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Methodology 
 
The Citizen's Attitudes to Genome Editing in Food and Farming survey was an online survey 
undertaken (May to August 2020). The total survey population was 267, and all respondents were 
required to answer all questions.  
 
The survey population was drawn from readers of the online Ecologist magazine and newsletter, as 
well as from A Bigger Conversation and Beyond GM social media accounts. This was not a 
randomised sample of the British public, and hence cannot be said to be representative. 
Nevertheless, we felt, that it would reveal useful data on the perspectives of citizens who are likely 
to have some awareness of and engagement with the issue. This is evident from the survey results. 
 
Participants were given the opportunity to leave comments and clarifications on most questions and 
many had 60+ comments. The sheer number of comments left (784 in total) suggests that this is an 
issue that the public is keen to engage with. Within the comments there was a great deal of 
repetition; some comments were just a few words, a few were incoherent, and sometimes answers 
given in one section make better sense considered in relation a different section.  
 
We will be delving more deeply into the comments at a later stage. In this short report, we report on 
broad findings and have endeavoured to incorporate the general themes highlighted for each 
section in the conclusion.  

 
 

Results 
 

Q1 Do you have a ‘position’ on genome editing? If so, what is it? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Just over four fifths of the survey respondents (81% or 216 respondents) answered ‘Yes’ to this 
question, with the remainder responding ‘No’ or ‘Don’t know’.  
 
As noted above, given how the survey population was constructed, the high percentage of 
respondents with an opinion on the issue is unsurprising. 202 respondents took the time to 
elaborate on their position, with some writing long considered paragraphs. Only a very few 
commented that they were uncertain of what ‘genome editing’ was (and this is reflected in    
answers to Q3). 
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The responses varied across the spectrum from άŀƴ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ƴƻ-go alwaysέ to ά!ll impediments to 
their universal development and distribution should ōŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǎŜǘ ŀǎƛŘŜέ.  
 
Ninety-six comments raised clear concerns to the use of genome editing in food and farming.  
 
These ranged from concern about the potential negative environmental impacts and off-target 
effects, to distrust in the big chemical and biotech companies and anxiety about ceding more control 
over food and seed production in the hands of global corporations.  
 
A few comments opposed genome editing from a values-based, spiritual position, stating that it was 
not ‘natural’ or not what nature intended, while others felt that genome editing in food and farming 
was the wrong solution to a wrongly-framed problem. A few specifically mentioned opposition to 
genome-edited animals.  
 
άLǘΩǎ ŀ ǇǎŜǳŘƻ-scientific, commercial and reductionist fiasco to override thousands of years of 

selective breeding that does its best to follow millions ς perhaps billions ς of years of bioregional and 
ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ DŜƴƻƳŜ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƎƴƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ς know all the 

functions and interrelationship of all the genes involved to provide a short term and quick fix 
ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΗέ 

 
Forty-two comments were unequivocally in favour. Where given, the reasons ranged from the fact 
that the technology is safe and equivalent to conventional plant breeding, it can improve 
sustainability through lower pesticide and antibiotic use, increase food production and eliminate 
plant diseases like blight.     

 
“Positive and eager to see the technology improve the sustainability of farming and  

welfare of livestock” 
 
Thirty-one comments offered a more nuanced perspective, focusing on the fact that technology can 
be used for good or ill and suggesting that who controls the technology is the key issue, especially 
the large corporations which may be motivated solely by profit.  
 
This position tends to highlight the need for regulation and labelling while also acknowledging the 
urgency of finding solutions to big global challenges that genome editing appears to offer. Some 
comments implied that the ‘genie is out the bottle’ and we will have to live with the technology 
anyway, so we should do it as responsibly as possible. Some comments also supported genome 
editing for medical research but not for food and agriculture. 
 
Examples of comments include: 
 

“It's coming whether we like it or not” 
 

άL ŀƳ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ƻƴ ƛǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƛŦ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ                                   
Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜŀƭǘ ǿƛǘƘέ 

 
άDŜƴƻƳƛŎ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƻǇŜƴ ŀ tŀƴŘƻǊŀΩǎ .ƻȄΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙŀǎ the potential to be 

extraordinarily helpful for fighting diseases and pathogens. It would be wonderful if such 
ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘΦ .ǳǘ ǎǳŎƘ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎƭȅ ƴŀƠǾŜέ 
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άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ƎŜƴƻƳŜ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ plants in a way with extremely low risk to 
health and the environment. And I believe the potential benefits, particularly to the environment  
and to feeding the world in a sustainable way through the climate breakdown, are considerable. 

