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Recombinant DNA-how public? 
A PROBLEM increasingly facing scientists is the pressure to 
become involved in public discussion of the assessment of 
risk. Although initial fears about potential health hazards 
of recombinant DNA research have proved to be exag
gerated, the public discussion has required scientists to take 
a stand on the risks involved-just as public policy decision 
in other fields, such as the control of chemical carcinogens, 
has needed assessments that can be backed up by scientific 
data. In both instances there are two, related, requirements: 
the first is a reasonable interpretation of available data, and 
the second is that the public should have confidence in this 
interpretation. 

Much thinking has, of course, been taking place on both 
sides of the Atlantic on how best to relate the scientific to 
the policy aspects of risk assessment (the need for which is 
now generally accepted even by those who continue to dis
pute whether such assessment can be reduced to cost/ 
benefit analysis). Some have argued strongly for a clear 
separation of the scientific and regulatory aspects. The US 
National Academy of Sciences, for example, in a report on 
food additives published in Washington last month, sug
gested that it should be a scientific task to divide potentially 
harmful food additives into three categories of risk, and 
then a regulatory task to decide how substances in each 
category should be dealt with. And staff members of the 
President's Science Adviser's office have suggested a broadly 
similar , interagency approach to all areas of regulation of 
carcinogenic substances (page 388). 

Such an approach has obvious attractions but in practice 
it is often difficult to draw the dividing line between the 
scientific and the political judgement. Frequently there is 
a lack of adequate scientific data to reach a firm conclusion 
on the subject under debate-the effects of low level 
radiation , or even the health hazards of recombinant DNA 
research , are two obvious examples. In such cases, a variety 
of interpretations can be compatible with such data as are 
available. And the choice between different interpretations 
is one that expresses social or political interests (those who 
wish to pursue a certain line of research, whether the 
nuclear industry or DNA research workers, will tend to 
favour the interpretations that minimise the hazards-their 
critics will tend to take the opposite view). 

One should not be surprised at this situation, merely 
aware of the bias that will inevitably creep in. But one 

thing that is certain is that to achieve a reasonable and 
acceptable policy position , the public debate on such risks 
must be as open as possi:ble. 

What then are we to make of the restrict·ive notice from 
the organising committee of the forthcoming international 
scientific meeting on recombinant DNA at Wye College, 
Kent, which puts the whole meeting 'off the record'? The 
purpose of the meeting, supported by ICSU and the Royal 
Society, is 'to review the current status of DNA research 
and technology, and to discuss matters of concern such as 
support for the research, its regulation through guidelines 
and legislation, and the eventual practical application of the 
technology'; widespread participation is called for. And yet 
participants have now been told that for 'free and frank 
discussion usual to scientific meetings' the proceedings will 
be strictly off the record, and that everyone should respect 
the 'established convention of private communication be
tween scientists, and not contribute to any reviews for 
publication other than ... the official proceedings'. Origin
ally the press was to be excluded entirely, but now three 
science writers will attend (from Nature and New Scientist) 
provided they refrain from recording the meeting, or 
writing reports for general publication directly from the 
proceedings. 

Of course scientists working in this field may at times 
have felt hard done by the media . And of course it is open 
to journalists to get the material by the alternative route 
of dogged pursuit of participants for on-the-record com
ment. But the committee has already clearly set the tone
the discussions are too sensitive to be widely disseminated, 
except in an official version. Others may conclude·- -perhaps 
quite wrongly-that there are other things to hide . 

Moreover, it is never possibl.e for all those who wish to 
attend to find the time and money to do so. Sober reporting 
of the proceedings fulfils an important function of allowing 
the whole community, not just those able to get to a par
ticular place, to gain at least some impression of what 
went on. 

Science, we are continually reminded, is public knowl
edge, freely available. Anyone lecturing to a large audience , 
accumulated by advertisement as well as by invitation, is 
participating in this tradition , not conforming to an 'estab
lished convention of private communication'. The committee 
should think again. [] 
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