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Introduction 

Earnscliffe Research and Communications is pleased to present this report on a 
public opinion research program conducted in the winter of 2001 for the Assistant 
Deputy Minister Coordinating Committee (BACC). This was the fourth wave of a 
series that began in the fall of 1999. This wave was comprised of two separate 
instruments: 

• a telephone survey of 1200 Canadians; 
• eight focus groups designed to support the survey. 

The research investigated a number of key tracking issues related to stewardship 
and benefits. In addition, this wave of research placed significant focus on 
communications issues - messages and themes both in relation to the 
technology and in relation to government's raie in this field. 

The research was designed to accomplish two major objectives: 

• to track sentiment on a range of biotechnology issues, using a baseline of 
data developed in previous waves of research; and 

• to assess communications messages and information in aid of developing 
communications strategies. 

The research probed a number of areas of investigation in order to develop a 
comprehensive analysis of current opinion on biotechnology. The areas included: 

• overall awareness and familiarity; 
• perceived risks, benefits and drawbacks; 
• assessments of government performance in biotechnology, and preferred 

roles and future priorities for government; 
• the testing of communications materials and information. 

The telephone work began on March 15, 2001, and ended on March 24, 2001. 
The survey reports on the views of a random sample of 1200 Canadians and 
carries a margin of errar for the national sam pie of +/- 2.8%, nineteen times out 
oftwenty. 

Four nights of focus groups (eight groups in ail) were conducted in Montreal, 
Toronto, Vancouver and Halifax between March 26 and March 29, 2001. 
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The research followed a set agenda for discussion and was designed to probe in 
more detail opinion underlying the results of the telephone survey. Each night 
involved a group of approximately ten participants drawn from the general 
population and a group of similar size comprised of Involved Canadians, our 
proprietary population segmentation of Canadians who are significantly more 
interested and involved in public policy issues. 

Further information can be obtained from Pollara or Earnscliffe Research and 
Communications. Please contact either of the following at our offices, (613) 233- 
8080, or via e-mail: 

Elly Alboim (elly@earnscliffe.ca) 
Jeff Walker (jwalker@eàrnscliffe.ca) 
Don Guy (dguy@pollara.ca) 
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EXE.CUTIVE SUMMARY 

Awareness, Familiarity and Interest 

Biotechnology is a subject that has become a firmer part of the Canadian public 
consciousness over the past two years. A majority of Canadians report hearing 
and talking about biotechnology in recent months, although the growth in the 
number doing so has leveled off following significant increases over the past two 
waves of research. 

ln spite of these growing levels of awareness, there remain relatively low 
reported levels of familiarity with and interest in the issue. That being said, in 
focus groups, Canadians, particularly Involved Canadians, suggest that they 
have noticed increasing volumes of media coverage. Those who are interested in 
this subject show deeper knowledge in discussion than they have in previous 
waves of research. 

Consistent with previous research, most people associate biotechnology with 
health and medical benefits, or with GM food. There remains minimal awareness 
of forestry or environmental applications like biomass energy. There is also 
virtually no awareness of the size and importance of the biotechnology industry in 
Canada. Most people are surprised to hear about some of the research 
breakthroughs with which Canadian biotech scientists have been involved. 

Top-of-Mind Disposition - Support and Opposition 

Slightly fewer than two out of three Canadians express suiport for biotechnology, 
a level equal to that found in the previous wave of research in September 2000. 
The survey data reveals that the vast majority of both supporters. and opposers of 
the technology express their sentiments with little intensity - few report strong 
support or strong opposition. Our experience suggests that while, in part, this is a 
product of a lack of interest in these technologies (usually among the general 
public), among those with higher levels of awareness (usually Involved 
Canadians) it is often a product of internai conflicts about the benefits and risks 
that these technologies bring, and an attendant unwillingness to offer a blanket 
acceptance or rejection of the technology. Segments of the population that tend 
to be more supportive of biotechnology include men, as weil as those with higher 
levels of income and education. Segments that tend to be less supportive 
include older Canadians, those with lower levels of education and income, and 
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women. Our research indicates that women tend to express more concern about 
risk than men, which affects their willingness to accept many applications. 

This wave of research confirms the assessment made following last September's 
research that as Canadians become more aware of biotechnology, theyare less 
willing to make blanket assessments (either positive or negative) about it. With 
higher levels of awareness, views become more nuanced, and often come with 
qualifications, reflectinq consideration of the numerous benefits and risks that 
surround biotechnology and its applications. In focus group discussions, it usually 
becomes clearly evident that most people are torn in their views toward 
biotechnology, as they seek to reap the potential benefits but remain wary of the 
potential risks. 

Biotechnology Applications 

The vast majority of Canadians resist offering systemic views on biotechnology 
applications. Most people evaluate each application on its individual merits, 
employing a core analytical framework to assess applications on a case-by-case 
basis. That framework involves an implicit risk/benefit calculation, with the net 
conclusion depending on the assessment of the marginal personal benefit 
conveyed by the application. In simple terms, the larger and more personal the 
anticipated benefit, the more acceptable the risk and the higher the level of 
support for a given application. The more intrusive the application, the higher the 
life form it involves and the larger the degree to which the application crosses 
boundaries separating plants, animais and humans, the larger the perceived risk. 
Human gene modification is the most problematic concept for most people and 
requires the largest set of expressed benefits to render it acceptable. Central to 
understanding the risk/benefit analysis of applications that most people carry out 
is that the purpose of the application is a key positive driver, and the process of 
creating the application is a key negative driver. 

As has been found in ail previous waves of biotechnology research, health and 
medical applications are the most positively received, and GM foods are the 
least. Environmental applications remain virtually unknown. Upon discussion, it is 
clear that people are receptive to the benefits case for environ mental 
applications, particularly in areas like bio-remediation, but there is some concern 
about the risks of environ mental biotechnology agents ending up in the water 
supply or food chain. The results suggest the need for comprehensive research 
into ecosystem impacts of these applications. Our assessment is that extensive 
scientific research will be a quid pro quo for public acceptability of applications in 
the environmental field. 
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Two new biotech applications were tested in focus groups during this wave of 
research. The first was the stimulation of insulin production to treat sufferers of 
Type 1 Diabetes, through the introduction of modified genes into the pancreas. 
This application was widely deemed acceptable because of the substantial 
benefit that this technology promised to those who suffer from the disease. The 
second, which involves the growth and use of biomass energy products, was 
generally found to be appealing, although those who tend to be most concerned 
about biotechnology often raised questions about the risks to the surrounding 
ecosystems. 

Risk 

As we have suggested in previous waves of research, assessments of risk and in 
particular risk/benefit ratios are central to understanding public attitudes toward 
biotechnology. Among the most notable findings garnered in previous waves of 
research is a strong correlation between the uncertainty people carry about 
biotechnology and its long-term risk and their demand for government 
stewardship. Because of its importance, each research wave has probed the risk 
issue to ensure the phenomenon is thoroughly understood. In general, the results 
have been quite consistent. 

• The more significant the benefit (health/medicine being the most powerful), 
the more acceptable the risk. 

• In virtually every formulation, there is a quite small percentage of people who 
strongly disagree (the best indicator of settled negative opinion) with 
proceeding to reap the benefits of biotech despite the risks. 

This survey tracked a number of issues involving risk. Much of this work involved 
investigating various risk/benefit equations. The findings suggest that there has 
been some movement toward the center, with people expressing more equivocal 
views toward the issues, and in particular greater consideration of issues relating 
to risk. That being said, the net risk/benefit equation for most people remains 
positive - while fewer express extreme views, the overall proportions in 
agreement with the risk/benefit propositions in the survey remain similar to 
results found in previous waves of research. 

The most prevalent negati\€ driver in the realm of biotechnology is rooted in 
concern about long-term risks and unknowable outcomes that these technologies 
may produce. In particular, potential long -term risks to human health and the 
environ ment are what concern Canadians most. Absent consideration of 
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benefits, the presentation of these risks drives many people to resist the 
technology. 

At the same time, people recognize that there are important benefits to be 
accrued from these technologies and that some level of risk has to be taken in 
order to gain them. This research illustrates this finding in two ways. First, when 
risk statements are posed to respondents, accompanied by mention of the 
potential benefits (especially health benefits), a majority are drawn to agree that 
the benefits outweigh the risks. Second, people resist the idea that because of 
the potential risks, these technologies should be stopped altogether or 
governments should completely ban their use. It appears that these technologies 
are closely linked to people's conceptions about human progress, and the 
benefits that progress brings. The idea of banning a technology altogether strikes 
many as an unreasonably radical measure. 

ln reality, most Canadians express a sense of inevitability about biotechnology, 
coupled with a strong sense that risk is pervasive in modern society and that 
managing risk in biotech, as in other fields, is about as much as can be expected. 
Ultimately, the risk most are willing to accept is best characterized as calculated 
rlsk, that is, taken with the view of realizing a substantial benefit and with a keen 
eye on managing the potential downsides. Our assessment is that some degree 
of risk is acceptable to Canadians, but only in the contexts of substantial benefit 
and diligent government stewardship. 

The case for biotechnology applications is most widely compelling to Canadians 
when it is built on science. This finding has been noted consistently in both 
surveys and focus groups since Earnscliffe and Pollara have been conducting 
research for the Government of Canada. The wide majority tends to be reluctant 
to accept arguments based on fear or emotion. Ultimately, if an application is 
deemed safe by the "best available" scientific research, and ls monitored over 
time through diligent government surveillance and ongoing research, the test for 
acceptability has been met. 

Federal Govemment Performance, Priorities and Roles 

Survey results suggest that the public assessment of the federal government's 
performance in biotechnology remains weak. Focus group discussions indicate 
that there are four drivers of these assessments. First, performance is linked to a 
general malaise with government, evidenced in data collected by 
Earnsciiffe/Pollara and others over the past decade. Second, there is virtualy no 
understanding or knowledge of the government's biotechnology policy or 
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regulations, leading many. to assume that little is being done. Another key factor 
has to do with perceptions about how weil government studies risks, particularly 
long-term risks, and how weil it is able to keep up with innovations in products as 
weil as methods of testing and evaluation. Finally, some express concern that 
government cutbacks have eroded the effectiveness of the regulatory system. 

ln most focus groups (even among Involved Canadians) only after prompting did 
some suggest that the government probably has rules governing what kinds of 
safety tests products must meet, but none knew at any level of detail what those 
rules consisted of. 

However, when asked about whether they feel safe about health and/or food 
products and the respective product approval processes, attitudes were much 
different - people were much more positive. Indeed, the vast majority suggested 
that they feel confident in Canadian product safety approval processes. In 
particular, a majority feel that food on grocery store shelves is safe, with the 
exception of the "core" opposers of biotech and GM food (about 10-15% of the 
population) who express significant concern about whether food on shelves is 
safe. 

For those who expressed skepticism, a very consistent view emerged on what 
would improve their confidence: the integration of independent verification of 
research by scientists outside government (at universities, possibly from other 
countries), contracted by government to provide a secondary "check" on 
research. 

When asked how Canada's regulatory system compares to systems in other 
countries, most believe that Canada's regulatory and safety system, particularly 
in the area of health, is probably the same or better than that of other 
industrialized nations. Most often, these views are based not on any knowledge 
about what the standards and practices are regarding biotechnology, but on 
positive associations people have with Health Canada on other issues. Of note, 
many cite the drug approval process as a reference point for their assessments 
of biotechnology products, and assert that those processes are quite stringent, 
leading them to suggest that biotech approval processes probably are as weil. 

1 n erms of government priorities, while a majority suggest that government is 
currently pursuing an equal balance between promotion and stewardship of 
biotechnology, respondents expressed fairly clear views about what the 
government roles should be. Most believe that the government should place 
greater emphasis on stewardship, and must regulate aggressively to ensure 
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product safety, with a strong focus on research into long -term health and 
environmental impacts. 

There is continuing braad support for a two-track policy approach which includes 
a strong regulatory and scientific oversight system for long-term surveillance and 
research, in concert with measures designed to foster the development of the 
technology and the industry. People don't see stewardship and promotion as a 
"zero-sum" game - both can and should be pursued, but primacy is assigned to 
the stewardship function because the technology is seen to so materially affect 
people's lives. 

Moreover, a fairly universal consensus has emerged that GM products are 
different than other praducts and should be subject to higher standards and more 
comprehensive research and testing. Finaliy, Canadians also believe the federal 
government should make it a priority to collaborate with other countries on 
biotechnology, particularly in the areas of safety and regulation. 

Economic support to industry was deemed important, but less important than 
safety regulations and research into long-term health and environmental impacts. 
Nevertheless, Canadians very much want government to ensure they reap the 
benefits of what they see as truly important scientific breakthroughs, particularly 
in health and medicine. They also want to ensure that Canada is at the forefront 
of scientific research internationally. because of the economie benefits it can 
bring, and because it can help to address perceptions of a "brain drain" of bright 
young Canadians to other countries. ' 

The Innovation Agenda and Government's Support Role 

ln this wave of research, Earnscliffe/Pollara investigated in some detail 
government's support raie to the sector, and in particular the relationship 
between its Innovation Agenda and biotech. 

Only a handful of respondents initially had a sense that the government plays a 
role in facilitating the development of industries like biotech and being involved in 
an "innovation agenda." ln general, those who indicate some unprompted 
awareness of this tend to be those most concerned about it, worried that 
government might be, and might become further beholden to, corporate interests. 
Upon discussion, others were more supportive of the raie in general, and a clear 
majority accepted that a government-driven innovation agenda can reap benefits 
for Canadians. People tended to believe that government support would hasten 
the maturing of the industry. 
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After discussion (and prompted by the rationale outlined in the moderator's 
guide, which attempted to draw a parallel between support to the information 
technology industry and biotech), more were convinced that an innovation 
agenda shoud be a government priority. 

Aspects of the Innovation Agenda that tend to drive higher levels of acceptance 
of the importance of this role for government (in descending order of importance) 
included: 

• The ability to link Innovation Agenda resources with university labs and 
researchers 

• The ability to develop new research techniques to evaluate the safety and 
effectiveness of biotech products (through universities as weil as 
government) 

• Concerns about a "brain drain" of young people to the United States 
• The idea that government support might facilitate access to products 

faster 
• The importance of high technology as a creater of value-added jobs - 

especially among Involved Canadians, but less so among the general 
public, who express concern that those jobs wi Il leave them behind 

Decision Making 

The vast majority of Canadians continue to believe strongly that science should 
be the primary guide to decision making about biotechnology applications. While 
many people do see biotechnology as having moral or ethical dimensions that 
have to be considered (particularly in the area of human applications), health and 
environ mental impacts are the key drivers of concern about most applications. 

This wave of research indicates a growing sense among Canadians that experts 
must be chiefly involved in assessing the merits of biotechnology products. 
Many, particularly those in the Involved Canadians segment, suggested that it 
must be experts, rather than the general public, that ultimately make decisions 
about these products. One proposition that was raised in several groups (and 
that gained widespread acceptance) is the idea of involvement of experts from 
both inside and outside government (ideally at universities), both to ensure that 
the most rigorous modern processes are being used to evaluate the products, 
and to provide a check against corporate influence over the evaluation process. 
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GMFood 

ln spite of continued high awareness of GM food, the GM food debate still has 
not catalyzed opinion negatively in Canada. The vast majority of survey and 
focus group participants believe that food on grocery shelves is safe and has 
been tested by government. While some indicate concern about these foods 
when asked, this concern is often driven as much by questions about why people 
haven't been offered a choice about purchasing these foods, as it is by questions 
about whether the foods themselves should be on the shelves. 

