Biotech PR

ANALYSIS

The battle of biotech

arrives on US shores

Bruised and battered in Europe,
the biotech industry is desper-
ate to fare better in the US.

The major players are in a race
with public interest groups

that pits education against
activism. Craig McGuire reports

Pledging not to repeat past mis
takes the biotechnology indus-
trv has amassed its forces foran
extensive PR campalgn in the
US. Bolstered by bipartisan
political support. its first step is
to educate an uninformed LIS
consumer base, which means
doing battle with a loosely knil
but formidable network of PRE-
savvy public interest factions
that just won't go away.

While the debate over genct-
ically engineered (GE) food sat
om the back burner in the 1S for
well over a decade, the leading
biotech companies launched a
series of poorly timed and inet-
fectual PR campaigns in the
European markets several
vears aeo,Basically, Monsanto,
and to a lesser extent the other
GE companies in the Enropean
Union, tried traditional PR tac-
tics in 1996-949 that failed,” says
Romme Cummins, director of
the Organic Consumers Asso-
clation,

Mot only did the fragmented
ELUl campaigns come on the
heels of the European “Mad
Cow" erisis, which made con-
SUmers l.'?illl.ll'l'll.']]r' sensitive,
biotechnology soon proved an
easy mark for both European
journalists and politicians “The
PR efforts over in Europe were
atotal fiasco.” says Institute for
Agriculture and Trade Policy
communications coordinator
Ben Lilliston. “lhey ap-
proached Eurape very aggres-
sively and were met head-on by
alot of heavy resistance,”

While he argues that the EU
campaign was not a total Fail-
ure for the biotech industry,
Stephen Kehoe, SETIOT manag-
ing director at BSMG World-
wide, concedes there are
valuable lessons to be learned.
Gruns blazing, the Council for
Biotechnology  Information
earlier this year handed
BSMG the reins on a %50 mil-
lion inteprated commumnica-
tions program. “One thing
EVEryonc agrecs upon in [l'l.t'
tht-:.‘Chniﬂuj__\" industry in the
US is that supporters have 1o
stick together,” he says,
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Battlefield.... groups like Greenpeace ave using guerrilla tacticy

Tale of the

Pro-GE
Key players: The Council for
nformation

Budzet: $50 million this year,
could grow substantially over
next five years

Notable supporters: President
Bill Clinton; Vice President Al
Gore; Gov, George W. Bush;
Andrew Young, former mayor of

gether to form the Council,
which launched ils campaign
recently via extensive informa
tionoutreach, TV and radio ads,
a recently unveiled Web zite
and an upcoming newsletter.

But the Council's pockets
might not be as deep as some
think. While expenditures will
probably climb higher over the
next five vears, Kehoe savs the
five-year, 3250 million figure
heing bandied about is based on
speculation, as Council mem-
bers have vet to allocate addi-
tiomal furnds.

Facing off against the Coun-
cil are sorme 30 US-hased public
interest organizations, includ-
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ic Consumers
mﬂmﬂrﬂm the Center for
Food Safety, Friends of the
Earth, the GConsurers Union
and Greenpeace.

Budget: About 51 million

Motable supporters: Prince
Charles; British Medical
Association; Dr. Michael
Hansen [Consumers Union|; Dr.
Margaret Mellon (Union of
Concemed Scientists); Sen.
Patrick Moynihan; Sen.
Barbara Boxer

ing the Organic Consumers
Association, the Center for
Food Safety, Friends of the
Earth, the Consumers Linion
and Greenpeace, These groups
seek a moratorium on GE
fonds and crops umtil they have
been properly safety-tested.
And what these organizations
Iack in funds, they make up for
in fervor, ]1L|r|rt||m AUMmerous
protests and boveotts over the
mmmgmumha.

“Omn the NGO [non-govern-
mental organization |[/public
interest side we have a more
modest $1  million-per-year
budget to work with, so we
have to strictly limit our cxpen-
ditures on polls, focus groups
and fees 1o PR p!ul’tslsiu:-l:alls."

ingredients from their prod-
ucts. Because the FDA, or any
other US regulatory agency for
that matter, has not issued any
safety warnings about GE
foods, these achions appear Lo
be gambits aimed at heading
off potential consumer back-
lash. The hiotech agenda, how-
ever, has not been without its
victories, assome anti-GE folks
grudgmngly concede. :
John Stauber, editor of SR
Wanrch, says that biotech PR
pros used tojust bury the issue.
“Thats changed as consumer
rejection abroad and looming
trade wars have shed media
attention on biotechnolomy,” he
zays. “People in the US are
shocked to find that, without
their knowledge or permission,
their food has become gencli-
cally engineered.” Aware of
this, hiotech PR pros have now
placed information distribution
at the heart of all PR efforts,
“Dur whole strategy is based
on getting people to under
stand this technology and what
il can deliver,” Kehoe explains
“The opponents’ main ‘tear of
the unknown’ argument %
really all they have in their arse-
nal. We need to get the message
ot that there hasn't beenasin-
gle documented report that
these things aren’t safe (o eal.”

Political support
Meanwhile on Capitol Hill, Us
politicians from both parties
have embraced the biotech in-
dustry, lending credence to the
Council and making GE appo-
nents very nervous. Most re
cently, a group of cight state
governors, led by lowa Gov-
ernor Tom Vilsack, launched an
initiative supporting biotech-
|| Lullugx' “The biotech critics are
gaining momentum, b they
have a huge task ahead because
Bush, followed by Clinton and
Crore have let the biotech horse
out of the barn, and it's running
amuck,” says Stauber, “Il mat-
ters little who wins the presiden-
tial election because boih
parties are solidly pro-hiotech
and unlikely to initiate mean-
ingful safety festing orlabeling.”

There are a number of up-
coming events that should turn
up the volume on the debate.
Court cases, like the one from
the Washington, DC-based
Center for Food Safety attack-
ing the FDIA's policies, :
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