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Plotting
Corporate
Futures

Biotechnology Examines

What Could Go Wrong

By BARNABY J. FEDER

ST. LOUIS — Whether he is writing
books, lecturing at universities or lob-
bying regulators and politicians, Jer-
emy Rifkin never misses a chance to
argue that the biotechnology industry is
leading the world toward environmen-
tal and social disaster. If he thinks it
will help slow the industry down, he is
quick to file lawsuits and promote boy-
cotts or moratoriums.

But last week, the activist who was
once described by critics as the ‘‘abom-
inable no-man’ took on another role.
Intrigued by an invitation to an indus-
try meeting at one of biotechnology’s
inner sanctums, he happily trekked to
the headquarters of the Monsanto Com-
pany here to offer up his vision of the
future. “I've never been to a meeting
like this in the 23 years I've been talk-
ing about these issues,” he said.

It was not Monsanto’s idea to seek his
input, as the company was quick to tell
anyone who asked. The 54-year-old Mr.
Rifkin was called in by Ulrich Goluke, a
consultant hired by Monsanto and 13
members of the World Business Council
for Sustainable Development, to help
them paint a portrait of the biotechnolo-
gy landscape of the year 2030 and how it
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Jeremy Rifkin, a critic of biotechnol-
ogy, attended a story-building con-
ference at Monsanto headquarters.

evolved.

The exercise, known as story build-
ing, or more formally as scenario cre-
ation, is a specialized form of crystal-
ball gazing that big corporations in the
United States and abroad are increas-
ingly turning to as an early warning
system for how their strategies could
g0 astray.

“Every child knows you get the real-
ly big issues across with stories,” Mr.
Goluke said.

In contrast to more common COrpo-
rate planning tools like forecasting,
story building typically results in two to
four contrasting visions of the future.
Each turns on assumptions about pub-
lic reactions to political surprises, in-
dustrial accidents or social disruptions
that never show up in today’s spread-
sheets and five-year business plans.
Outside participants like Mr. Rifkin,
who was reimbursed for his expenses
but received no compensation, are
known as provocateurs by those design-
ing the projects.

“Our aim is to think the unthinkable
and speak the unspeakable, not to say
what we think will or should happen,”
said Patricia Solaro, a public affairs
executive from Hoechst A.G. of Germa-

ny who attended the four-day meet-
ing. Scenario creation was originally



Contemplating the
Year 2030 Problem

The biotechnology industry has developed
.insect-resistant crops and blockbuster
drugs. But critics are raising concerns

about threats lo health and the environment,

promptin-g the industry to think hard about
where it is heading. Lately, corporations
have borrowed an approach used by the
Federal Government during the cold war to
Iry to make sense of the future.

developed for the Federal Govern-
ment in the 1950's at the Rand Corpo-
ration to study how nuclear wars
might start. It was popularized as a
business tool by Shell Oil in the
1970’s. Shell’s planners, armed with
descriptions of how consumers and
countries might react to oil short-
ages, for example, were better
equipped than many of their compet-
itors to deal with the shock of the oil
crisis of 1973 and its aftermath.
Biotechnology companies see plen-
"ty of reason to worry about unpre-
dictable setbacks these days. While
genetically engineered crops like
soybeans and corn and a number of |
drugs have been commercial hits,
critics are stepping up their efforts
to portray the advances as fraught
with threats to human health and the

environment.

Just last month, they seized on a
report suggesting that the monarch
butterfly caterpillars and some ben-
eficial insects might be much more
vulnerable to a natural pesticide pro-
duced by genetically engineered
corn than the industry had acknowl-
edged.

And food scares in Europe over
“mad cow's disease,” dioxin and
Coke, though unrelated to biotechnol-
ogy, have fanned consumer worries
about food purity and given a boost to
the organic-food movement.

The result has been a crisis-of
confidence in the industry. The com-
panies still believe in the promise of
the technology but now wonder
whether they will be able to convince
regulators and the public that the
benefits outweigh the risks.

The meeting here was a follow-up
to a session in April at Hoechst's
headquarters in Frankfurt. Partici-
pants included not just biotechpology

giants like Monsanto, DuPont and
Novartis, but also newcomers like
International Paper and Norsk Hy-
dro, as well as Zurich Financial
Group and Swiss Re from the insur-
ance sector and the consumer prod-

ucts heavyweights Procter & Gam-

ble and Unilever. )
The scenarios being developed will

not be finished before the end of this

summer. The job of polishing them

S. Flowers, a University of Texas
poetry and literature professor.

Mrs. Flowers, who studied with the
late Joseph Campbell, the noted au-
thority on myths and stories, is high-
ly sought after in scenario circles for
her ability to shape the jargon of
engineers and executives into crisp,
easy-to-recall narratives that high-
light turning points in each vision.

The companies meeting here
turned down a reporter’s request to
sit in on the discussions, but Mr.