This remains the case in spite of increasing awareness that a wide variety of 
processed foods contain GM ingredients. 

There continues to be a widespread assumption that the long -term risk of GM 
food ingredients cannot possibly be understood yet. Few people are willing to say 
categorically that they will not consume food with GM ingredients. In part, that is 
because despite the long-term uncertainty, few believe there are current safety 
concerns -- they haven't heard anything about sickness or other negative 
consequences. 

GM Food Labeling 

After discussion of GM food and food safety issues, the focus groups 
investigated options for GM food labeling. Participants were asked for initial 
reactions to the idea of labeling, and then in turn, respondents were provided 
with a brief overview of some of the considerations involved in creating a national 
labeling system for GM food. Following that, they were provided with the most 
likely labeling options and asked to discuss the pros and cons of each. 

At first blush, almost to a person, people strongly advocated an "informed choice" 
approach to GM foods, which necessitates some form of labeling. As long as the 
science is sound, most people feel that the purchase of GM food should be up to 
each individual. Most people initially regarded labeling as a simple issue that 
required little consideration because freedom of choice was the overriding 
principle. Most were quite perplexed to find that there are a number of potentially 
difficult policy issues involved. 

After discussion of some of the considerations involved in labeling, among those 
least concerned or indifferent about GM foods, the extra cost or other potentially 
difficult consequences of labeling were sufficient to make them neutral on the 
issue. However, for everyone else, segregating food at the farm level, and the 
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costs that might impose on the system, were dismissed, especially by Involved 
Canadians. Some suggested that that this was "the co st of doing business" in 
biotech food. Similarly, the argument that labeling might frighten people from 
buying did not resonate; it was seen to imply a paternalistic distrust of 
Canadians' good judgement. 

The one issue that tended to garner the highest level of consideration by 
respondents involved how a labeling system would affect Canada's trading 
relationships in food - in particular their access to imported food products if those 
products were not allowed in Canada (because they wouldn't be labeled.) 

Ultimately, after discussion of these considerations, most people remained fairly 
steadfast in their belief that a GM food labeling system was required in Canada. 

Respondents were then taken through a number of possibilities for the labels 
themselves. Again, it was quite clear that most people had never given the issue 
any thought at ail and were surprised that there could be so much complexity in 
something that appeared at first to be quite simple. After discussion, the results 
were consistent across groups, with the following results: 

• Labeling the process. The issue once again reduces itself to the question of 
risk. Most people believe most previous forms of genetic modification have 
proven themselves to be safe. So participants overwhelmingly chose a 
narrowly defined option - labeling products whose ingredients have been 
modified only by the latest and most intrusive forms of genetic engineering. 

• Trace ingredients. Most participants believed that allowing a trace of GM 
ingredients was more practical than insisting on 100% purity - as long as the 
threshold was low and commonly accepted. 

• GM or GM free. Perhaps surprisingly, this was the one area where there was 
virtually even split opinion. In major part that was because few (other than 
determined opponents of GM foods) could see much practical difference to 
them as consumers. They seemed to equate the issue with labels that 
currently say: "may contain peanuts" -- they said no one with an allergy 
would take the chance of eating these kinds of products but that it was largely 
an irrelevancy to most others. And in that analogy, "does not contain peanuts" 
would serve the sa me purpose, they said. In fact, they thought "may contain" 
might be slightly more helpful as an affirmative statement to those with 
concerns. 
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Communications Issues 

This wave of research focused significant attention on communications issues 
associated with biotechnology. Three areas of communications testing were 
carried out - argumentation, both positive and negative, toward biotechnology in 
general; messages about government actions and priorities; and the associations 
people have with some overarching "brand" labels for the technology. 

Three overarchng "brand" words and phrases - biotechnology, life sciences and 
genomics - were tested. 

• "Genomics" was not a phrase that is widely known, and among those that 
have some sense of the word and its connection to biotech, conceptual 
understandings tend to revolve around more invasive human applications 
and some of the negative aspects of the technology. 

• While in the survey the phrase "Iife sciences" evoked positive sentiment, 
focus group research provided further insight. While it certainly received 
positive reaction, it did not connect at ail with the field of biotechnology. It 
is a phrase that people see very broadly associated with science in 
general rather than biotech in particular. When asked whether it described 
biotechnology, many suggested that it did not, and some suggested that it 
might be used as a word to "spin" the public into making the field more 
acceptable. 

• An increasing majority of Canadians have a positive connotation of 
"biotechnology." Moreover, it was very clear in the focus groups that 
biotechnology was the most appropriate word to associate with these 
technologies, both because it carries the appropriate meaning and 
because it does not possess negative connotations for most people. 

The main findings in the area of argumentation about biotechnology are as 
follows. 

Positive arguments that involve health benefits and unlocking "the mysteries of 
life" were the strongest tested in this wave of research. Canadians ciearly see 
these ideas as the most important, and most compelling benefits of the 
technology. Arguments involving discussion of environmental product benefits 
are also quite strong, although much less strong than the "mysteries of life" 
benefits. Arguments that discuss economic benefits alone tend to be less 
resonant. Of note, arguments that illustrate some of the potential downsides of 
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not embracing these technologies were met with similar levels of lukewarm 
interest, with one notable exception - preventing the brain drain. Preventing the 
brain drain was found to be an issue of significant concern to many Canadians 
and a driver of support for biotechnology research in Canada. 

On the negative side, several arguments resonate with moderate levels of 
strength. Of note, the idea of a scientist's mistake causing a serious problem 
touched a nerve among a significant number. Argumentation about upsetting the 
ecosystem balance is also resonant, especially the ability of certain pests to grow 
more resilient as a result of pest resistance modified into crops. 

However, both survey and focus group findings indicate that the positive 
arguments surrounding the mysteries of life and resulting health and 
environ mental benefits of these discoveries remain stronger than the negative 
arguments. These kinds of arguments tap into people's underlying sense that 
biotechnology may provide society with incredible medical breakthroughs. 

ln terms of potential government communications, information that made reference to 
stewardship was most interesting to respondents. Among those individuals generally 
predisposed to support biotechnology, the stewardship messages tended to reassure 
them that government was executing its role appropriately. Those who tend to hold 
mixed views and those who tend to oppose these technologies found many of the 
stewardship-related messages less appealing, sometimes because the words were 
not appropriate but more often because they needed to hear more detail in order to 
feel more comfortably about the government role. In general, people were interested 
in hearing more detail about the kinds of efforts being made to ensure that 
stewardship was being carried out appropriately, including the scientific research 
studies themselves. The expression of information or assurances of safety without 
reference to more detailed facts and figures are not likely to positively influence the 
views of those with mixed or negative views toward the technology. 

Communications that focused on the government role in harnessing economic 
benefits tended not to resonate as strongly among survey or focus group 
respondents. While this should not suggest that these kinds of messages will have 
negative impact, they sim ply are not as important to the respondents as the 
messages relating to stewardship. 

Information about government programs to monitor long-term effects on human 
health and the environment of biotechnology applications was widely appealing to 
respondents. The idea of a "surveillance system" in particular was something that 
was attractive and appealing to many. However, the idea that Canada is "working 
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toward" these objectives often raised significant questions about how capable 
government is at keeping up with the evolution of these technologies. 

The current government approach to biotechnology continues to be accepted by 
a wide majority of Canadians. Almost nine in ten agree that "the primary role of 
government in this field is to gain the benefits while managing the risks," 
suggesting that gaining the benefits is an acceptable and appropriate objective to 
strive for, as long as stewardship is diligently pursued. 

Conclusion 

This wave of research marks another key point in the evolution of opinion trends 
associated with biotechnology and provides insights into several emerging 
issues. Although there remain low levels of familiarity and interest among the 
general population, the deepening of awareness, coupled with extensive media 
coverage, has had an impact in the depth of knowledge that interested people, 
particularly lnvolved Canadians, have with these technologies. This growth in 
knowledge has moderated views, evidenced by a movement away from extreme 
positions and toward the centre of the opinion spectrum. However, it has not 
catalyzed opinion either for or against the technology. While assessments are 
made on a case-by-case basis, overall, twice as many Canadians support the 
development of these technologies as oppose them. In the absence of 
awareness of c1ear benefits, opposition increases but awareness of benefits and 
risk provisions increases support. Scientific evidence is a key driver of attitudes, 
as is the principle of informed choice. While very few are willing to ban most of 
these products because they believe in individual choice, people believe they 
have a right to know the contents of the products they purchase and consume. 

Final Report to the BACC - Fourth Wave 16 



POllARA 
AND 

EARNSCUFFE 

QUANTITA rIVE FINIDINGS 

Awareness, Familiarity and Interest 

A majority of Canadians report hearing and talking about biotechnology in recent 
months, although the growth in reported notice of these issues has leveled off 
following significant increases in the previous two years. Aiso consistent with last 
fall's research, there remain low reported levels of familiarity with the issue. 

Recently Heard About Biotech 

Over the past three menthe, have you heard anythlng about storle s 
or Issues Involving blotechnology? 

March,2001 1571 - 
1 42 1 

~571 1 41 1 

1531 1 45 

1381 1 59 1 

September, 2000 

February, 2000 

Octaber, 1999 

20 40 60 80 100 

CYesONo 

Familiarity with Biotechnology 

Would you say you are very tamillar, somewhat tamtnar. not very 
'amillar or not at ail 'amillar wlth blotechnology? 

September, 2000 7 ~~----------~--~~--~-- 
February, 2000 6 ~~----------~~~~--~-- 
Oct aber, 1999 5 ~------------~--~~--~-- 

20 60 80 100 40 

C Very famillar a Somewhat Iamlllar [J Not very tamlllar 0 Not at ail tamillar 
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Consistent with static levels of familiarity, there has been no overall movement in 
overall levels of interest about biotechnology. However, there has been some 
notable change in the level of interest that Involved Canadians show toward this 
technology, due in part, we believe, to the continuing high level of media 
coverage of biotechnology-related issues. Focus group findings suggest that 
while most members of the general public find the area complex and technical, 
Involved Canadians are increasingly taking notice of the potential of this 
technology to make both a positive and potentially negative impact on their lives. 

Interest in Biotechnology Interest in Biotechnology 

15 blotechnology a sUbJecl vou are very Inter.sted ln, soma.......tlat 
Int8rested ln, not very Interested ln or not at allinterested h1 

" blotechnologya sUbJ&et you are very Interested ln, somewh_t 
Interested ln, not very Inœrested ln or not al allinterested h1 

49 

49 

50 

49 . 
Involved 

Can.d'Ians 52 

20 40 60 8() 100 20 40 80 80 100 

C Very Interuted 0 Somew.hat C Notvery ONot at ail [J Very Interesled CSomewhat ONot very [J Not et'all 

Top-of-Mind Disposition - Support, Opposition and Semantics 

The predominant top-of-mind reaction to both the word and the subjsct of 
"biotechnology" remains neutral to positive. Overall, a clear majority hear a 
positive connotation, and positive sentiment is growing over time. The graph 
below suggests that the growth in positive sentiment has occurred at the 
expense of the neutral category. A core of 13% continue to hold negative top-of­ 
mind connotations of biotechnology - this number has remained largely 
unchanged since the first wave of research conducted for the BACC in 
September of 1999. 

Other words and phrases, like "Iife sciences" and "genomics," were also tested in 
this wave of research. The phrase life sciences evoked more positive sentiment 
than biotechnology, while genomics tended to evoke more negative sentiment. 
Focus group research provided further insight into the appeal of life sciences. 
While it certainly met positive reaction, it did not connect at ail with the field of 
biotechnology. Conversely, people tended to be more equivocal about genomics 
- more than one quarter could not offer an opinion. Overall, it was very clear in 
the focus groups that biotechnology was the most appropriate word to associate 
with these technologies, both because it carries the appropriate meaning and 
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because it does not possess negative connotations for most people. Details of 
the relative merits of the three words/phrases is discussed in more detail in the 
focus group section of the report. 

Reactions to IIBiotechnology" Reactions to Key Words 

When you heer the ward blotechnologyntfe sclences.I;Jenomlcs, do 
you have a positive, neutTal, or negatlve reacHa"? 

When you hear the ward biote<:hnology. do you have a positive, 
neutral, or negative reactlon? 

September, 2000 ~~~--~--------~~~ 
Genomlcs 12 51 

20 60 60 100 
60 100 20 40 60 

Il Positive 0 Neutral C Negative 0 OKJNR 

D Positlve CNeutral 0 Negative C DKINR 

Overall, top-of-mind sentiments toward the subject of biotechnology tend to be 
more positive than negative - slightly fewer than two-thirds say they support 
biotechnology, while about three in ten say they oppose it. This remains largely 
unchanged from the last wave of research. Among Involved Canadians as weil, 
levels of overall support and opposition remain virtually unchanged over the past 
year. 

Support or Oppose Biotechnology 
1 

ln general, would you say you strongly support, somewhat support, 
sornewhat oppose or strongly oppose the use of products and 

processes that in volve biotechnology? 

o 8tronglysupport CSupport D Oppose D Strongly oppo .. .. ,,""" l Involved Canadians ) 
"j 1 48 

1 1 
8 

... " ......... 12 
1 

51 8 
1 

20 40 .. ao 100 

D Strongly support CSupport C Oppose C St_,on~._'y _op_po_ •• ..... 
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The data suggests that there are some notable demographic differences in levels 
of support and opposition toward the technology. In general, audiences that tend 
to express higher levels of support include men, those with higher levels of 
education and income, and young people. Conversely, segments of the populace 
that express higher levels of trepidation toward the technology include women, 
those with lower levels of education and income, and those over 60 years of age. 

Support or Oppose Biotechnology 

o 20 40 10 80 ~oo 0 20 40 '0 80 100 
a Sttongly auppcrt OSupport D Strongly .uppor! 0 Support 

ClOppole <~<Slrongly Opp011! 

Federal Government Performance 

There has been continued weakness in the public assessment of the federal 
government's performance in the field of biotechnology. Fewer people are willing 
to give the government excellent or good ratings and those numbers have been 
eroding steadily over the past year. Of note, the number who suggest that they 
don't feel they possess enough information to provide an assessment is growing, 
suggesting that information dissemination remains a challenge for the federal 
government. While these ratings are clearly quite weak, other survey work by 
Earnscliffe/Pollara and others conducted over the past several years suggests 
they are in part a reflection of broader attitudes toward government in Canadian 
society. Given the virtual lack of knowledge about what the government does in 
the field, the assessments could not be related to ectuet performance. 
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Federal Government Performance 

Would you say the federal govemment is doing an excellent, !Jood, 
fair or poor job ln the area of biotechnology? 

March, 2001 i~-13"'~I--~-~~-~-~-2S==II2ô. 

:d'-,...""-.- __ "_, __ ~----, 
September, 2000 [1~2: 1 ;;'==:115• 

February, 2000 2 _17_--'-----'_4s_,I'-------'--,2_9. =:Isi 

20 40 so 80 o 

o Excellent 0 Good 0 Fair 0 Poor Il DK/NR 

Regulation of Biotechno/ogy 

100 

Canadians, by and large, have liUle understanding of Canada's biotechnology 
regulatory system, something that has not changed markedly over the four 
waves of research. Only a small fraction of Canadians claim strong familiarity 
with the regulatory system as a whole or with the way research is conducted into 
the safety of biotechnology products. 

Familiarity - Regulatory System 

How familiar would you say you are with the ways in which the 
federal government regulates blotechnology? 