Each case should be examined transparently by a panel of experts, and a decision taken on  
a cost/benefit analysis of human and planetary wellbeing. The decision must not be hijacked  

to make money for big companiesέ 
 

 
 

Q2 Does your work involve food and farming in some way? If yes, please explain 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Just under half of the respondents stated that they were involved with food and farming in some 
way (48.3%). This ranged from άI work in R&D for a biotech seed companȅέ to άLΩƳ ŀ ōƛƻƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜΣ 
heirloom, agroecologically included gardener and bee-ƪŜŜǇŜǊέ to άI am a No Dig ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴŜǊάΦ 
 
Some also highlighted professions where they were would be familiar with genome editing e.g. άL 
ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ п ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ƛƴ Dah Ǌƛǎƪ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘέ and άΧL have been a member of 
ǘƘŜ CŀǊƳ !ƴƛƳŀƭ DŜƴŜǘƛŎ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ όC!ƴDwύέΦ 
 
Only eight respondents explicitly stated that they worked in the biotech or genome editing.  
In addition, 13 worked in the seed industry or in industry/academia researching aspects of plant 
breeding. 
 
On the other hand, 13 respondents worked for NGOs or lobby groups critical of GE or in organic 
farming. It was not always clear from how other respondents described their professions whether 
their work in food and farming would make them pro- or anti-genome editing.  
 
Overall, these results suggest that the self-selected survey respondents would be far better 
informed on the issue than a random sample of the general public.  
 
The breakdown of answers to a later question (Q8) suggest that, in this sample, even those who 
were not specifically involved in biotech or genome editing had some positive feelings about the 
technology.  
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Q3 Have you heard of any of the following in relation to food and farming? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This graph highlights that survey respondents had a good knowledge of the more common terms 
used to describe genome editing, as well as some knowledge of the industry terms and specific 
techniques. This is unsurprising, given the demographic described above.  
 
Almost all respondents (except nine) were familiar with the term ‘genetically modified organisms’. 
This is not surprising given that level of media coverage of the issue in the late 1990s and early 
2000s.  
 
In addition, an overwhelming majority were familiar with the term ‘gene editing’ (87%), although 
slightly less with the synonymous term ‘genome editing’ (83%) and the more general term 
‘bioengineering’ (80%). Considerably less (44%) were familiar with another newer kinds of genetic 
engineering technologies e.g. ‘synthetic biology’ (44%).  
 
Around half of the respondents were also familiar with the ‘neutral’ terms given to these 
technologies by industry1, such as ‘new breeding techniques’ (53%) and ‘new genomic technologies’ 
(47%).  

 
                                                 
1 https://corporateeurope.org/en/food-and-agriculture/2018/05/embracingnature; see also 
https://theecologist.org/2017/apr/04/new-breeding-techniques-and-synthetic-biology-genetic-engineering-another-name 

https://corporateeurope.org/en/food-and-agriculture/2018/05/embracingnature
https://theecologist.org/2017/apr/04/new-breeding-techniques-and-synthetic-biology-genetic-engineering-another-name
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Q4 Do you think that genome editing has a role, or potential role, in any of the 
following? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Examining these results, it’s important to note that nearly, 38% of respondents stated that they do 
not believe that genome editing has a role in addressing any of these challenges. In addition, around 
13% stated ‘Don’t know’. Thus, the support for the six items reflects the views of just 49% of the 
total survey respondents. The percentage numbers for each of the six items (apart from ‘Don’t 
know’ and ‘None of the above’) are boosted by the fact that each respondent could choose more 
than one item.  
 
Given the ‘eco’ nature of the survey population, there was a surprisingly large degree of positivity 
for what genome editing could potentially achieve, particularly with regard to issues related to 
access to healthy food and sustainability. There was slightly less support for the view that it could 
help fight climate change or improve animal welfare or conservation. These views may reflect the 
fact that there has been less industry hype and public conversation about the role of genome editing 
in these areas.2  
 
There were 96 comments accompanying responses to this question. Twelve of these go on to 
express qualified support for the claims that genome editing can address these significant global 
challenges, suggesting that the picture is not as straight forward as may appear (similar 
qualifications appeared in the comments for Q1). Arguments included the need to prove that the 
technology is beneficial and safe first, concern about who controls the technology, concern about 
lack of regulation as well as not addressing the root causes of these challenges. 
 