A cold war tool
takes hold in
biotechnology.

Goluke, Mrs. Flowers and several .

other participants shared some of
their impressions afterward. Three
_ basic stories are being developed,
they said.

In the first, none of the critics®
warnings about health and environ-

. mental hazards prove warranted °

| and biotechnology products gain
 widespread acceptance. It is not a
happily-ever-after story for the com-
panies, though, because success
brings wide-ranging consequences
and challenges. -

This scenario may include exam-
ples of the social and political i impact
of large numbers of people llvmg

past the age of 100, such as pressures

to divert public spending and product
development to the needs of the eld-
erly. Some biotechnology products in
the story might become unprofitable
because they become so widespread

that they turn into low-margin com-

modities.
A second scenario is likely to re-
flect chaos theory, which holds that

complex systems can be changed
radically by tiny disruptions that

have dramatic ripple effects. This
story might turn.on an event such as
publication of a small research re-
port attributing an environmental

setback to genetically engineered

‘crops. This in turn could kick off a
string of public reactions leading to
drastic regulations that stifle many
biotechnology applications. A Presi-
dential candidate who is courting en-
vironmentalists could be cast as the
leader of the anti-biotech charge.
One plot-twist to this story pro-
posed in last week’s conference was
to make the perceived threat to the

environment the result of fauity re- .

search. The lesson for the industry:

the same science that serves you so -

well can trip you up in the hands of

i critics.

In the third story, which might be
summarized "as “thanks but no

| thanks,” consumers and financial
into compelling narratives of about |
two pages has been handed to Betty

markets decide that most biotechnol-
ogy applications simply are not as
appealing as the alternatives. Insur-

ers balk at liability risks and invest-
ors flee the industry’s meager re-

turns. Agricuitural bictechnology

markets shrink as farmers and con-
sumers embrace organic food. Bio-
technology becomes a tool to im-
prove breeding techniques rather
than t0 move genes among different

species.

At the same time, health care com-
panies conclude there is limited prof-
it in engineering new drugs and in
harvesting organs for transplants in
humans tfrom genetically engineered
animals. Instead, they use their ex-

* pertise to analyze people’s vulnera-

bility to certain diseases and then
reap profits from advising people
how to avoid getting sick.

The practical value of creating

- such stories is hard to prove. Skep-

tics say it is so speculative as to be
almost meaningless. Some say sce-
narios are most useful if they focus
on near-in challenges, such as what
happens if a big contract goes to a
competitor.

“It’s rare that they become a core

~ part of the internal decision-making

process, which tends to end up look-
ing at things like return on invest-

: mgnt » said Kevin Coyne, a consult~
'a;;t at McKinsey & Com:pany.

iBut proponents argue that unlike -

forecasts well-designed stories of the

fture can alert business and politi- -
cal leaders to warning signs {hey

. might otherwise miss.

“If you are working on things that

take 10 40 15 years to develop, you
want to think about what the public

policy environment will be when
those investments are supposed 1o
pay off,”" said Thomas Jorling, a sen-
jor policy executive at the Interna- -
tional Paper Company who attended
the Monsanto talks.

. The World Business Council, the ;
Geneva-based coalition of 125 multi: | -
nationals that organized the Mgcn-

saato conference, is a major forum

for corporate story-building. It cur- 2

rently has other scenario groups -

looking at energy and electronics.

The General Motors Corporation is |
leading 25 companies in a counei]
project focused on sustainabie .
groyth in the United States.

Other consulting firms are mar-- .

keting similar projects. Global Busi-
ness Network, a scenario spemal:st
based in Emeryville, Calif., and the
accounting firm of Ernst & Young
are currently recruiting participants =

for a biotechnology scenario project -

looking out just 10 years. Monsantg;
i Eli Lilly & Company and Cargill Inc.
are among the early sponsors, ac- ..
cording to Peter Schwartz, the chmra D

man of Global Business. .

formation-technology companies.

 Cambridge Energy Research Asso- .
ciates in Carnbridge, Mass., is knov-n

for energy and political scenarics,

like its look at Russia in 2010. The
based in-

Institute for the Future,

Northeast Consulting in Bostn
specializes in scenario work for in- -

“I have to say I was really im-
pressed by the ability of the peopie -
here to put aside their assumptions,” .
+ he said. But he did not expect it to "
signal the end of his battles with the -

; industry or bury their mutual scorn. .

As he headed off to Washingtou,

- where he is president of the Founda- -

tion on Economic Trends, Mr. Rifkin |
predicted that the “thanks but no
thanks” story of biotechnology’s de-
cline was closest to the mark and
that most of the biotechnology giants
in the group that met here would fail -
to adapt in time to avoid being
pushed aside by nimble upstarts.

Menlo Park, Calif.,, pioneered such

work for nmlproflts

Mr. Rifkin said he found the pra~
cess fascinating but was unsure whal,

to make of it.