March, 2001 12 

September, 2000 3 20 ~----~--~~--~-----~ 
February, 2000 2 24 

October, 1999 2 23 

o 60 80 20 40 

o Very 0 Somewhat 0 Not very 0 Not at ail 
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Nevertheless, despite the lack of knowledge, a majority of Canadians continue to 
presume things are working the way they should. A two -thirds majority express 
some level of confidence that federally approved products are safe, while about 
one third are less certain, including about 10% who hold strong reservations 
about the system. Confidence levels also extend to the view that the Canadian 
regulatory system compares favourably with that of other countries. 

Confidence in Regulatory System Comparison with Other Nations 
, 

Once a foodRJeafth/envlronmenta/product developed using 
blotechnology has been evaluated and approved by the federal 

government, how conflaent are you about the satety of the product? 
Would you say that the regulalory system for blotechnology products ln 
Canada 15 stronger, weaker. or about the same as il 15 ln othercountrtes? 

Match,2001 48 

47 
September, 2000 

20 40 80 80 
20 40 o Stronger then other counlrles 

C Same as other ecuntrtes 1 

C Weaker than other countrles 
D OK/NR 

60 80 100 

CI Very confident 
D Not very confident 

g)'Somewhat confident 
D Not at ail confident 

At the same time, there is a clear continuing demand from Canadians for an 
enhanced government commitment to the regulatory system for biotechnology, 
particularly in the area of long-term research of potential health and 
environ mental impacts. This demand has been identified in ail four waves of 
biotechnology research and continues to be the most important demand 
Canadians make of government in this field. 

Regulation - Long- Term Research 

Govemment should commit more resources to the regulatory system 
and the scientific research that supports lt, to ensure the safety of 

biotechnology products on human health/the environ ment 

Health 50 41 

Environment 56 

20 40 60 80 100 

C _Strongly agree [J Agree C Disagree Cl Strongly disagree 
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The demand for increased regulation is reflected in the underlying opinion that 
biotechnology approvals should require higher testing standards than other 
product approvals, particularly for GM food products. 

Attitudes: Standards 

\fI.o11ich of these two views ls closest to your D'Nn? Heatth treatmerts that use geneticaUy 
modified rnatertal (such as drugs) should meet the same tasting sandards that ail ether 
drugs in Canada must meet OR Health treatments that use geneticalty modified material 

(such as drugs) should mest higher standards then other drugs mJst meet 

March,2001 tl ===~~==::;===::;;::::=====;::::===-. 
o 60 80 100 20 40 

D 5ame standards as other health products 
C Higher Standards th an other health products 

March,2001 

VVhich ofthese two views is closest to your own? GM foocs should meet the same 
tasting standards that ail other focds ln Canada must meet OR GM foods should 

meet higher standards than other focds in Canada must meet 

40 60 80 100 20 
C S8me standards as other food products 
C Higher Standards than other food products 
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Government Priorities 

Consistent with research conducted last September, a plurality of Canadians feel 
that the current government approach to biotechnology is equally balanced 
between stewardship and promotion. Among Involved Canadians, more lean 
toward believing that promotion is the main current priority of government, 
although a plurality believe that there is an equal balance. 

Stewardship Versus Promotion· Current 

ln the fjeld of blotechnology. one raie for the federaJ governmEllt ls to regulate 
the crccuets that are belng developed, to ensure that they are se for our 
health and environ ment; another role ls to support the development of the 

Industry, whlch helps create inveslment and jobs. With respect to 
blotechnology, whlch raie do you thlnk the faderai governmentis~ 

etnphasjs on rodn or emphasls on bath? 

20 40 60 80 
~, Regulata for ,alely 
C Equal emphasls 
C Support development or the industry 
[] DKfNR 

100 

Stewardship Versus Promotion· Current 

ln the field of blotechnology, one role for the federal governmEnt is to regulate 
the products that are belng developed, to ansure that they are safe for our 
health and environment; another role is to support the developme nt of the 

Industry, whlch helps create Investmenl and Jobs. With respect 10 
blotechnology, which role do you think the federal govemment Is llill1JJ1Sl 

emphas/s on t0da~ or emphasls on both? 

General public j161 1 43 1 1221 1 1. 1 

Involved •'61,d 36 1 130: 1 17 1 Canadians 

20 40 80 80 100 
C, Regulate for safety 
C Equal emphasts 
C Support deveiopment of the Industry o DK/NR 

Turning toward priorities for the future, a majority of this sample of the general 
public indicate that the "equal balance" approach is most appropriate. However, 
there is fairly clear evidence in the data of a movement toward stewardship as 
the main priority, particularly among Involved Canadians, more of whom say 
stewardship should be the main priority; rather than "equal balance." 

Stewardship Versus Promotion· Future 

ln the field of biotechnology. one role for the,federal goiternmmt 15 ta regulate 
the products that are belng developed, tc ensure that they are Slfe for our 
health and envlronment; another roie Is ta support the developme ni d the 

Industry, whlch help. create Inveslment and jobs. With respect ta 
blotechnology, whlch role do you thlnk the faderai governmen~ 

emphasfz9 ln future or equal emphasls on both? 

"",""" 1 j43 50 IsI2 

'''".~."" !27 00 1'0 [31 
20 .0 60 80 100 

CI Regulate for safety 
C Equal emphasls o Support development of the Industry 
C DKJNR 

Stewardship Versus Promotion· Future 

ln the field of biotechnology, one roie foi' the federal governmtnt 15 ta regulate 
the products that are belng developed, to ensure that they are sale for our 
health and environ ment; another raie i5 ta support the developme nt d the 

Industry, whlch helps create Investmenl and jobs. Wlth respect la 
blotechnology, whlch raie do you think the federal government.llz.2W.a 

Gmphasjze ln future or equal empllasls on both? 

Gene .. ' Public 1 Sl 1413; 

tnvctved i-------~------~I~I~I 
Canadlans .!==::::::~==:;::==:;::::=48=:::;:=:=8=:~~ 

o -20 «l 80 III 100 

D Regulate for safely 
C Equal emphasls o Support development of the Industry 
C OKJNR 

This public preference for an emphasis on government stewardship is reflected in 
other survey data as weil. Respondents were asked about preferred areas for 
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government resource commitment, and the results showed that the regulatory 
systems that govern human health and the environment were the top priorities. 

The strongest economic priorities fall in the area of preventing the brain drain to 
the United States and other countries. Supporting research that creates 
economic spin-offs, while obviously important, was not as resonant to survey 
respondents as other priorities in the realm of stewardship. 

Governmenf Priorifies 

Govemment should commit more resources to: 

Regulatory system for environ ment 

Ensure that Canadian blotech 
researchers remain, don't go to US I---~___' --' 

Biotech research that can produca I---~---'--~ 
health and medical breakthroughs 1---'-'-----'--_---' 

Biotech research that can produce I-.r-~----~ 
economic benefîts and jobs 

20 40 60 80 100 

[J Slrongly agree 0 Agree 

That being said, it is clear that most Canadians do embrace the idea that Canada 
can lead the world in this field. Focus groups as weil as the survey data suggest 
that Canada should move forward to ensure that it does not fall behind other 
countries in the field of biotechnology. Indeed, focus group discussions 
illuminated a key point about how the nuances of opinion work on this issue. 
People don't see stewardship and promotion as a "zero-sum" .qame - both can 
and should be pursued, but that primacy is naturally assigned to the stewardship 
function - because the technology is seen to so materially affect people's lives. 
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Support for Genomics Leadership 

Which is closest to your own view? Genomics is a field of endeavcur that 1 think 
Canada and Caoadians should be leaders in, because it promises heafth and 

economic benefitsOR Genomics is an are. that Canada and Canadians should 
wait to see what ethers do, because it involves dealing with an Issue that makes 

me uncomfortable. 

March,2001 

o 20 40 60 80 100 
o Canada should be a leader in genomics 

Deanada should wait and see what others do in gen.o!11ics 

OOK/NR 

To illustrate the point about Canadians' recognition of the importance of these 
technologies to the future, the data shows that Canadians make a positive 
connection between biotechnology and information technology and the potential 
that these technologies hold for our economie future. As importantly, the vast 
majority of Canadians accept the idea that a government role in helping to foster 
the development of these technologies does ultimately provide economie benefits 
to the nation and its people. 

Connection between Biotech & IT 

ln the saml: way as th. Infonnatlon technology Indu,!try ha' proVI ded 
economlc growth and good Jobs for Canadlans,llfe "Jence 

t.chnolog/ealblotechnology ha. the potentlal to do the ume for 
Canada ln the y.ars to come 

Llf •• clence 
IIthnologle.1 ~::-L ~~' 

67 

l3o\lItfnment aui'tance 10 th" bioteetmology Industry would help 1 to 1)«:0"", .. 
world leilder, provldlng JObs andeconomic growth to Canada ln tha sam" w!/fjy •• lt 

helped lhe IT lndustry develop on the 80. and 90 • 68 

... <h. "" 11-~1"'~' '_' ~'~1'~'~21 
20 .. 80 100 

" Cl Strongly egr.e 0 Agr •• 0 Dlu;r •• D Strongly dlsagr.ft 
• St,ongly1il' •• D Ag". Ci Oing' •• a IIlonllly dl •• gl .. 
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The Question of Risk 

As we have suggested in previous waves of research, assessments of risk and, 
in particular, risk/benefit ratios are central to understanding public attitudes 
toward biotechnology. Our research suggests that it is these assessments that lie 
at the root of public attitudes. Among the most notable findings garnered in 
previous waves of research is a strong correlation between a preferred emphasis 
on stewardship and the uncertainty people carry about biotechnology and its 
long -term risk. Because of its importance, each research wave has probed the 
risk issue to ensure the phenomenon is thoroughly understood. In general, the 
results have been quite consistent. 

• The more significant the benefit (health/medicine being the most powerful), 
the more acceptable the risk. 

• In virtually every formulation, there is a quite small percentage of people who 
strongly disagree (the best indicator of settled negative opinion) with 
proceeding to reap the benefits despite the risks. 

This survey tracked a number of issues involving risk and risk/benefit equations. 
Overall, the findings suggest that there has been some movement toward the 
center: that people are reflecting more equivocal views toward the issues and, in 
particular, greater consideration of issues relating to risk. Focus group 
discussions suggest that this movement toward the center is really a reflection of 
deeper levels of awareness and, concomitantly, higher levels of knowledge that 
these technologies can provide both risks and benefits. That being said, the net 
risk/benefit equation for most people remains positive. While fewer express 
extreme views, the overall proportions in agreement with the risk/benefit 
propositions in the survey remains similar to results found in previous waves of 
research. 

The most prevalent negative driver in the realm of biotechnology is rooted in 
concern about long-term risks and unknowable outcomes that these technologies 
may produce. In particular, potential long -term risks to human health and the 
environ ment are what concern Canadians most. There is no doubt that absent 
consideration of benefits, the presentation of these risks drives many people to 
express concern about the technology. 
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Slow Use of Biotech 

Until more is known about the risks, governments should slow the 
use of biotechnology. 

March,2001 45 

Seplember, 2000 41 

o 20 40 . 60 60 100 

o Sirongly agree 0 Agree 0 Disagree 0 Sirongly dlsagree 

At the same time, people recognize that there are important benefits to be 
accrued from these technologies, and that some level of risk has to be taken in 
order to receive them. Results of this survey illustrate this finding in two ways: 
first, when risk statements are posed accompanied by the potential benefits 
(especially health benefits), a majority will be drawn to agree that the benefits 
outweigh the risks. Second, people resist agreement with the idea that because 
of the risks, these technologies should be stopped or governments should 
completely ban their use. 

Acceptance of Risk: Health Acceptance of Risk: Food 

D Sirongly _gr.e D Agre. C Olsagr .. CStrongly dlugr •• 

We have to accept sorne rtsk tc achleva the beneftts of 
blotechnology IIke new dl.coverles that improve the dlagnolll _n:I 

eure of s.rlous IllneSies 

We have to accept sorne rlsk to achlev. the benetlts of 
blotechnoJogy Ilke new dlscoverles IIke new foods that contai" 

vltamlns or rnedlclne 

March,2001 55 

September, 2000 52 

2D .0 " ao 100 20 100 • 0 .. 
D Strongly agr.e 0 Ag' .. C Dlu",.e CStrongly dlsagr .. 
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Unknown Risks 

Govemment should NOT encourage the development of 
biotechnology, becauee there rnay be sorne unknown risks. 

11 55 March, 2001 B 24 

60 100 20 40 

o Strongly Igree 0 Agree Cl Dlsagree [J Strongly dlsagree 

Ultimately, the risk most are willing to accept is best characterized as calcuated 
risk that is taken with the view of realizing a substantial benefit and with a keen 
eye on managing the potential downsides. Our assessment is that some degree 
of risk is acceptable to Canadians, but only in the contexts of substantial benefit 
and diligent government stewardship. 

The risk case is most widely compelling to Canadians when it is built on science. 
The data below suggests that the vast majority continue to believe that science 
should be the primary guide to decision making about biotechnology applications. 
This finding was strongly reinforced in focus group discussions, where 
respondents were very reluctant to accept arguments based on fears or emotion. 
Ultimately, if an application is deemed safe by the "best available" scientific 
research, most say that this is the best that can be expected. However, as the 
section above illustrates, in the arena of biotechnology, people expect that 
research to be comprehensive. 
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Sest Scientific Evidence 

Il the best avallable evldence says a partlcular use 01 blotechnology 
15 sale, Il should be allowed ' 

March,2001 65 

September, 2000 

February, 2000 

52 

55 

20 100 

[J Strongly agr •• [J Agr.e [J Dlsagr •• [J Strongly dlsagr •• 

o 40 60 80 

Most Canadians have accepted the fact that risk is pervasive in modern society 
and that managing risk is about as much as can be expected, given the level of 
innovation and the extent of progress that humans are making in so many fields. 
However, in the field of biotechnology, people clearly expect that there will be 
very high levels of diligence by government to manage risks. Most importantly, 
they say that tliose risks must be managed not just before products are 
approved, but over the long term, through surveillance and long-term scientific 
re~a~h. ' 

Future Risks 

Although tt18t8 may be some unknown rlsks, technologies IIke 
blotechnology are part of the future, so ail we can do Il rnaka sure 

that Ils uses are as safe as possible 

March,2001 28 58 

September.2000 

20 .0 80 80 

OStrongly agree 0 Agree DOisagree DStrongly dlsagree 
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Long-TermResearch 
If 1 knew that ongoing long..term .afely research was golng to be 

conducted on biotechnology ptoduets after they were approved for 
sale ln Canada, It would make me comfortable enough 10 allow the5e 

products 

60 t s 

2. •• •• 80 , .. 
D.Strongly .gre. D Agre. D Olngr •• CSlrongly di .. ;r .. 
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Decision Making 

This wave of research reflects a continued, notable movement in preferences 
regarding decision making about issues related to biotechnology. We believe that 
this shift is reflective of deeper levels of knowledge about the issues involved 
among interested people, as weil as the broader shift toward the "middle ground" 
discussed earlier, illustrated in data throughout this survey. Survey respondents 
were asked two general questions about who is best placed to make decisions, 
and what kinds of criteria should be included in decision making. 

ln terms of who is best placed to make decisions about these technologies, the 
majority view, which is becoming increasingly dominant over time, is that 
individual Canadians themselves do not have the knowledge or ability to make 
effective decisions on these issues, and that experts (scientists, university 
researchers, government researchers and policy makers) are better placed to 
make them. This is particularly true among the general public. However, 
according to our focus group findings, it comes with two key caveats: first, they 
want to ensure that there are provisions in place to review decisions over time, 
as new technologies to evaluate impacts are developed. Second, many 
expressed a preference for a highly transparent decision-making process, which 
is wedded 'to the importance of informed choice, something that many 
respondents have asked for in every wave of our research. To paraphrase the 
consensus view: "beyond establishing safety, the government should make 
products available and allow individuals to make their own decisions about 
biotech products." 