άL ŀƳ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ŀƳ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

negative consequences for nature, the environment and the human population cannot be 
quantified/known and this aspect should be studied in more detail and put before commercial 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέ 

                                                 
2 https://abiggerconversation.org/new-report-brings-focus-to-gene-edited-farm-animals  

https://abiggerconversation.org/new-report-brings-focus-to-gene-edited-farm-animals
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άL Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ b.¢ǎΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎέ 

 
There are also several comments expressing resigned acceptance of the technology, despite the 
risks. For example, “ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ōƻǘƘ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
short time we have available. “ 
 
Other comments qualified the ‘None of the above’ choice – predominantly that there was no quick 
techno-fix to these problems and that we should seek other less potentially dangerous solutions to 
these global challenges. Terms such as food sovereignty, agroecology and regenerative agriculture 
appeared several times. 
 

άΧ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ                                    
ǘƘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎέ 

 
άaŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƎŜƴŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭŀō ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ issues and 

ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƎŜƴŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎέ 
 

άResilience and sustainability is all about sovereignty, which corporate controlled industrial farming 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ŀƎǊƻŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜǎέ 

 
Four responses also expressed cynicism about even proposing genome editing as a solution for these 
global challenges. For example, άL ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ŀōƻǾŜ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴƻƳŜ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ǿŀƴǘ 
ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪΦ LϥƳ ƴƻǘ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ƛǘΦέ 
 
 
 

Q5 Are you aware that there are different methods of genome editing that claim 
different characteristics and different levels of benefit and risk? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A considerable 81% of respondents stated that there were aware that there were different methods 
of genome editing, although the majority of these (44% of total respondents and 54% of all those 
who acknowledged awareness), stated that they had only ‘limited knowledge’ of these.  
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Q6 Do you believe that genome editing in food and farming should be banned, allowed 
or subject to a moratorium? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The results for this question split fairly evenly into thirds – with 33% stating that it should be 
banned, 34% stating that it should be allowed and 27% stating that it should be subject to a 
moratorium pending further consideration. Six per cent chose the ‘Don’t know’ option. 
 
Once again, the 88 comments associated with this question show both polarisation of feeling on this 
issue, as well as more nuanced views, most likely associated with choosing the moratorium option.   
 
άAƭƭ ƻǊ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ƻǊ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŀŘέ 

 
Other examples of qualified support included that genome editing should focus on άǇƭŀƴǘǎ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ǘƘŜƴ 
ƳŀȅōŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎέ and as with previous comments concerns around who controls the technology: άǘƘƛǎ 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴŜǘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎέΦ It should be άǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ 
ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƴŜŜŘǎ όŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƴŜŜŘύέ. 
 
Some comments also proposed alternative regulatory structures. For example, that each case should 
be άōŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƳŜǊƛǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ōƻǘƘ ǇǊŜcautionary principle and agroecological 
criteriaέΦ Others called for each case to be referred to an ethics committee, or developed only with 
public money and ownership.3 
 
There were several comments on the need for further research: 
 
ά²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ-term implications of genome editing before it is carried  
out on any kind of scale. But I do feel that the INDEPENDENT scientific research (sic) should be  
ŘƻƴŜΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ  

right/best way for peopƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴŜǘέ 
 
The comments in support of allowing genome editing again reiterated that the technology is 
inherently safe, necessary to solve important global challenges, as well as being inevitable.  

                                                 
3 Some of these issues are also discussed in the A Bigger Conversation report, The Boundaries of Pant Breeding, 
https://abiggerconversation.org/the-uncomfortable-truth-about-gmos-and-co-existence  

https://abiggerconversation.org/the-uncomfortable-truth-about-gmos-and-co-existence
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άLŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ǇƭŀƴǘΣ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ƻǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀŘ ƎŜƴŜ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ 
ōŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǘǳǇƛŘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ŜŀǎȅΣ ŎƘŜŀǇ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭΧŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ 

Ƨǳǎǘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘέ 
 

άaƻǘƘŜǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ has been editing genes and making GMOs for more than a billion years. Why 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ LǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŀlέ 

 
άD9 ƛǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ ¢ƻ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ 

climate issues, we need to utilise new teŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ 

 

 

 

Q7 If you believe genome editing should be allowed, do you believe it should be 
regulated? 
 

