper seriousness. Understood in either of these ways, the principle
does not vield very definite prescriptions, but does urge caution upon scientists, governments and
farmers. We agree that a precautionary approach to so novel a technology as that of GM crops is
justified, as we say below, but we would not wish concerns about very small risks to the inhabitants
of developed countries to inhibit the R&D that can benefit the inhabitants of the poorer world.

Consumer choice and rights

1.15 One way of promoting welfare is to ensure that consumers have a choice, since we generally set out
to choose what is good for us and avoid what is harmful. But for some consumers in the UK and the
EU, the avoidance of GM foods is itself the good that they seek; their demand for ‘choice’ is primarily
a demand to be allowed to avoid GM foods. For others, the provision of choice acknowledges a
diversity of views. If consumers are to have a choice, they must of course know which foods are
and are not GM. In the United States (US) farmers, food processors and the Government have all
agreed on the need to avoid exposing consumers to danger. However, they have resisted requests,
mostly from Europe, to accept mandatory labelling requirements which would allow consumers
to avoid GM products, especially when the two alternatives are not substantially different. Such
labelling requirements protect choice as a value independent of consumer safety, but at a cost. A
demand for consumer choice not based on avoidance of harm needs to be justified in the context
of regulation to politicians, regulators and food producers. US producers have viewed elaborate
labelling requirements, imposed to allow consumers to choose not to consume GM foods, no matter

what their reasons, as restraints on trade under another name.*

1.16 Choice thus raises issues of rights as well as issues of welfare. Considered as a matter of welfare,
the ‘balance’ to be struck is that between the cost to producers of offering the choice and the cost to
consumers of forgoing it. Considered as a matter of rights, the ‘balance’ to be struck is that between
the expectation of commercial firms that they will be able to operate in a predictable environment
and the right of the consumer to choose what she or he consumes.

4 Cohen P (1998) Strange fruit, New Scientist, No 2188: 42-45.
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1.17

1.18

1.19

It is sometimes said that consumers have an absolute right to choose what to consume and what not
to. In one sense, this is undeniable. Nobody is obliged to shop in any particular store or to purchase
any particular product. The right to reject goods that are offered to us, without giving any reason,
is taken for granted. The right to choose presents difficulties only when it imposes costs on others
and therefore diminishes their right to choose. It is, however, typical of rights that they impose
costs. Even the seemingly modest right to know what we are eating will impose costs on others.
To enforce a consumer’s right to know what is in processed foods by requiring specific labelling
imposes costs that initially fall on the producers. These costs may then be passed on to consumers
in the form of higher prices or absorbed in lower returns for the producers or lower wages for their
employees. There is no consensus to date on how substantial the costs of labelling GM ingredients
might be or on whom they should fall. Such costs may be slight, or they may be considerable. This
at least suggests that the argument for the consumer’s ‘right to know’ through the imposition of
labelling requirements on producers is less straightforward than many suggest.

A further question is the extent to which the consumer’s right to choose implies duties on producers
over and above the duty to label. If all brands of some processed foods now contain GM sova,
the consumer of these foods is faced with Hobson’s choice. The right not to consume GM foods
has little meaning when there are no non-GM foods to be consumed in their place, or no way of
knowing which is which. But does the consumer have the right to buy a range of non-GM products
that other people would not otherwise have chosen to produce? To say the consumer has such
a right seems extreme. Of course, if supplying such a demand is profitable, it is likely that the
market would supply it anyway; but the assertion of a right to have such products available is more
contentious than that suggests.

To claim a right is often contentious. The point of claiming rights is to limit other people’s freedom.
When we have a right, what other people may and must do is fixed by that right. Rights override,
except in extreme cases, the preferences and even the well-being of those against whom the right
exists.® This means that the right to choose is unproblematic only when it is the right not to purchase
a particular product. Claiming a right to have a product made available when the market would not
otherwise have supplied it, presents grave difficulties. It is one thing to insist that suppliers guarantee
not to poison the customer; it is another to insist that companies should supply any particular range
of products. It is yet another to require that such measures should be accomplished at no cost to
the consumer.

The principle of justice

1.20

Behind both the balancing of the welfare of different people and groups, and the balancing of their
competing rights, lie ideas of justice. When considering the welfare interests or competing rights of
individuals, groups, industry or the state, we try to strike a fair balance or seek a just outcome. For
example, if protecting the rights of consumers by providing adequate labelling was very expensive
and was generally agreed to do nothing to prevent harm, most people would say that upholding the
right to know would not be worth the loss of value to producers, particularly if the producers were
poor. Conversely, if informative but inexpensive labelling was desired by the majority of consumers,
it would probably command wide public support. The principles at stake are not complex but their
implementation is. Securing a consensus is complicated by the fact that producers have an interest in
exaggerating the difficulty of complying with new regulations and pressure groups have an opposite
interest in exaggerating the public demand for them. Such questions about where the balance of
burden and benefit is to be struck are the subject of everyday political debate.

For example, if I owe you £30, I must pay it even if you need it much less than I. You may forgive me my debt, but I cannot
forgive myself the debt I