Experts versus Average Canadians 

1 

Which of the following vtews is closest to your own: Decisions about 
biotechnology should be based mainly on the vlews of experts and 
scientists. Decisions should be based primarily on the views of 

average Canadlans. 

March,2001 

September, 2000 r-----~--~----~---- 
February, 2000 ~----~~----~-------=~ 
October.1999 

80 100 40 60 20 

[] Vlews of experts D Views of average C~nadians Cl DK/NR 
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ln terms of decision-making criteria, the data reveals majority support for the 
primacy of scientific evidence, although there has been an increase over the past 
year in the number of respondents who suggest that moral and ethical issues 
should be of primary importance in decision making about biotech products. 
Focus groups illuminate these general findings, revealing the emergence of 
several key associated issues on this question. First, deeper levels of awareness 
of different types of applications, particularly of those that are highly invasive and 
may involve humans, appear to be driving the level of support for moral and 
ethical considerations playing a central role in the decision-making process. That 
being said, upon discussion, science remains the primary criteria for acceptability 
for the wide majority of applications, in the wide majority of cases. While most 
want moral and ethical questions to be part of the decision-making pro cess on 
certain issues (such as cloning), the principle of individual choice usually trumps 
peoples' willingness to employ moral and ethical issues as the arbiter of 
decisions. 

Ethics versus Science 

Whlch Is closest to your own vlew? Decisions about blotechnology 
should be based malnly on the moral and ethlcallssues Involved, or 
that declslons about blotechnology should be based mainly on the 

scientlflc evldence of risk and benefil 

March,2001 

o 20 40 60 80 100 

[] Based on moral and ethlcal Issues 
o Based on sclentlflc evldence 
o DK/NR 

Genetically Modified Food 
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Consistent with previous waves of public opinion research, the survey results 
suggest that a significant majority of Canadians continues to believe that food on 
store shelves is safe. That being said, many Canadians have taken notice of the 
GM food issue, which has proven to be of concern to a core minority segment of 
the populace. 

Attitudes: Food Safety 

When 1 see a product on a store shelf, 1 assume it is safe 

March, 2001 48 

37 September, 2000 ~~~--~--------~~~~~ 
February, 2000 44 

October, 1999 51 

20 80 100 40 60 o 

CI Strongly agree CI Agree CI Dlsagree CI Strongly dlsagree 

The GM food debate has .continued to have some impact but has not proven to 
have catalyzed opinion, and there has been no evidence of dramatic change in 
attitudes toward these products over the past year. To a large extent, what we 
found was that on a personal consumption evel, there is some discomfort with 
GM food and uncertainty about its benefits but most Canadians have not 
determined that GM foods are fundamentally risky or unsafe. 
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Behaviour: GM Food 

If vou were la find oui Ihal a food product Ihal Vou have purchased ln 
~. the past contalnedqenetlcaûy modifled ingredients, would you 
continue to buy it, buy'it but plan to find out more, not buy it until 

you found out more, or never buy it again? 

March, 2001 

Seplember, 2000 

20 40 60 80 100 

[J Buy il 
Cl Buy il bul plan la flnd oui more 
D Not buy until know more 
o Never buy again 

Communications Issues 

This wave of research was largely focused on communications and messaging 
issues associated with biotechnology. Three areas of communications testing 
were carried out - messages both positive and negative toward biotechnology in 
general, as weil as messages about government actions and priorities. 

The main findings in the area of messaging about biotechnology are as follows. 

Messaging 

Messaging around health benefits and unlocking "the mysteries of life" is the 
strongest of the positive messages tested in this wave of research. Canadians 
clearly see these as the most important and most compelling benefits of the 
technology. Messaging that involves discussion of environmental product 
benefits is also quite strong, but less so. Messages that discuss economic 
benefits tend to be even less appealing. Of note, messages that illustrate some 
of the potential downsides of not embracing these technologies were met with 
consistent levels of lukewarm interest, with one notable exception - preventing 
the brain drain. 
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Arguments in Support of Biotech 

1 would like to read you some statements in support of 
biotechnology. Please tell me if in your view, the statement is a very 
good argument, a good argument, or not a very good argument. 

The mapplng of the huma" genome unlocks the 
mysteries of llte, enabling us to cure disease 49 

Sioteth applications will enable us to solve 54 
envlronmental problems that affect air and water I--"'--"--...__------'""---"-' 

45 
beneüts 

There ls tierce,lnternational competition, if Canada does I--,~~----_-~~ 
not move ahead we wilÎ faU behind and la se ECONOMie 

There is tierce international competition, if Canada does I--,_~----_-~~ 
not move ahead we will fan bëhind and lese HEALTH 

benefits 

Biotech is next tronUer, will enable us to improve quality 
oftife 

Sciéntiflc research will help next generation get good 
jobs, brlght future 

45 

55 

49 

20 60 100 80 

o Very good argument 0 Good argument 0 Not a very good argument 

40 

On the negative side, each of the arguments tested similarly, with moderate 
levels of strength. Of note, the idea of a scientist's mistake causing a serious 
problem touched a nerve among a significant number, although it was also the 
argument that many others sa id was least convincing to them. Argumentation 
about upsetting the ecosystem balance is resonant, especially the ability of 
certain pests to grow more resilient as a result of pest resistance modified into 
crops. The negative messaging tested (current argumentation used by anti­ 
biotechnology groups) is more powerful than previously tested negative 
arguments, which tended to be thin on specifies. We would argue that this also 
conforms to higher levels of consideration being placed on risks, illustrated in 
some of the data abovè. 

However, the positive messaging surrounding the health and environmental 
benefits to be discovered remains stronger - it taps into people's underlying 
sense that biotechnology may provide society with important and exciting 
medical breakthroughs. 
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Arguments in Opposition to Biotech 
1 

1 wou Id IIko to read Vou somo statemsnte In opposition to blotochnology. Please tell 
me 'if ln your vlew, the stalement la a very good argument, a good argument, or not 

a very good argument. 

Herbicide-reslstant crop. ean Iranster thol. preperttee 
to weed relatives, creating -.uperwe.d~ 

One sel.nUlt ecutd m.ke one mislalee and Col usa a major 
health incident 

Pest. may develop reslslance 10 GM piani., maklng 
them slrong. able to attack athen 

GM crop. rn.y eentemrnate neighbouring fields 

20 40 60 80 
D Very good argument C Goodargument D Not a very good argument 

100 

The overall government positioning on biotechnology continues to be accepted 
by a wide majority of Canadians. Almost nine in ten say that the primary role of 
government is to gain the benefits while managing the risks. Interestingly, only 
2% strongly disagreed with that statement, suggesting that gaining the benefits, 
at some level, is an acceptable and a reasonable objective to strive for. 

Government Positioning 

The primary function of the federal government in the field of 
biotechnology is to understand and manage the risks while worklng 

to gain the benefits 

March, 2001 57 

September, 2000 47 7 3 

60 o 20 40 80 

o Strongly Agree 0 Agree DDisagree 0 Strongly dlsagree 
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Earnscliffe/Pollara tested specifie messages about government roles and activity, 
in both the survey and in focus groups. Most of the messages have some 
positive impact on attitudes, but none stood out in the survey as having a 
substantial effect. The focus group results in the following section outline in detail 
aspects of specifie messages that tended to connect with people, and aspects 
that did not. 

The messages that were most resonant related to long -term research and 
surveillance into health/environmental impacts, closely followed by messages 
that focused on the regulatory approval process. This is consistent with the kinds 
of priorities that Canadians have suggested are of primary importance in relation 
to biotechnology. The graph below illustrates the results. 

Long- Term Research/Surveillance 

Health Canada Is 
working to establish I------~----~----~ 

a national 
surveillance system 
to monitor long-terrn 

heaith effects of 
biotech products in 

Canada 

Environment Canada 
is worklng to 

establish a national 
program to monitor 

long-term 
environ mental 

effects of biotech 
products ln Canada 

13 26 24 

10 36 25 26 

20 80 100 40 60 

o Very positive (5) 0 Positive (4) 0 Neutral (3) 0 Negative (2,1) 
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Messages about the nature of the regulatory approval process garnered a 
relatively high level of resonance with respondents - almost as strong as 
messages about long-term research and surveillance. Of note, descriptions of 
GM food and health approval processes were found to have equal impact. 

Regulatory Approval Process 

Biotech hea Ith 
products go through 

strlngent safety 
approval process, 7- 
10 year evaluatlon 

process 

12 34 25 

Siotech food. go 
through Itrlngent 
.afetyapproval 

procesl, 7-10 year 
evaluatlon procesa 1--"'------1. -'- __ --'_--1 

15 33 26 24 

20 40 60 80 100 

o Very positive (5) 0 Positive (4) 0 Neutral (3) 0 Negative (2,1) 

Three types of messages relating to the regulatory system were tested. One 
suggested that the system is committed to keeping pace with technology in order 
to evaluate products; another suggested that Canada's system is a world leader; 
and a third pointed out new spending commitments for regulatory programs. 

The gap between these three messages was significant, the first being much 
stronger. The focus groups provided some insight into the difference. Messages 
should be constructed in a way that asserts the importance of progress and 
illustrates government effort to address the considerations that biotechnology 
raises. However, they should minimize assertions about how effective the 
system is. Any message that smacks of being self-congratulatory is rejected 
outright. 
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The third message that was tested (regarding new dollar commitments to 
regulatory research) appealed to some but was somewhat less appealing than 
other messages. The focus groups results indicated that many people don't have 
any sense of context when large dollar figures are presented. They don't have a 
relative sense of whether it indicates a large or small commitment (compared to 
other countries, for example). Others begin to raise questions about efficiency of 
government spending when large dollar figures are used, which tends to dampen 
receptivity toward the message. 

Regulatory System 

The government Is committed to 
malntalning strength of regulatory system 
by keeping pace with technology and using 
best science to assess safety of biotech 

prcducts 

13 26 

15 
The government Is commltted to ensurlnq 
regulation8 strong, committed $ 90 million 

new dollars 
27 

15 
Canada 18 a world leader in regulation of 

biotechnology, wilh rlgorous research and 
comprehensive, transparent rules 

22 

80 100 20 40 60 

o Very positive (5) 0 Positive (4) 0 Neutral (3) 0 Negative (2,1) 

One of the major issues that was proposed for investigation in this research was 
the issue of how best to position benefit messages - on their own, or in the 
context of safety and regulatory systems. 

One of the ways of investigating this involved testing a single message first with 
no reference to safety and regulatory processes and then, with a reference to 
them. Half the sam pie receive one version, half the sam pie received the other. 
This message related to the importance of government seeking to garner the 
benefits of genomics for ail Canadians. The message that made reference to 
safety and regulatory measures in the context of outlining these benefits was 
much more positively received by respondents. The result suggests that the 
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impact of benefit messages is stronger when messages about management of 
risk are closely tied to them. The focus groups found sirnilar results. 

Importance of Posifing Risk 
Provisions 

The go vern ment of 
Canada i. committed to 
reallzlng the beneflts of 

Genomics for ail 
Canadian. while ensurlng 
that It has an effective 
regulatory system to 

ensure salety 

14 33 24 25 

19 

The government of 
Canada la commltted to 
realizing the beneflt, of 23 21 34 

Genomlcs for ail 
Canadlans 

20 40 60 60 100 

[J Very positive (5) 0 Positive (4) 0 Neutral (3) [J Negative (2,1) 

Finally, a number of messaging constructs that relate specifically to government 
commitments were asked of respondents in the agree/disagree section of the 
survey. 

The test evaluated whether Canadians accept a decision to commit government 
resources to severa! ends associated with biotechnology. The findings suggest 
that support to regulatory science and health and medical benefits are clearly of 
greater importance than strict economie benefits. However, when the issue of 
preventing the "brain drain" is raised, Canadians become more likely to see this 
as a rationale for a greater government commitment. 
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Messaging: Governmenf 

Government should commit more resources to 1---=="'""---,---------, 
blotech research to ensure safety of products 

on human health 
50 

Government should commit more res our ce s to I-----:=,------r---------, 
blotech research to ensure safety of products 

on environ ment 
56 

Government should commit more res ource s to 1--.",=--,----------, 
blotech research to ensure researchers Itay ln 
Canada, rather than moye to other countrles 

50 

Government should commit more resources to I----==--r-----------, 
blotech research that can produce health and 

medlcal breakthroughs 
57 

Government should commit more re sources to 1-::=---.-----------, 
blotech research to produce economlc beneflts 

and Job creation ln thl. growlng field 
60 

80 100 20 40 60 

[J Strongly agree [J Agree 

Conclusion 

This survey marks another key point in the evolution of opinion trends associated 
with biotechnology, and provides insights into several emerging issues. Although 
there remain low levels of familiarity and interest among the general population, 
the spread of awareness, coupled with extensive media coverage, has had an 
impact in the depth of knowledge that interested people, particularly Involved 
Canadians, have in these technologies. This growth in knowledge has moderated 
views, evidenced by a movement away from extreme positions and toward the 
centre of the opinion spectrum. However, it has not catalyzed opinion either for or 
against the technology. While assessments continue to be made on a case-by­ 
case basis, overall, twice as many Canadians support the development of these 
technologies as oppose them. In the absence of awareness of clear benefits 
opposition increases, but the awareness of benefits and risk management 
initiatives increases support. Scientific evidence is a key driver of attitudes, as is 
the principle of informed choice. While very few are willing to ban most of these 
products because they believe in individual choice, most believe they have a 
right to know the contents of the products they purchase and consume. 
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QUAUTA n'VIE. FINDINGS 

Introduction 

ln this wave of research, a total of eight focus groups were conducted, four with 
Involved Canadians and four with the general public. Many of the issues 
discussed in this report have been tracked over the course of the three previous 
waves of qualitative research, and will be discussed in the context of trends. In 
this wave of research, the main new areas of investigation involved 
communications messaging, and GM food labeling. These findings summarize 
the results of these focus groups. 

Awareness and Familiarity 

1. Top-of-mind awareness of biotechnology has leveled off, but remains quite 
high among Involved Canadians. 

2. Most people associate biotechnology with health and medical benefits, or with 
GM food. As found in previous waves of focus groups, those initial 
associations tend to be a barometer of deeper attitudes toward biotech. 
Those who initially cite health or medical benefits tend to lean positively in 
their outlook toward the technology. Those who initially cite GM food 
applications tend to lean negatively. 

3. Respondents were asked what kinds of associations and connotations are 
evoked by three key words/phrases: biotechnology, life sciences, and 
genomics. Consistent with previous waves of research, different types of 
language used to describe this field evoked profoundly different attitudes. 

• The word "biotechnology" is the word that is most closely associated with 
the kinds of applications and processes that were being discussed in the 
groups. Overall, it tends to connote more positive than negative attributes. 
For a small but vocal minority, biotechnology has very negative 
connotations. Virtually ail participants sa id it was the most appropriate 
label of the three tested. 