 
 
An overwhelming majority of those who stated that genome editing should either be allowed for 
food and farming or subject to a moratorium also believed that it should nevertheless be regulated. 
Disregarding the N/A and ‘don’t know’ options, 92% were in favour of regulation and 8% were 
against it.  
 
There were no comments here to understand why some opposed regulation completely. Given 
comments elsewhere, this perhaps relates to trusting in the free market or else the sense that 
genome-edited products are equivalent to conventional products and do not therefore, require 
additional regulation. 
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Q8 If you answered yes to Q5, would you support different types of regulation for 
different methods of genome editing, e.g. some banned and some allowed? 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This question was aimed at those who stated that they were aware of different methods of genome 
editing, although only 67% of respondents answered the question, which is 14% less than the 81% 
who claimed awareness in Q5.  
 
Of those that responded, a majority (31%) stated that there were in favour of different levels of 
regulation; 17% were not supportive of different types of regulation and 19% were uncertain.  
 
There were 66 comments to this question. Eleven comments expressed hope that the regulation 
should be independent and ‘evidence led’ and not political.  
 

άwŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƭŜŘέ 
 

άFor me it depends on the science ς ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΦ !ƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
those responsible for regulating, producing and buying the crops and the end-productsέ 

 
άΧtǊƻŦƛǘ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƘƻǊƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making ǇƻǿŜǊǎέ 

 
άwŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΧ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ōȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎέ 
 

άLǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ LŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ ƭƻōōȅƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
will profit and exploit the fruits of it ς then this is vast problem. If it was by ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ assemblies 

involving a rich range of experts, NGOs and polƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƳŀȅōŜ ƻƪέ 
 
Another issue raised by ten respondents, was that regulation should not focus on the method or 
process of genome editing but rather on the result or product: άRegulating the end product only, not 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘέΦ The ‘product-versus-process’ argument is a highly specialised one 
however, and we would not necessarily expect the general public to be engaged with/aware of it.  
 
Several of those in favour of a case-by-case approach to regulation also felt that no regulation was 
necessary for those products that άƻƴƭȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƛƴ bŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ 
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exactly the same types are introduced using unregulated technologies that have been used for many 
ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎέΦ  Or else άƭŜǎǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέΦ 
 
Two comments also addressed plant breeding techniques that were/are currently used, arguing that 
the regulation should be rethought on these too, otherwise there would be double standards e.g., 
ά/wL{twκ/!{ ƛǎ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ EMS mutagenesis” and άŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
мфслǎΧ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎέΦ  
 
ά!ƭƭ ƴŜǿ ŎǊƻǇǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ǇƛǇŜƭƛƴŜΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǳǎŜŘΣ 

including crops developed using organic -compatible methods. The novelty and impact of the trait 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǇ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘŜǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘέ 

 
 
 

Q9 If genome editing is to be regulated, would you prefer this to be: 
 

An overwhelming majority of respondents (85%) agreed that if genome editing is to be regulated, 
then it should be led by government e.g. with legal binding requirements.  
 
(Note ς since this question was asked to all respondents, the value is also likely to include all those 
who believe it should banned. Nine percent stated that regulation should be based on voluntary 
codes and 6% stated that it should be based on insurance or other forms of liability provision).  
 
There were 68 comments. The key theme (23 comments) was that, despite agreeing that 
government was best place to regulate, there was a widespread lack of trust in government 
independence. A number of comments also proposed that άǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ǿƛŀ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ 
scientific committee with no politicians or advƛǎƻǊǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέΦ 
 
Five respondents proposed that the public should play a role in assessing and regulating the 
technology, including through consultation or citizen’s assembly. One proposal for a novel form of 
regulating genome editing άǘŜƭŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴΩǎ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǘǊƛŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎέΦ 
Five respondents suggested international or UN oversight. 
 
