; mdustry’s miost Wca.l crmés “Yoti cannot .
have governments telling us that the
technology is safe when therea.s no sci
judgeitby

- Theabsence of what hecallsa
eoology’w]ll he suggests,havead:rect

impact on the industry:insurance
companies will be reluctant to-issue -

protection against claims for environmental :

damage if there is no way of quarmfymg
what this damage might be.:

“You're going to see lots of Imgatu:m
when genes start flowing to organic crops; o
to wild relatives on neighbouringlands? he

predicts. “The gene flow is goingtobeona

scale that people have not understood. = -
Liability is going to be the Achilles” heel of -
the biotechnology industry.”

Rifkin has headed a small but influential -

‘Washington-based pressure group, the
Foundation for Economic Trends, since the
late 1970s. His apocalyptic scenarios have
won him few friends — and many enemies
— in the biotech community.

But the themes he emphasizes — in
particular, that genetic engineering is
somehow ‘unnatural, and almost by
definition potentially dangerous — have hita
responsive chord among the public. And itis
the implications of that for indicating the
direction of consumer demands, such as
growing insurance claims, that have given
him a ready audience in US boardrooms.
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Rifkin has a clear sense of where he sees
future problem areas. With herbicide
resistance in plants, for'example, he
identifies the issue of such resistance

spreading out of. control. “The industry

argues that inserting a herbicide-resistant

gene will mean more sustainable agriculture,

but it could be the opposite. If you putin a
herbicide-tolerant plant, and then increase
the use of that herbicide, how long will it

take for resistant strains of weeds to appear?

“You see it more urgently in the case of
pest resistance. Here you could end up with
every cell of every plant producing a toxin.
Because it is only a single gene, the ‘magic
bullet’ runs out very quickly. It is faster and
easier for an insect to build up resistance
and, the more widely these plants are used,

_ the greater the problem is likely to be.”

Even if no overt damage occurs, Rifkin

- argues that gene flow into neighbouring

crops is likely to become a source of conflict.
“Foreign genes are a ‘smoking gun’ They are
going to flow all over the place, and they will
always be identifiable.

“Claims for damages could come from
gardeners or organic farmers who find they
are unable to sell their crops. All that has to
happen is for a gene to turn up that you did
not want. The overall claims for damages
could make the recent litigation associated
with smoking pale in comparison.”

One option for the industry, he suggests,
is to turn to the government for financial
protection. “But I don’t know anyone in the

 Rifkin: liability will b alieition®
biotech’s Achilles’ heel. . - Hence the need for
a predictive ecology

world who will
allow it to happen
for biotechnology.
_There s a potential
‘thati zs 50 dnmauc
B andso unaddressed
that it cries out for

— to provide ﬁnanaal security, if nothing
else. “At present, the insurance industry is
not likely to want to touch this type of thmg; :
you have to have predictability.”

The same issue applies to potential health
impacts, “We just do not know, if you take a
gene from an unrelated species that codes for
a protein that has never been part of our diet,
what the allergenic impact is likely to be.

“It does not take much imagination to
suggest that not all the genes that code for
proteins are going to be safe. And, given the
scale on which these foreign genes are being
introduced into foods, I predict that there
could be quite a bit of illness — another issue
that is going to force the liability question.”

Scare tactics, perhaps. But, given the
extent to which the regulatory agenda is set
by the reaction of politicians to public
sentiment, Rifldn insists that these issues
need to be taken seriously. He stresses the
need for “serious research” into long-term,
low-level consequences: “This is essential if
the industry is going to survive” O
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