• The phrase "Iife sciences" tends to be broadly associated with research 
and science, and generally has a positive connotation, although the 
phrase does not elicit strong views. However, it is seen as a very general 
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phrase connoting science in general with no real association with 
biotechnology. When asked about whether it connects to the applications 
and processes discussed in the focus groups, most felt that it did not. 
Some suggested that if used to describe these processes, it would be 
seen as a means by which advocates would try to "cleanse" the language 
to make the subject appear more palatable - certainly a negative from 
their perspective. . 

• The word "genomics" is much less weil known or understood by 
Canadians - many in the focus groups suggested that they had no real 
idea what the word means. Some who had a sense of the word tended to 
express many of the same kinds of feelings as were elicited by "genetic 
modification" when it was tested in the past. Often, people connect this 
word with manipulation of human genes, cloning, and other more invasive 
human-related technologies. While some hold a positive view of this word, 
more hold a negative view and tend to conceive of it in a relatively narrow 
way (i.e., invasive human applications). 

4. The proportion of Canadians who are interested or familiar with biotechnology 
and its issues remains largely unchanged, but those who are aware, 
particularly Involved Canadians, are more knowledgeable about more issues 
than found in previous waves of focus groups. In most of the Involved 
Canadians groups, the level of understanding was notably higher and 
discussions were much more complex and comprehensive. 

5. While there remain small core segments of strong supporters and opposers of 
biotechnology, the groups reflected a fairly clear overall movement toward the 
centre. The majority tend to be people who have some trepidation, but are on 
the whole mildly positive toward biotechnology, or to some applications. 

6. We would suggest that this is consistent with findings about the relationship 
between awareness and overall attitudes identified in previous waves of 
research - that as people become more aware of biotechnology, attitudes 
tend to become more mixed, tempering concern about risks with recognition 
of benefits. As awareness grows, attitudes become more complex and 
nuanced, and many statements come with qualifications. However, higher 
levels of awareness do not necessarily correlate with higher levels of 
opposition toward biotechnology. Most people believe that each application 
has both drawbacks and benefits, and they seek to make risk-benefit 
assessments on a case-by-case basis. 
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7. The focus groups conducted in Montreal were markedly different than the 
focus groups conducted in the other three cities, and markedly different than 
groups conducted in that city in previous waves of research. In those groups, 
there were generally more negative than positive sentiments toward 
biotechnology as weil as palpable distrust of the government role in this field. 
The survey data revealed no evidence of a broader shift in attitudes in that 
province. It would appear that these groups were simply a bit of a recruitment 
anomaly. 

8. Most had little idea about federal government roles or responsibilities, or how 
the regulatory system works. Especially among members of the general 
public, there is little awareness of how government might relate to this 
industry at ail. Most assume that some type of regulatory framework is in 
place, and a few thought there might be some form of economie support in 
the form of research and development incentives. 

9. Women tend to express higher levels of internai tension about these 
technologies than men. In particular, they often give higher levels of 
consideration to the risks involved in the process of developing these 
technologies. In most cases, however, women remain cautiously optimistic 
about biotech applications, particularly in the health field. At the sa me time, 
women are also much more likely to expect government to be an active and 
strong steward of health and environmental safety, and make this their top 
(sometimes only) government priority. 

Applications and Risk 

1. Some new applications were tested in these focus groups, as weil as some 
that have been tested in previous waves. Consistent with previous research, 
participants expressed a range of views about biotechnology product 
applications, with health applications by far the most acceptable and food 
applications the least acceptable. 

2. The new application that was most widely acceptable was the new technology 
to stimulate insulin production to treat sufferers of Type 1 Diabetes. 
Applications involving the growth and use of biomass energy products were 
generally found to be appealing, although those who tend to be most 
concerned about biotechnology often raised questions about the risks to the 
ecosystem. Applications related to GM food products continue to evoke fairly 
negative reaction overall. Of note, applications that promise environmental 
benefits tended to arouse more concern than they have in the past, chiefly 
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because a number of people have begun to focus on the long-term impact of 
these applications on biodiversity and surrounding ecosystems. 

3. The main concern that drives perceptions of risk relate to long-term impacts 
on health or the environment. Over the four waves of research, concerns 
about these potential long -term impacts have become one of the most 
important drivers of negative perceptions. 

4. Acceptance of biotechnology applications continues to be based on a 
risk/benefit analysis, evaluated on a case-by-case basis. The pattern of 
analysis used by respondents is very similar, with certain factors having 
greater levels of influence than others. Respondents tend to be more 
supportive of applications and products that have the potential to positively 
affect them personally, and that provide a health or environmental benefit that 
is significantly greater than products or technologies in that specifie field 
currently provide. Conversely, if there is no compelling public purpose 
rationale for the application, participants often reject it. Some of the factors 
that undermined views of applications included: 

• if the potential benefits were viewed as accruing to a subset of society 
only; 

• if the biotechnology application were to entail the manipulation of the 
genetic structure of higher order organisms; 

• if the application entailed the insertion of genes across 
plantlanimal/human boundaries; 

• if the purpose was purely for cosmetic improvement of a product. 

The assessments of various applications have remained highly consistent 
over the past three waves of research, with health applications leading, 
environmental applications second, and food applications the least 
acceptable. 

5. In the end, the framework for analysis that most people use continued to be 
what we refer to as "marginal personal benefit." The main driver of support 
for any biotech application is the purpose (or rationale behind) the application, 
while the driver of opposition is the process by which it is created (the level of 
invasiveness, the extent of genetic manipulation across families of 
organisms.) Most people assess each application on these two separate 
dimensions, then combine them in a risk/benefit equation (benefit - risk = X). 
If X is negative, people will suggest that the application is unacceptable to 
them. 
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The Federal Government's Stewardship Role 

1. Consistent with previous waves of research, there remain very few Canadians 
who have any sense of the regulatory role the government has, and what 
kinds of systems are in place to evaluate the safety of these applications. In 
most groups (even among Involved Canadians) only after prompting did some 
suggest that the government probably has rules governing what kinds of 
safety tests products must meet, but none knew what those rules consisted of 
at any level of detail. 

2. Although few could say whether the federal government was doing an 
effective job or not in this area, the first instinct of some respondents was that 
it might not be. The most prevalent reason for that was a general sense of 
malaise about government and political leaders. The other key factor has to 
do with how weil government studies risks, particularly long -term risks, and 
how weil it is able to keep up with innovations in products as weil as methods 
of testing and evaluation. A few people, particularly those who are strongly 
opposed, voice concern that these technologies are moving forward without 
appropriate measures being taken by the federal government. 

3. However, when presented with a question about whether they feel safe about 
health and/or food products and their respective approval processes, attitudes 
were much different - people were much more positive. The vast majority 
suggested that they feel confident in Health Canada's product safety approval 
processes. A majority also feel that food on grocery store shelves is safe, with 
the exception of the "core" opposers of biotech and GM food, who express 
skepticism about whether food on shelves is safe. 

4. When asked how Canada's regulatory system compares to systems in other 
countries, there was a virtually universal sense that Canada's regulatory and 
safety system, particularly in the area of health, is probably the same as or 
better than that of other industrialized nations. Most often, these views are not 
based on any knowledge about what the standards and practices are 
regarding biotechnology, but because of positive associations they have with 
Health Canada on other issues. Of note, many people cite the drug approval 
process as a reference point for their assessments of biotechnology products, 
and assert that those processes are quite stringent, leading them to suggest 
that biotech approval processes probably are as weil. Driving those 
sentiments is a sense that it "takes longer" for Canada to approve products, 
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and a belief that Canada is more likely to reject certain drugs than other 
countries (particularly the U.S.). 

5. With regard to the issue of risk, most participants understood that the 
development and use of biotechnology applications carry risk, and are willing 
to accept those risks in cases where the potential benefits seem important. If 
an application is thought to produce a substantial health or medical benefit, 
the groups suggest that people are prepared to accept a higher level of risk. 
However, concerns about risk are often top-of-mind with people, and unless 
those concerns can be abated by indications that someone is playing an 
active stewardship raie, some, particularly those neutral to these 
technologies, can move negatively. 

6. The vast majority continue to strongly believe that science should be the 
primary gLide to decision making about biotechnology applications. While 
many people do see biotechnology as having moral or ethical dimensions that 
have to be considered (particularly in the area of human applications), health 
and environ mental risks are the key criteria for approving products and 
pracesses. 

7. There is a grawing sense that chiefly experts must be involved in assessing 
the merits of biotechnology products. Many, particularly those in the Involved 
Canadians segment, suggested that it must be experts, rather than the 
general public, that ultimately make decisions about these products. One 
proposition that was raised in several groups is the idea of involvement of 
experts both inside and outside government (ideally at universities), both to 
ensure that the most rigoraus, modern processes are being used to evaluate 
the products and to provide a check against corporate influence over the 
evaluation process. 

The Innovation Agenda and Government's Support Role 

ln this wave of research, government's support role to the sector, and in 
particular its Innovation Agenda and the relationship between this agenda and 
biotech, were discussed with respondents. 

1. Only a handful of respondents initially have a sense that the government 
might play a raie in facilitating the development of industries like the 
biotech industry. In general, those who indicated some unprompted 
awareness of this tended to be those most concerned about it, worried 
that government might be, and might become further, beholden to 
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corporate interests. Upon discussion, others were more supportive of the 
role in general, a clear majority accepting the premise that was outlined in 
the focus group guide about the Innovation Agenda. 

2. After some discussion (and prompted by the rationale outlined in the 
moderator's guide, which attempted to draw a parallel between support to 
the information technology industry and biotech), more were convinced 
that an innovation agenda should be a government priority. 

3. Among those that accepted the Innovation Agenda, many harboured 
concerns about two issues. First of these is the role of politics and 
patronage in decision making. There is a widespread sense that politics 
plays a substantial role in government decision making, to the detriment of 
effective economic development. Second, concerns were raised that this 
function would take precedence over the government's regulatory role, 
which was seen as the first priority. In the end, most felt that economic 
support is appropriate and best carried out as sector-wide programs (like 
R&D tax credits) rather than targeted programs. Moreover, most also felt 
that government can both regulate and support industry, as long as the 
functions are clearly separated (ideally across departments.) 

4. Aspects of the Innovation Agenda role tha t tended to drive higher levels of 
acceptance (in descending order of importance): 

• The ability to link Innovation Agenda resources with university labs and 
researchers 

• The ability of these kinds of research to better evaluate the safety and 
effectiveness of these products (through universities as weil as 
government) 

• Concerns about a "brain drain" of young people to the United States 
• Facilitating access to products faster 
• The importance of high technology as a creater of value-added jobs 

(especially among Involved Canadians - less so among the general public, 
who express a concern that those jobs wilileave them behind). 

Priorities for the Federal Government 

1.· Priorities for the federal government were clear and have been highly 
consistent over the four waves of research. The first priority is to ensure that 
the regulatory testing system is weil resourced with human and financial 
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resources, and that the government ensures long -term ongoing study of 
potential health and environmental impacts. 

2. At the same time, strong messages were heard from many respondents that 
government should partner with individuals and organizations at universities 
in Canada and overseas to collaborate in the stewardship of this field. Many 
saw collaboration with "independent researchers at universities" as important 
to the scientific and regulatory process, both to ensure that this research is 
consistently at the cutting edge of science and to help insulate the regulatory 
system from corporate influence. 

3. Economic support to industry was deemed important, but much less so than 
health and safety regulation and research. There remains a significant core of 
20-25% who express fairly strong resistance to the idea of government 
providing any significant level of support to biotech companies, or any 
companies at ail. These people strongly feel that government and industry are 
already too close, compromising government's ability to play its stewardship 
role. 

GM Food and GM Food Labelling 

1. While few indicate that they are supporters of GM food, the GM food debate 
still has not catalyzed strong opinion. The vast majority of participants feel 
that food on grocery shelves is safe and has been tested by government, and 
while they may indicate some concern about these foods when asked, the 
concern is often as much about why people haven't been offered a choice 
about purchasing these foods as it is about whether the foods themselves 
should be on the shelves. 

2. There is increasing awareness that a wide variety 'of processed foods contain 
GM ingredients. The actual proportion no longer generates the degree of 
surprise it did even a year ago. However, there is still some confusion about 
just how GM ingredients manifest themselves - many people still conceive of 
them as an additive rather than a constituent part of the food. 

3. There continues to be a widespread assumption that the long-term risk of GM 
food ingredients cannot possibly be understood yet. Nevertheless, 
comparatively few people are willing to say categorically that they will not 
consume food wth GM ingredients. In part, that is because despite the long­ 
term uncertainty, few believe there are current safety concerns -- they haven't 
heard anything about sickness or other negative consequences. 
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4. Discussion of potential functional foods and nutriceuticals created some 
interest among participants, some of whom saw their potential utility in the 
developing world. Usually, however, biotechnology opponents were able to 
cause a re-evaluation of that position by questioning the motive of producers, 
attacking patents issued to multinationals and raising the spectre of 
overdoses. 

5. After discussion of GM food and food safety issues, the focus groups 
investigated options for GM food labelling. Participants were asked for their 
initial reactions to the idea of labelling, and then in turn were provided with a 
brief overview of some of the considerations involved in creating a labelling 
system for GM food. Following that, they were provided with the most likely 
labelling options and asked to discuss the pros and cons of each. 

6. At first blush, almost to a person, people strongly advocated an "informed 
choice" approach to GM foods through labelling. As long as the science is 
sound, most people feel that the purchase of GM food should be up to each 
individual. 

7. It was clear that most people initially regard labelling as a simple issue that 
requires little consideration because freedom of choice is the overriding 
principle. Most were quite perplexed to find that there were a number of 
potentially difficult policy issues involved. 

8. After discussion of some of the considerations involved in labelling, for those 
least concerned or indifferent about GM foods, the extra co st or other 
potentially difficult consequences of labelling were sufficient to make them 
neutral on the issue. 

9. However, most people remained fairly steadfast in their belief that a labelling 
system was required. In general, it seemed that people were so convinced 
initially about the ease of labelling that they felt uncomfortable changing their 
minds even after exposure to argument. 

10. The issue that tended to garner the highest level of consideration was the 
issue of how a labelling system would affect our trading relationships in food - 
the import and export of food, including access to imported food products if 
those products were not allowed in Canada (because they wouldn't be 
labeled.) 
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11. The issue of segregating food at the farm level, and the costs that might 
impose on the system, was dismissed by many respondents, especially 
Involved Canadians. I\IIany said that this was "the co st of doing business" in 
biotech food and if the costs were too high, then maybe biotech food should 
not be produced. Similarly, the argument that labelling might frighten people 
from buying did not resonate. First, many said that implied a paternalistic 
distrust of Canadians' judgement. Second, the merits of offering informed 
choice far outweighed the risks of some companies losing business. 

12. Respondents were then taken through a number of possibilities for the labels 
themselves. Again, it was pretty clear that most people had never given the 
issue any thought at ail and were surprised that there could be so much 
complexity in something that appeared to be pretty simple at first. After 
discussion, the results were quite consistent across groups. 

• Labelling the process. The issue once again reduces itself to the question of 
risk. Most people believe most previous forms of genetic modification have 
proven themselves to be safe. So participants overwhelmingly chose a 
narrowly defined option - labelling products whose ingredients have been 
modified only by the latest and most intrusive forms of genetic engineering. 
This is not an issue of consistency or principle. People do not reject GM food 
on that basis; they worry about the long -term risk. Hence the preference for 
identifying only those products they presume carry unknown risk. Strong 
opponents of GM food tended to agree because they have come to accept 
that most other genetic modification processes are "natural." For insta nce, 
most would cheerfully consume current crosses between broccoli and 
cauliflower because they believe them to be things that "could have" occurred 
in nature. 

• Trace ingredients. Most participants believed that allowing a trace of GM 
ingredients was more practical than insisting on 100% purity - as long as the 
threshold was low and commonly accepted. Since they know that they now 
consume GM ingredients in much larger amounts, it seemed reasonable to 
reduce GM content to a "trace." Strong opponents of biotechnology did not 
agree; they insisted on 100% purity before accepting that a product was GM 
free. 

• GM or GM free. Perhaps surprisingly, this was the one area where there was 
virtually even split opinion. In major part that was because few (other than 
determined opponents of GM foods) could see much practical difference to 
them as consumers. Opponents insisted on GM ïree as the labelling phrase 

Final Report ta the BA CC - Fourth Wave 51 



because that seemed an affirmative statement, particularly if no trace 
ingredients are permitted. Most others vere capable of seeing the various 
sides of the argument and seemed to pick their preference almost at random 
because they thought either would tell them what they needed to know. They 
seemed to equate the issue with labels that currently say: "may contain 
peanuts" -- they said no one with an allergy would take the chance of eating 
these kinds of products but that it was largely an irrelevancy to most others. 
And in that analogy, "does not contain peanuts" would serve the same 
purpose, they said. In fact, they thought "may contain" might be slightly more 
helpful as an affirmative statement to those with concerns. 

Federal Government Messaging 

A number of messages proposed for use by federal departments responsible for 
various aspects of biotechnology were tested in these focus groups. Key findings 
were as follows: 

1. Some of the government messages, particularly those that made reference to 
stewardship, were appealing to respondents. For those predisposed to 
support biotechnology generally, the stewardship messages tended to 
reassure them that government was executing its role adequately. Those who 
tend to hold mixed views and those who tend to oppose these technologies 
found that many of the stewardship-related messages were less appealing, 
sometimes because the words were not appropriate but more often because 
they needed to hear more detail in order to feel more comfortable about the 
government role. In general, people were interested in hearing more detail 
about the kinds of efforts being made to ensure that stewardship was being 
carried out appropriately. The expression of messages without reference to 
more detailed facts and figures is not likely to positively influence the views of 
those with mixed or negative views toward the technology. 

2. Messages that focused on economie benefits tended not to raise strong 
interest among the focus group respondents. They simply were not viewed as 
being as important to the respondents as the messages relating to 
stewardship or citizen engagement. 

3. References to dollar fgures and commitments tend to generate as many 
questions as the information answers. First, many dont have reference points 
for dollar values (they don't know whether the amounts seem like a lot or a 
little). Second, oftentimes references to dollar values evoke questions about 
how weil government spends or manages money. Careful consideration 
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should be given regarding how and when dollar figures are used to support 
messages. 

4. References to monitoring of long-term effects on health and the environment 
were the most widely noted of the messages tested. The idea of a 
"surveillance system" in particular was something that was attractive and 
appealing to many. However, the idea that Canada is only "working toward" 
these objectives often raised significant questions about how capable 
government is at keeping up with the evolution of these technologies. 

Narrative "Storyline" Messaging 

The other main aspect of communications testing in these focus groups involved 
two narrative "storylines," developed as templates for communications about the 
benefits of biotechnology. The first, unlocking "the mysteries of life," is a 
document that illustrates the kinds of benefits to society and to individuals that 
biotechnology might offer. The second, "Jobs and Growth," positions the 
economie benefits for Canada and Canadians. Based on the findings in the focus 
groups, the two documents have been revised and are attached as Appendices 
C and 0 to this report. In summary, the findings from the focus groups about 
these documents are as follows: 

1. The "mysteries of life" storyline was generally much stronger than the 
"jobs and growth" storyline. The health and environ mental benefits 
outlined in the mysteries of life document were focused on subiects that 
resonated much more strongly with Canadians. In particular, those 
predisposed to neutrality and/or opposition were much more likely to 
accept and acknowledge the benefits outlined in this document than they 
were for those in the jobs and growth piece. 

2. The jobs and growth piece only really resonated with those who are 
already fairly strong supporters of biotechnology. Those opposed were 
often very likely to raise questions about who wrote the document (the 
assumption being that corporations or government staff who seek to help 
corporations wrote it) and whether the public's interests were being 
properly served by the distribution of the document. In short, the piece 
evoked a fairly high level of distrust, tempered by the discussion of safety 
and the mention of certain facts about Canada's position in terms of 
technological evolution (e.g. Canadian discoveries, the international profile 
of university programs associated with the field.) 
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3. Both of the storylines benefit significantly from references to the 
government's stewardship role. Many people, especially those 
predisposed to opposition to these technologies, felt that these messages 
did not receive a strong enough profile in either document - some felt that 
the fact they were placed at the bottom of the document implied that they 
were at the bottom of government's priority list in this field. 

4. The testing of these documents clarified a number of related issues about 
messaging generally and government messaging in particular on 
biotechnology: 

• Even the strongest benefits of biotechno logy aren't able to catalyze 
higher levels of support without a clear linkage to government's 
stewardship function. 

• It is important that government messaging not "oversell" the benefits, 
by implying that the impacts will be universally positive, or by 
presuming that there will not be some side-effects or downsides. 

• It is also important that remedies mentioned as part of the 
government's stewardship function reflect a sense of active, diligent 
current focus, and continued focus in the long term. 

• As importantly, stewardship messages need to avoid assertions or 
inferences that the potential problems associated with these 
technologies have already been handled by government and that there 
is nothing to be concerned with. People simply do not accept these 
kinds of reassurances from government. Indeed, these kinds of 
reassurances often engender the opposite reaction from the one the 
messages are intended to achieve. 
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Appendix "A" 

Interview Schedule PERCENT 

1. When you hear the word "biotechnology", do you have a positive reaction, a neutral 
reaction, or a negative reaction? 

Positive , 37 
Neutral : 44 
Negative 14 
Don't know 5 

2. When you hear the word "Iife sciences," do you have a positive reaction, a neutral 
reaction, or a negative reaction? 

Positive 48 
Neutral 42 
Negative 6 
Don't know 4 

3. When you hear the word "genomics," do you have a positive reaction, a neutral reaction, 
or a negative reaction? 

Positive 12 
Neutral 51 
Negative 11 
Don't know 26 

4. Over the last three months, have you heard anything about stories or issues involving 
biotechnology? 

Yes , 57 
No 42 
Don't know 1 
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~

iotechnOIOgy applies science to living things such as plants and animais in order to develop new 
<.t roducts and processes. Biotechnology is sometimes referred to as life sciences, genomics or 

(: enetic modification. . 

5~ Before today, had you ever talked about biotechnology with someone? 

Yes 54 
No 45 
Don't know 0 

6. Would you say you are very familiar, somewhat familiar, not very familiar, or not at ail 
familiar with biotechnology? 

Very familiar 6 
Somewhat familiar 43 
Not very familiar 33 
Not at ail familiar : 18 
Don't know 0 

7. Is biotechnology a subject you are very interested in, fairly interested in, not very 
interested in, or not at ail interested in? - 

Very interested 15 
Fairly interested 49 
Not too interested 25 
Not at ail interested 11 
Don't know 0 

8. In general, would you say you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose or 
strongly oppose the use of products and processes that involve biotechnology? 

Strongly support 8 
Somewhat support 51 
Somewhat oppose 20 
Strongly oppose 10 
Don't know 11 
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9. - Overall, from what you know, do you think the federal government is doing an excellent, 
good, fair or a poor job of handling its responsibilities in the area of biotechnology? 

Excellent 1 
Good 13 
Fair , , 39 
Poor. 26 
Don't know 20 

10. Would you say you are very familiar, somewhat familiar, not very familiar, or not at ail 
familiar with ways in which biotechnology is regulated in Canada? 

Very familiar 2 
Somewhat familiar 21 
Not very familiar. 43 
Not at ail familiar 32 
Don't know 3 

11. Once a product that is developed using biotechnology (for example a health product like 
a drug or a type of food like corn modified to resist disease) has been evaluated and 
approved by the federal government, how confident are you about the safety of the 
product? 

Very confident 14 
Somewhat confident 48 
Not very confident 26 
Not at ail confident 10 
Don't know 1 

12. In general, would you say that the regulatory system for biotechnology products in 
Canada is stronger, weaker, or about the same as it is in other countries? 

Stronger 28 
Weaker 18 
About the sa me 32 
Don't know 22 
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13. In the field of biotechnology, one role for the federal government is to regulate the 
products that are being developed, to ensure that they are safe for our health and 
environment; another role is to support the development of the industry, which helps 
create investment and jobs. With respect to biotechnology, which role do you think the 
federal government is putting more emphasis on today, or is it putting equal emphasis on 
both? 

More on regulating products 16 
More on supporting industry 25 
Equal emphasis 41 
Don't know : 18 

14. Which role do you think the federal government should put more emphasis on, or should 
it put equal emphasis on both? 

Regulating products 43 
Supporting industry 5 
Equal emphasis 20 
Don't know 2 

15. Which of the following views is closest to your own? 

Decisions about biotechnology should be based mainly on the 
views and advice of experts and scientists 66 

OR 

Decisions about biotechnology should be based primarily on the 
views of average Canadians 27 

Don't know 7 

16. Which of these two views is closest to your own? 

Decisions about biotechnology should be based mainly on the 
moral and ethical issues involved 36 

OR 

Decisions about biotechnology should be based mainly on the 
scientific evidence of risk and benefit. 56 

Don't know 8 
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17. a. Which of these two views is closest to your own? 

Genetically modified foods should meet the same testing standards that 
ail other foods in Canada must meet 32 

OR 

Genetically modified foods should meet higher standards than other 
foods in Canada must meet. 66 

Don't know 2 

b. Which of these two views is closest to your own? 

Genetically modified health products (Iike drugs) should meet the same 
testing standards that ail other drugs in Canada must meet 45 
OR 

Genetically modified health products (Iike drugs) should meet higher 
standards than other drugs in Canada must meet. 52 

Don't know 3 

18. Which of these two views is closest to your own? 

Federal government support for the Canadian biotechnology industry will 
likely enable Canadians to reap more benefits that biotechnology 
offers, faster 47 

OR 

Federal government support for the Canadian biotechnology industry 
will not necessarily have any impact on how fast Canadians reap the 
benefits that biotechnology offers 42 

Don't know 12 

19. Which of these two views is close st to your own? 

Genomics is a field of endeavour that 1 think Canada and Canadians 
should be leaders in, because it promises health and economie benefits 61 

OR 

Genomics is an area that Canada and Canadians should wait to see 
what others do, because it involves dealing with an issue 
that makes me uncomfortable 31 

Don't know 9 
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Please tell me if you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with each of the 
following statements. 

20. a. Government should commit more resources to the regulatory system and the scientific 
research that supports it, to ensure the safety of biotechnology products on human health 

Strongly agree 44 
Agree 50 
Disagree 4 
Strongly disagree 1 

Don't know 1 

b. Government should commit more resources to the regulatory system and the scientific 
research that supports it, to ensure the safety of biotechnology products on the environ ment 

Strongly agree 38 
Agree : 56 
Disagree .4 
Strongly disagree 1 

Don't know 1 

21. Government should commit more resources to biotechnology research that can produce 
economie benefits and could lead to growth and job creation in this growing field 

Strongly agree 21 
Agree 60 
Disagree 13 
Strongly disagree 3 

Don't know 3 

22. Government should commit more resources to biotechnology research that can produce 
health and medical breakthroughs which will benefit Canadians 

Strongly agree 32 
Agree 57 
Disagree 7 
Strongly disagree 2 

Don't know 2 
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23. a. In the same way as the information technology industry has provided economie growth 
and good jobs for Canadians, life science technologies have the potential to do the sa me 
for Canada in the years to come 

Strongly agree 19 
Agree 67 
Disagree 8 
Strongly disagree 1 

Don't know 5 

b. In the same way as the information technology industry has provided economic growth 
and good jobs for Canadians, the biotechnology industry has the potential to do the same 
for Canada in the years to come 

Strongly agree 16 
Agree 68 
Disagree 11 
Strongly disagree 1 
Don't know .4 

24. a. The government should conduct further research into the long-term health impacts of 
biotechnology before allowing any further use of biotechnology 

Strongly agree 37 
Agree .48 
Disagree 14 
Strongly disagree 1 
Don't know 1 

b. The government should conduct further research into the long-term environ mental impacts 
of biotechnology before allowing any further use of biotechnology 

Strongly agree · 34 
Agree .49 
Disagree 12 
Strongly disagree 2 
Don't know ' 2 
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25. Government should commit more resources to biotechnology research to ensure that 
Canadian biotechnology researchers remain in Canada to do their scientific work, rather 
than moving to the United States or other countries 

Strongly agree 35 
Agree 50 
Disagree 1 0 
Strongly disagree 2 
Don't know 2 

26. a. Government should encourage the development of biotechnology, although there may 
be some unknown risks to human health 

Strongly agree 9 
Agree .44 
Disagree 34 
Strongly disagree 11 
Don't know 2 

b. Government should not encourage the development of biotechnology, because there may 
be some unknown long-tern risks to human health 

Strongly agree 9 
Agree 28 
Disagree 50 
Strongly disagree 11 

. Don't know 3 

27. a. We have to accept some risk to achieve the benefits of biotechnology like new 
discoveries that improve the diagnosis and cure of serious illnesses 

Strongly agree 20 
Agree 55 
Disagree 17 
Strongly disagree .4 
Don't know 3 
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b. We have to accept some risk to achieve the benefits of biotechnology like new foods 
that contain vitamins or medicine 

Strongly agree 1 0 
Agree 51 
Disagree 28 
Strongly disagree 10 
Don't know 2 

28" a. From what 1 know, genetically modified food presents me with few benefits over non­ 
genetically modified food, but it presents many more risks 

Strongly agree 16 
Agree 40 
Disagree 31 
Strongly disagree .4 
Don't know 9 

b. From what 1 know, genetically modified health products (Iike drugs) provide me with few 
benefits over non-genetically modified health products (Iike drugs), but they provide many more 
risks 

Strongly agree 1 0 
Agree 38 
Disagree 33 
Strongly disagree 6 
Don't know 13 

29: a. If the best available scientific evidence says that a particular use of biotechnology is 
safe, it should be allowed 

Strongly agree 16 
Agree 65 
Disagree 15 
Strongly disagree 2 
Don't know 3 
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b. We have to accept some risk to achieve health benefits from biotechnology research 

Strongly agree 8 
Agree 51 
Disagree 30 
Strongly disagree 10 
Don't know 1 

30. Although there may be some unknown risks, technologies like biotechnology are part of 
the future, so ail we can do is make sure that its uses are as safe as possible 

Strongly agree 28 
Agree : 58 
Disagree 1 0 
Strongly disagree 3 
Don't know : 1 

31. a. Government assistance to the information technology industry in the early stages of its 
development helped it to become a world leader, providing jobs and economic growth to 
Canada 

Strongly agree 13 
Agree : 63 
Disagree 13 
Strongly disagree 2 
Don't know 1 0 

b. Government assistance to the biotechnology industry would help it become a world leader, 
providing jobs and economie growth to Canada in the sarne way it helped the information 
technology industry develop in the 1980s and 90s 

Strongly agree 14 
Agree 65 
Disagree 15 
Strongly disagree 2 
Don't know .4 
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32. a. Until more is known about the risks, government should slow the use of biotechnology 

Strongly agree 23 
Agree .45 
Disagree 27 
Strongly disagree 3 
Don't know 2 

b. Government should not encourage the development of biotechnology, because there may be 
some unknown risks 

Strongly ag ree 8 
Agree 24 
Disagree 55 
Strongly disagree 11 
Don't know 2 

33. a. If 1 knew that ongoing long-term safety research was going to be conducted on 
biotechnology products after they were approved for sale in Canada, it would make me 
feel comfortable enough to accept these products 

Strongly agree 17 
Agree 60 
Disagree 15 
Strongly disagree 6 
Don't know 1 

b. Even if 1 knew that ongoing long-term safety research was going to be conducted on 
biotechnology products after they were approved for sale in Canada, it would not make me 
comfortable enough to accept these products 

Strongly agree 11 
Agree 36 
Disagree .45 
Strongly disagree 6 
Don't know 3 
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34. a. When 1 see a food product on a store shelf, 1 assume that it must be safe 

Strongly agree : 23 
Agree 48 
Disagree 21 
Strongly disagree 7 
Don't know 1 

b. 1 frequently worry about whether food products on store shelves are safe 

Strongly agree 25 
Agree 35 
Disagree 32 
Strongly disagree 8 
Don't know 0 

35. The primary function of the federal government in the field of biotechnology is to 
understand and manage the risks while working to gain the benefits 

Strongly agree 29 
Agree 57 
Disagree 9 
Strongly disagree 2 
Don't know 3 

1 would like to read you some statements in favour of biotechnology. In each case, please tell me 
whether the statement is a very good argument in favour of biotechnology, a good argument, or 
not a very good argument. 

36. The mapping of the human genome unlocks the mysteries of life, and will enable 
humans to identify the causes of disease and develop the cures that were once thought 
unreachable 

Very good argument 39 

Good argument 49 

Not a very good argument : 9 

Don't know 3 
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37. Biotechnology research represents the next frontier of human endeavour, a frontier that 
will lead to significant quality of life benefits for ail Canadians 

\ 
Very good argument 22 

Good argument 55 

Not a very good argument 20 

Don't know 2 

38. Scientific research in the area of biotechnology will enable Canada's next generation to 
get weil paid, knowledge-based jobs and develop skills that will ensure them a bright 
economic future 

Very good argument 20 

Good argument 49 

Not a very good argument 29 

Don't know 2 

39. Biotechnology is being targeted by most industrialized countries as one of the most 
important sources of jobs and economie growth in the 215t century 

Very good argument 15 

Good argument 49 

Not a very good argument 30 

Don't know 5 

40. Biotechnology applications in the environmental field will create new types of products 
that will help us solve environmental problems that affect our air and our water 

Very good argument .: 28 

Good argument 54 

Not a very good argument 15 

Don't know 2 
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41. a. There is fierce international competition in the area of biotechnology research, and if 
Canada does not move ahead quickly in this field, it will fall behind other nations and may 
not reap its economie and emp/oyment benefits 

Very good argument 24 

Good argument 45 

Not a very good argument 29 

Don't know 2 

b. There is tierce international competition in the area of biotechnology research, and if Canada 
does not move ahead quickly in this field, it will fall behind other nations and may not reap its 
hea/th and medica/ benefits 

Very good argument 23 

Good argument 45 

Not a very good argument 31 

Don't know : 2 

1 would like ta read you some statements against biotechnology. In each case, please tell me 
whether the statement is a very good argument against biotechnology, a good argument, or not a 
very good argument. 

42. Pests may develop resistance ta new pest-resistant genes in certain genetically modified 
plants, which could make them stronger and more able ta attack other plants 

Very good argument against 25 

Good argument against. 51 

Not a very good argument against 20 

Don't know 4 

43. Herbicide-resistant crops can transfer those properties ta its weed relatives, creating a 
stronger "superweed" that can out-compete native species and destroy natural 
ecosystems 

Very good argument against 30 

Good argument against. 44 

Not a very good argument against 22 

Don't know 5 
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44. While some biotechnology research sounds interesting, ail it takes is one scientist to 
make one mistake for a major environ mental or health accident to occur 

Very good argument against.. 28 

Good argument against. '" 36 

Not a very good argument against 35 

Don't know 1 

45. Genetically modified crops may contaminate neighbouring organic and non-GM fields 

Very good argument against 24 

Good argument against 46 

Not a very good argument against 25 

Don't know : 5 

1 would like to read you some statements regarding government's role in the area of 
biotechnology. In each case, please tell me whether the statement has a positive impact or a 
negative impact on your view of the government role in this area, using a scale of 1-5, with 1 
being a very negative impact, 5 being a very positive impact, and 3 being no impact. 

46. a. The Government of Canada is fully committed to realizing the benefits of genomics for 
ail Canadians 

1 Very negative 8 

2 : 11 

3 No impact. 34 

4 21 

5 Very positive 23 

Don't know 3 
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- b. The Government of Canada is fully commitled to realizing the benefits of genomics for ail Canadians 
while ensuring that it has an effective, comprehensive regulatory and scientific infrastructure to ensure 
that the products are safe 

1 Very negative 8 

2 : 6 
3 No impact. 25 

4 24 

5 Very positive 33 

Don't know 3 

47. a: Biotechnology-derived foods go through astringent safety assessment process run by 
the government that is recoqnized as one of the best in the world. It typically takes 
between seven and ten years for the development, assessment, and approval of 
biotechnology-derived products 

1 Very negative 8 

2 7 

3 No impact 24 

4 26 

5 Very positive 33 

Oon't know 3 

b. Biotechnology-derived health products go through astringent safety assessment process run by the 
federal government that is recognized as one of the best in the world. It typically takes between seven 
and ten years for the development, assessment, and approval of biotechnology -derived products 

1 Very negative 6 

2 6 

3 No impact 27 

4 25 

5 Very positive 34 

Don't know 3 
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48. The Government of Canada is committed to ensuring that its science and regulatory 
system for biotechnology is strong. To that end, it has committed $90 million additional 
dollars to enhance the regulatory system for biotechnology products 

1 Very negative 7 

2 8 

3 No impact. 26 

4 27 

5 Very positive 29 

Don't know 3 

49. Canada has established a commission of leaders in science, industry and academia to 
consult with Canadians about biotechnology and provide recommendations to the 
government about how to ensure that Canada reaps the benefits that it offers while 
managing the risks that it presents 

1 Very negative 6 

2 8 

3 No impact. 30 

4 26 

5 Very positive 27 

Don't know 3 

50. Canada is a world leader in its regulatory system for biotechnology products, using 
rigorous scientific research, and comprehensive and transparent rules 

1 Very negative 7 

2 8 

3 No impact 35 

4 22 

5 Very positive 23 

Don't know : 5 
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51. Fields of research like life sciences and biotechnology are built on the foundation of 
publicly supported scientific research, and that is why the Government of Canada has 
made a commitment to support research in these fields 

1 Very negative 5 

2 7 

3 No impact 33 

4 28 

5 Very positive 25 

Don't know 2 

52. The government is committed to maintaining the strength of the regulatory system, by 
keeping pace with changes in technology and using the best science available to 
evaluate the safety of biotechnology products 

1 Very negative 6 

2 7 

3 No impact. 25 

4 26 

5 Very positive 34 

Don't know ; 3 

53. a. Health Canada is working to establish a national surveillance system to monitor long­ 
term human health effects of biotechnology products in Canada 

1 Very negative 6 

2 7 

3 No impact... 24 

4 26 

5 Very positive 35 

Don't know 3 
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b. Environment Canada is working to establish a national program to monitor long-term 
environmental effects of biotechnology products in Canada 

1 Very negative 5 

2 5 

3 No impact. 26 

4 25 

5 Very positive 36 

Don't know 4 

54. In general, would you say you personally are very comfortable, somewhat comfortable, 
somewhat uncomfortable, or very uncomfortable with the idea of buying foods that 
contain genetically modified ingredients? 

Very comfortable 14 

Somewhat comfortable 37 

Somewhat uncomfortable 28 

Very uncomfortable 19 

Don't know 1 

55. About two-thirds of processed foods contain genetically modified ingredients or come 
from plants that have been genetically modified. Some people say that knowing this 
makes them more uncomfortable about these foods, because it means they are being 
widely used and may pose risks. Others say that knowing this makes them more 
comfortable about genetically modified foods, because it suggests that genetically 
modified ingredients are not harming health if they are that widely used and we haven't 
heard of any safety problems thus far. Which of these two points of view is closest to 
your own? 

More uncomfortable, pose risks 47 

More comfortable, not harming health 49 

Don't know 3 
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56. If you were to find out that a food product that you have purchased in the past contained 
"genetically modified" ingredients, would you: continue to buy it, buy it but plan to find out 
more, not buy it until you found out more, or never buy it aga in? 

Continue to buy it. 30 

Buy it but plan to find out more 31 

Not buy it until you found out more 27 

Never buy it again 11 

Don't know 1 

57. Last month, a report on biotechnology by the Royal Society tabled a series of proposais 
and recommendations regarding its regulation in Canada. Are you aware or unaware that 
this report was tabled? 

Aware 6 

Unaware 93 

Don't know 1 

58. (AMONG THOSE AWARE) Would you say you are very familiar, somewhat familiar, not 
very familiar or not at ail familiar with this report and its contents? 

Very familiar : 14 

Somewhat familiar 36 

Not very familiar. 42 

Not at ail familiar 8 
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Appendix "8" 

Moderator's Guide 

Introduction and Warm-up (5 min) 

• The moderator will take a few minutes to go around the table and ask respondents to 
introduce themselves, and outline a few ground rules: want to ensure that people share their 
views openly, let everyone participate, want people to talk about their views, not "other 
people's views," ensure that we don't want people to "debate" each other - everyone's views 
are valid, there are no right or wrong answers 

• The moderator will also point out that there is a one-way mirror, observers in the back, 
and audio and video taping, but ensure that ail discussion is confidential 

General Impressions (15 min) 

l'rn going to say a word to you, and after 1 say it, 1 want you to write down the first thoughts 
that come to mind right away, and whether the word/phrase has a negative connotation, a 
positive connotation, or no connotation (you have not heard of it before) . 

• ~ Biotechnology 

.lb Life Sciences 
• k:,_Genomics 

~tl~ _'. (For each) Where did you develop these impressio~-What does it ecompass~ 

efinition: Biotechnology applies science and engineering ta living things like plants and animaIs 
create new products and processes. It includes numerous applications, everything from cross­ 

reeding plants ta genetic testing ta screen for inherited diseases. Biotechnology is sometimes 
eferred ta as life sciences, genomics, or genetic modification. 

< Applications (15 min) 

.~~iotechnology has applications in a number of fields. Can you recall any that you have heard 
of? 

How often do you hear about biotechnology? 
/~Û\.._ h.b 

?Q..::;6· Are you interested in this subject? Is this a subject you follow closely in the news, or not? 
\ G:ompared to other issues, how closely do you follow issues related to biotechnologyq..5C 

. '. i\ Il~: ~d. like to hear your response to various applications of biotechnology. For each of the 
~ aV following, please tell me if you feel that this type of application is more acceptable, or less 
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tC\ a.. b c 
')..~l7àccePtable ta yau. For each: What are some of the risks associated with these P-LQ..ducts? What 

Q_J)C' are some of the benefits? Why do you say t ci; (ROTA TED FOR EACH GROUP) 

Implanting plant genes in other plants (Iike corn that has a gene from another plant inserted 
4 ka '-7d into it to resist certain kinds of insects), to help improve the quality/quantity/price of food 

Using genes from one organism to change another organism in order to help clean up 
environmental problems (bioremediation). 

Biomass products for energy, such as growing certain types of grains in very high yields to 
produce products like ethanol, a substitute for gasoline that is less harmful to the environment 

Helping to cure type 1 diabetes by inserting a gene into the pancreas that stimulates the l, qGl --'id insulin production process, enabling people to produce their necessary level of insu lin on 

their own. lO~ lOb 
Had y~d of a report about this subject released bY~--ROyal Society of Canada last Lt 10 a. ....;;, è:' month. Can you recall any of the contents of that report. Was the report positive or 'jegative 
toward biotechnology? Was it positive or negative toward the government role? laD 

\lO c- 
Perceptions - Roles and Responsibilities of the Federal Government (15 min) 

/ Ito..... 
• How do these biotechnology products (examples: food/health/environment) become available '\ \Q -=;>d in Canada? Do you know if we have laws or rules that govern products made through - ILb 

biotechnology? What government departments might be responsible? How effective do you 
think these systems are~\\ 6 \.\\ c, 

From what you know, what are the responsibilities of the federal government in the area of 
biotechnologC (PROBE REGULATION/SCIENCE/SUPPORTTO INDUSTRY) 

Q~ ~~ 
The federal government is committed to actively promote biotechnology, a knowledge­ 
intensive sector that promises significant benefits to Canadians in medicines and health, the 
environment and agriculture. It is also committed to regulating the development of 
biotechnology and its products, to ensure they are safe, that the risks are understood and 
managed and that the science is performed to provide answers to the questions about risk 
and safety. 

• 

• From what you know, how effective would you say the government is at carrying out each of 
these roles? Why do you say that? 

\. l:::''''_ <, \~ ~ 

Can government regulate industry and support industries like this at the same time? If yes, 
how? 

)5,,- 
Do you think government spends toffmuch/too little resources to evaluate science and 
regulate biotechnology productsTWere you aware or unaware that the government recently 
dedicated 90 million new dollars to this type of reseflrch? Does this sound like a lotla little to 
you?'-l~ ~~~ 
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How do safet4ndards for biotechnology products in Canada measure against other 
countries~hy~d~~ you think that? -lb 'cl 

• From your perspective, what is the best reason for government to support the development of 
the biotechnology industry? What is the best reason why it should not? ""\ 

~~ ~\,~ 

Federal Government Messaging (15 min) 

Having had this discussion, you should know that the Government of Canada has recently taken a 
number of steps to address issues associated with biotechnology. Some of government's policies 
and approaches to these issues are outlined on the handout 1 am passing out now. What 1 would 
like you to do is for each, indicate whether it makes you feel much more comfortable about 
government's role in this field, somewhat mQœ • .cQtlJfor:table,..or_J:'I(:) .. r:no~a.oj;.less.cQlXlfortable. After 
you have done so, 1 would IL e 0 discuss the results with you. 

The Government of Canada is fully committed to realizing the benefits of biotechnology/life 
sciences/qenomics for ail Canadians while ensuring that it has an effective, comprehensive 
regulatory and scientific infrastructure to ensure that the products are safe 

Biotechnology-derived foods go through astringent safety assessment process run by the 
government that is recognized as one of the best in the world. It typically takes between 
seven and ten years for the development, assessment, and approval of biotechnology­ 
derived products 

The Government of Canada is committed to ensuring that its science and regulatory system 
for biotechnology is strong. To that end, it has committed 90 million additional dollars to 
enhance the regulatory system for biotechnology products. 

Canada has established a commission of leaders in science, industry and academia to 
consult with Canadians about biotechnology and provide recommendations to the 
government about how to ensure that Canada reaps the benefits that it offers while managing 
the risks that it presents 

Canada is a world leader in its regulatory system for biotechnology products, using rigorous 
scientific research, and comprehensive and transparent rules 

Fields of research like life sciences and biotechnology are built on the foundation of publicly 
supported scientific research, and that is why the Government of Canada has made a 
commitment to support research in these fields 

The government is committed to maintaining the strength of the regulatory system, by 
keeping pace with changes in technology and using the best science available to evaluate 
the safety of biotechnology products 

Health Canada is working to establish a national surveillance system to monitor long-term 
human health effects of biotechnology products in Canada 
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Environmerit Canada is working to establish a national program to monitor long-term environmental 
effects of biotechnology products in Canada 

DISCUSSION 

Innovation (15 min) 

• The Government of Canada is following an economie plan that it calls an "Innovation 
Agenda." It says that in order for a country to succeed in the New Economy it must invest in 
research and knowledge creation to be able to create new products and services to sell to the 
world. To do so, it must have a highly educated work force and new technologies for those 
people to understand and use. Those technologies can help us be more efficient and 
competitive in traditional areas or excel in ail the new information-based areas like 
telecommunications and computerization. According to this plan, the more a country can 
spend on research, the more a country can invent, the more productive it is, the larger its 
skilled and educated work force, the more successful it will be. The logic says that innovation 
leads to higher efficiency and productivity which, in turn, lead to more jobs which are better 
and more high paying and higher economie growth. 

Does this sound like it makes sense? 

Is it a priority worth following for the Government of Canada? 

How important is it that government play a role in fostering the development of new 
technology industries? Do you think that they will emerge in Canada anyway, or do you think 
that government support can encourage that process? 

• Some people have said that government support to the information technology industry was 
instrumental in facilitating its development and the jobs that it now provides to many young 
people. Others say that it would have happened regardless of whether government played a 
role. What do you think? 

• Do you think there should be the same kind of priority given to biotechnology/life sciences 
(alternate for each group)? 

• Do you think there might be the same kind of results in the case of biotechnology/life 
sciences (alternate for each group)? 

What would you say are the top 1 or 2 priorities the federal government should pursue in the 
field of biotechnology going forward? 

GM Foods (10 min) 
/2fo.f1.­ 

From what you know, is ail the food that gets to the grocery store tested for safety? How, 
when, by whom? From what you know, is the system effective? 

~~~ ~C 
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/Z'lo- ~ 
How do you generally feel about GM foods? Do you have strong views one way or the other? 

;l~~ 
What proport~e ingredients in processed foods might contain genetically modified 
ingredients? After responses : It is estimated that more than 65% of the processed food in 
Canada contains GM ingredients or comes from plants that have been genetically modified. 
Ooes that surprise you? ~~ 

/2q~ 2ttb 
From what you know, what is the main benefit of GM food? What is the main drawback?,......· 

Oid you know that the newest GM foods promise to provide nutritional/medicinal benefits 
(enhanced levels of vitamins and minerais?) How does knowing that make you feel about 
these products? 300 ~ <, ?:/JfA__ 
Do you feel that governments are doing enough to ensure your safety when it comes to GM 
foods? What could they do to reassure you? L 

\......._"),,\c...._ "-.......~\u 
Labeling (15 min) 

Labeling food in relation to genetic modification is something that is currently being 
considered by governments as weil as some of the companies that produce these products. 
As you may realize, labeling is not quite as straightforward as one might think. 

First of ail, 1 want to give you some of the arguments for and against labeling genetically 
modified foods and see what you think. 

First, it is important to understand that right now in Canada ail foods MUST be labeled to 
address aspects of food safety. For instance, nutritional changes, compositional changes and 
the presence of allergens must be labeled. 

The reason foods with genetically modified ingredients are not labeled now is that they have 
been approved for sale because the government says they are safe and equivalent to similar 
foods without genetically modified ingredients. For instance, corn tortilla chips might include 
ingredients made from GM corn or corn that has not been modified. The corn looks and 
tastes the same in either case. 

Some people want systematic labeling of GM foods. Some do not. 

Everybody agrees to do so means substantial changes in our food production system. For 
instance, for the labels to be meaningful, what they claim must be capable of being verified. 
That means products like grain would have to be segregated into GM grain and non-GM 
grain right at the farm level. They would have to be harvested, stored and transported 
separately. Companies that produce processed foods would need separate lines for GM and 
non-GM or get out of one of the products altogether. 

People who want systematic GM labeling say that current labeling for safety does not take 
into account social or ethical concerns or production methods. They say if GM products were 
labeled systematically, they would have the choice to consume GM foods, organic foods or 
others, whatever the reason for their choices. They say they should have the option of non- 

'''" ".~ .. ~ ~~~ . 
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- M products in case GM foods turn out to be more dangerous than governments say they 
are now. 

Those opposed say it wou Id make food production significantly more expensive. They also 
say if you label the foods, people will automatically think they are unsafe and get upset. That 
would mean grocery stores would be frightened into not stocking GM foods and those who 
want them for their benefits would lose the opportunity to buy them. 

{ 

1 
There are also implications for world trade in food. Currently, some countries insist on 
labeling; others do not. Canada's products, for instance, cannot be sold in some countries 
because they are genetically modified or because we cannot certify that they are not. In this 
case, segregating our products and labeling them would allow us to sell in these countries. 
However, because there are no international rules about this, if we insist on mandatory 
labeling, we might be breaking our existing trade agreements with countries that do not label, 
like the U.S. Lastly, to insist on systematic labeling, segregating and tracking products is to 
impose significant costs on developing countries who are using biotechnology to grow more 
and hardier crops. They may lose their opportunity to sell agricultural products. 

~ As 1 said, this is complicated. After hearing ail. that - what do you think about labeling GM 
fOOdl~ {~ou in favour or opposed or don't really care? ~~.b 

If systematic labeling increased the cost of processed food by 10%, as some studies have 
suggested, does that alter your view in any way? 

, . Let's assume the government goes ahead with labeling for GM foods. There are many ways 
to label these kinds of foods. l'rn going to provide you with some options for labeling of these 
products, and for each, l'd like you to write down what the benefits and drawbacks are that 
you would see, whether the information that would be provided might be helpful and then 
which of the three you as a consumer would prefer. 

Option #1 -- Labeling the Process 

Genetic modification includes processes like crossbreeding flowers or trying to reproduce 
mutations that have occurred in plants and animais. It also involves processes like trying to create 
beneficial mutations through things like radiation. The newest technique is to modify actual 
genetic structures. 

The label could be used quite broadly. In other words, any food created using any of those 
processes would be identified as having been produced using GM techniques. 

Or 

The label could be used very narrowily. GM labeling would not be used to identify anything but 
the newest technique, that is, using modern technology to alter DNA in genes. 

4 Which do you think might be more appropriate? 
~ l . 
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Option #2 - Labeling the Ingredients 

8 food could be non-GM even if there was a very small agreed-upon amount of GM ingredients. 
Allowing trace amounts would make segregation of products much easier. 

Or 

A food could be non-GM only if there were absolutely no GM ingredients in it. 

?JS Which do you think might be more appropriate? 

Option #3 - Labeling Presence or Absence 

he label would say the product might contain some GM ingredients. In this case, two-thirds of 
processed foods might carry the label. There probably would not be enough room to list the 
actual ingredients but there might be a line telling you where you might find that information. 

The label would say the food was GM ingredient free or Non-GM. If a product did not carry this 
label, the purchaser would have to assume there might be GM ingredients in it. Given the number 
of processed foods with GM ingredients, this option might mean consumers would have to look at 
a number of products to find out which were GM free. 

?C:> Which do you think might be more appropriate? 

Communications Material Testing (15 min) 

MATERIALS - TWO-PAGE "NARRA TlVES" ON BIOTECHNOLOGY 
(See Appendices C and D) 

1 am going to provide you with some materials that describe some aspect of biotechnology 
and its potential impact. What 1 would like you to do is read each of them, and after we 
read each one, l'd like to discuss each with you. (ROTA TE THE TWO PA GERS) 

Please circle or underline the parts or sections that strike you as interesting or appeal to you. 

371. 
"}j 2. 
~~. 3. 
4b 4. 

-'\ l 5. 

When you read it, does it make sense to you? 
What are the one or two main messages that it delivers? 
Is it credible (or believable) to you, or not? 
Ooes it provide you with information or a message that you have/have not heard about 
this subject? 
Overall, does it represent a good reason to move ahead in the area of biotechnology, or 
not? 
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Appendix "C" 

Narrative Storyline - "The Mysteries of Life" 

We are just beginning to understand our genetic code, the language of life itself. 

The sequencing of the human genetic code is one of humanity's greatest achievements 
and, at the same time, only the start of a journey to unlock the secrets of life. Just as the 
computer and telecommunications transformed our lives at the end of last century, the 
promise of biotechnology and genomics is to revolutionize the way we live our lives 
during the next. 

Virtually every day of every week biotechnology researchers in hospitals, universities 
and laboratories around the globe discover something new and vitally important. Some 
of those discoveries herald almost inconceivable breakthroughs in the years to come. 
Some make them possible right now. 

ln the Canada of last century, Banting and Best first discovered insulin. Within decades 
biotechnology had created genetically modified human insulin that was safer for diabetes 
patients than the natural animal insulin used up to then. This year, in Alberta, 
biomedical researchers and physicians believe they have discovered what may be a 
cure for Type One diabetes by taking healthy genes and inserting them into the 
pancreas of a person with Type One. 

Other examples of Canadian firsts in genetic research include the discovery of the genes 
responsible for cystic fibrosis and muscular dystrophy. Knowing the gene disorder that 
causes the disease brings us closer to creating the gene therapy to prevent it in the first 
place or cure it once it begins. In Montreal, a Canadian company is leading world efforts 
to use biotechnology to create a vaccine for cancer. 

We are not alone in the race for knowledge and new discoveries along our journey to 
unlock the mysteries of life. Countries ail over the world are deeply engaged in trying to 
gain the benefits of biotechnology and to build thriving biotechnology industries. 

But the international community also understands that this is a newly emerging 
technology that involves the very core of life itself. With using that technology co mes the 
responsibility of ensuring that the risks are fully understood and managed. Open 
discussion and public dialogue will become increasingly important as our society works 
its way through the associated social and ethical issues. 

The Government of Canada is wholly committed to realizing the benefits of genomics 
and biotechnology for ail Canadians while ensuring that it continues to have an efficient, 
effective regulatory system and the scientific capacity to protect health and the 
environ ment. It must strongly encourage the scientific research that will help us to 

Final Report ta the BACC - Fourth Wave 82 



POLLARA 
AND 

EARNSCLIFFE 

understand and manage the potential risks. In other words, the government 
understands that it must ensure that this revolutionary knowledge will be used wisely 
and for the benefit of ail. 

Unlocking the secrets of life through biotechnology will produce whole new ways to 
make our lives better and safer. Looking ahead, researchers believe they will likely 
include: 

• curing unyielding diseases for which there are currently no cures; 

• simplifying and adding certainty and speed to the prevention of illness and the 
diagnosis of disease; 

• producing personalized medicines that are specifically designed for individuals so 
they are significantly more effective and have fewer side effects; 

• using new industrial processes and technologies to clean up environ ment 
damage and to address problems su ch as global warming; 

• developing ways to increase production in agriculture and aquaculture and 
improve the health of our forests while doing away with the need for harmful 
pesticides; and 

• producing foods that will improve health ail over the world because they would 
contain vaccines and vitamins that are not easily available or too expensive for 
many to buy. 

Potential advances like these suggest that we should move ahead in trying to unlock the 
secrets of life and building our biotechnology capacity but that should only be done in 
measured, responsible and transparent ways. 
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Appendix "0" 

Narrative Storyline- "Jobs and Growth" 

Biotechnology promises to transform our lives in ways that were not considered possible 
before. As biotechnology researchers in hospitals, universities and laboratories around 
the globe begin to unlock the mysteries of life itself, they are making discoveries that are 
new and vitally important. 

Current research efforts indicate that over time biotechnology may provide cures for 
unyielding diseases, as weil as simplifying and adding certainty and speed to the 
prevention of illness and the diagnosis of disease. It may help us to use new industrial 
processes and technologies to clean up environment damage like the way pulp aid 
paper industry is now using biotechnology to clean up its effluent. Biotechnology is 
developing ways to increase production in agriculture and to create new foods --- for 
instance, canola is a product of biotechnology developed in Canada and sold around the 
world. Canadian biotechnology researchers are developing fast-growing, high yield 
grains to be turned into ethanol to reduce fuel emissions. 

Countries and companies ail over the world believe that biotechnology will have the 
impact this century that computers and telecommunications had in the last. It will alter 
the way we live our lives and create whole new classes of products, processes and 
highly skilled, highly paid jobs that will go with them. just as current generations are now 
involved in exctinq information and communication technology research and 
applications, many in the next generation of children and students will have similar 
opportunity in biotechnology and ail of its associated fields like genomics, bio-medicine, 
bio-informatics, proteomics and bio-environmental restoration. 

Biotechnology is being targeted by most industrialized countries as one of the most 
important sources of jobs and economie growth in the 21st Century. The global market 
for biotechnology products is expanding at an unprecedented rate. There are estimates 
that world trade in biotechnology will be about $50 billion within four years, growing fully 
ten per cent a year. 

But the international community also understands that this is a newly emerging 
technology that involves the very core of life itself. With using that technology comes the 
responsibility of ensuring that the risks are fully understood and managed. Open 
discussion and publio dialogue will become increasingly important as our society works 
its way through the associated social and ethical issues. 
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The Government of Canada is committed to realizing the benefits of genomics and 
biotechnology for ail Canadians while ensuring that it continues to have an efficient, 
effective regulatory system and the scientific capacity to protect health and the 
environment. The government understands that lt must ensure that this revolutionary 
knowledge will be used wisely and for the benefit of ail. 

ln Canada, efforts to encourage biotechnology products and applications are part of a 
determined effort to create an economy based on innovation. As Canadians become 
more innovative, wè will be better able to take advantage of the opportunities around the 
world for knowledge-intensive products and services-such as those related to 
biotechnology--and capture a greater share of the global benefits associated with 
innovation. 

Canada is weil positioned to do just that. 

We are second in the world in terms of the number of biotechnology companies. 
Montreal hosts the largest specialized biotech research centre in the world and Toronto's 
medical research output is second only to that of Harvard University. 

Canadian biotechnology researchers believe they have discovered a cure for Type One 
diabetes honouring the original discovery of insulin by Canadian doctors Banting and 
Best. Canadians have found the genes for cystic fibrosis and muscular dystrophy, 
opening the way for potential gene therapies to prevent and cured those diseases. In 
Montreal, a Canadian company is among the world leaders in biotechnology research 
trying to find a vaccine for cancer. 

A new field called bio-informatics combines biotechnology research with information 
technology. For instance, by some estimates, we will need a thousand-fold increase in 
computer power to understand ail the complexifies of the human genome alone. Canada 
is a world leader in both medical research and information and communications 
technologies. Our universities are home to 8 of the top 20 electrical engineering 
programs in North America and 7 of the top 20 computer schools. 

We can expect that biotechnology's contribution to Canada's innovative capacity will 
only continue to gtow in the coming years. Firrns specializing in biotechnology products 
are spending close to 45 percent of their revenue on R&D, underscoring the continuing 
focus on making discoveries and generating new ideas. A 1998 survey shows that 
universities across Canada have already managed to create close to 100 biotechnology 
companies in Canada. Between 1996 and 1999, as many as 20 new biotechnology 
companies have emerged from the National Research Council alone. 
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We are not alone in the race for knowledge and new discoveries along our journey to 
unlock the mysteries of life. Countries ail over the world are deeply engaged in trying to 
gain the benefits of biotechnology and to build thriving biotechnology industries. Those 
who are at the forefront will also be those who gain the most. The Government of 
Canada is committed to ensuring that we are positioned to capture our share of the 
benefits. It is also committed to doing so in ways that are responsible, measured and 
transparent. 
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