There were only a couple of comments in favour of voluntary codes or liability and even these were 
qualified. 
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άSimple edits should have voluntary codes, but the more risky edits should have government 
oversight. Insurance could be interesting for edits with modest riskέ 

 
Some comments opposed any kind of oversight:  
 

άWhat unique hazards do products of gene editing present to justify special regulation?έ 
 

“Plant breeders already have great tools for mitigating risk in the plant breeding pipeline in bringing 
new varieties to market. I think some types of GE ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅέ 

 
Others are highly critical of voluntary codes and the idea of liability provision, 
 
άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ŎƻŘŜǎΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ 

simply seek ways in which they can subvert the code whŜƴ ƛǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎέ 
 

ά¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘǊǳǎǘΧƭƛŀōiƭƛǘȅ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ǳǇ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΗέ 
 
 
 

Q10 If genome editing techniques are to be used more widely in food and farming 
would you like to see (you may tick more than one box): 
 

 
 
It is evident that a majority of respondents wanted oversight with regard to the use of genome-
editing, and especially oversight of the products produced by this method. This was primarily 
through ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎǘ-ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜΩ (77%) but also through 
labelling (74%) and to a slightly lesser extent Ψŀ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƻƻŘΩ (64%), 
perhaps because this kind of oversight is less familiar and also open to industry lobbying.  
 
There are not additional comments here to explain why 14% would like to see no additional 
conditions, although some positions are well outlined in previous comments – primarily the 
argument that the products are not substantially different from seeds bred from other 
‘conventional’ methods.  
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Q11 Do you believe citizens should have more of a role in the monitoring and 
regulation of genome-edited crops and foods? Please use the space below to suggest 
what that role might be. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Almost half of the respondents (49%) agreed that citizens should have more of a role in the 
monitoring and regulation of genome-edited crops and foods. However, 22% opposed the 
involvement of citizens and 28% were uncertain or undecided. There were 135 comments on this 
question, which accounts for half of the total survey population.  
 
The major theme of the comments supporting the inclusion of citizen’s voices was that this would 
only work if they were given access to impartial scientific information, άDƛǾŜƴ ǳƴōƛŀǎŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
the public should be the final aǊōƛǘŜǊέΦ 
 
Those opposing this idea make a similar argument – that citizens are generally ignorant on these 
issues and possibly given to the worst impulses, especially given biased social media. 
 

άIŀǾƛƴƎ ǳƴŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƛǎ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ  
/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ōŀǊŜŦƻƻǘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎέ 

 
Those who generally support genome editing were particularly suspicious of citizen involvement, 
given the long history of public opposition.  
 
ά/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƳƛǎƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ŀ ƘŀƴƎƻǾŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻƭŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

pressure group marketing. ItΩs backward, anti-science and operates in a completely parallel universeέ 
 

άhƴƭȅ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ŀ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊning ability and willingness in 
biotechnology. NO F¦b5!a9b¢![L{¢ {L[[Lb9{{ t[9!{9έ 

 
άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴƴŀǘŜ ŀǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǎέ 
 
Of course, some opposed to genome editing, saw this as exactly the point of involving citizens:  
 
ά¢he negative attitude of the population towards genetic engineering should be taken into account in 

the decision for/aƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƴŜǿ ƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎέ 
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Several specifically mentioned the notion of a citizen’s assembly, or working with an educated body 
of citizens: ά¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴΩǎ !ǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ 
recommendations to a regulatory body ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŀƭ ǘŜŜǘƘέΦ  
 
Others stated:  
 
ά/ƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ƛǎǎǳŜǎέ and noted the importance of άǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ 
 technologies and before adoption of rules. The public comment periods should be  

accompanied by thorough educational materialsέ 
 
Another proposal highlighted that άǎƻƳŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀǳŘƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ-setters for 
accountants have a requirement to havŜ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 
 
One spoke of a negative experience around being a ‘member of the public’ in a community 
consultation on genetic engineering in Melbourne: άL ǿŀǎ surprised and very disappoƛƴǘŜŘΧ I was 
sometimes talked down to and/or talked over.έ 
 
Other’s felt that engaging in the monitoring and regulation of genome editing was exactly the reason 
for experts, and expressly not the role of citizens.  
 
άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΣ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the issues. However, I would definitely hope that independent scientific bodies other than 
government and industry (both untrustworthy) would have input into and oversee any developments 

in this areaέ 
 
Still others felt that this was the role of government:  
 
ά9ƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀǎǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ƭŀǿǎ ŀǊŜ C!w ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ 
Ψgoogle educatedΩ mass publics manipulated by advocacy and fear profiteering marketing 

campaignsέ 

 

 

Conclusion 
 
The Citizen's Attitudes to Genome Editing in Food and Farming survey examined the attitudes on 
genome editing in food and farming – and in particular issues around regulation – in a self-selected 
and for the most part informed general public in the UK.  
 
Just under half of the respondents stated that they worked/or were active in some way in the food 
and farming sector, with a number also stating that they held professional positions either actively 
working in plant biotech or else for a critical NGO.   
 
As a result, some of the more detailed responses were fairly sophisticated addressing issues such as 
concern about gene transfer or responding to the 2018 European Court of Justice ruling4 on genome 
editing. In addition, there was relatively high awareness of the synonymous terms for genome 
editing, although less awareness of the industry terms and specific techniques such as synthetic 
biology (synbio).  

                                                 
4 https://beyond-gm.org/vicEuropeantory-european-court-says-new-gmo-tech-must-be-fully-regulated  

https://beyond-gm.org/vicEuropeantory-european-court-says-new-gmo-tech-must-be-fully-regulated


www.abiggerconversation.org 
 

16 

 

Over 80% of respondents stated from the outset that they held a ‘position’ on genome editing, and 
these positions became apparent in the responses to survey questions. Even so there was also 
evidence of a willingness to consider other views and, given the ‘eco’ pool from which respondents 
were drawn, a stronger than expected support for some potential uses of genome editing. 
 
Differing perspectives 
The key themes underlying concern or support for genome editing, and how and whether it should 
be regulated were apparent in the answers to all the questions. 
 
Those sceptical about and opposed to genome editing tended to express some or all of the following 
positions:  
 

a) Values – it’s not natural or tinkering with nature; 
b) Noting the lack of understanding of how the genome functions; 
c) Concern about the health and environmental impacts of off-target effects; 
d) Concerns about who controls the technology i.e. lack of trust in government, corporations 

and industry lobby groups; 
e) Concern about techno-fixes – the world is complex and global challenges cannot be solved 

by a simple and potentially dangerous techno-fix. The root causes need to be addressed. 
 
That said, some of those who expressed these concerns (apart from those opposed from a values 
perspective) also felt that the technology in and of itself could have some merit and should 
therefore not be rejected out of hand. Only 38% of respondents stated that genome editing could 
play no part in addressing significant global challenges, such as hunger and malnutrition, and only 
33% stated that it should be banned outright, with 27% stating that it should be subject to a 
moratorium pending further consideration. 
 
Qualified support for genome editing was contingent on resolving the food and environmental 
safety issues or truly independent scientific research and oversight (although some acknowledged 
that this may be naively optimistic). Others also expressed resigned support – that it is inevitable or 
that it’s the only way that we can solve major global challenges in time.   
 
Those in favour of genome editing tended to take the following positions: 
 

a) It is tested and safe;  
b) It is equivalent to conventional plant breeding methods that have been used safety for 50 

years, or it’s just speeding up a natural process that has been happening for billions of years; 
c) It can play a part in solving significantly global challenges ranging from climate change to 

ending hunger, eliminating plant disease and lowering pesticide use. 
 
Regulation – who, what, how? 
When it came to the oversight and regulation of genome editing in food and farming, only 14% felt 
that no oversight was necessary beyond what is ‘normal practice’. Most agreed that product 
labelling (74%) and ongoing environmental and health monitoring post-release (77%) was necessary.  
 
A key theme here related to who would oversee new breeding technologies, and what criteria would 
be used. Some respondents raised the Precautionary Principle as a guiding approach, while others 
stressed the importance of those involved in oversight being independent from industry. The United 
Nations was referred to several times as a trusted body for oversight as were citizen’s assemblies 
(see also below). 
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Despite the fact that 85% of respondents preferred government regulation over voluntary codes, 
and insurance liability provision, the lack of trust in government and corporate lobbyists was evident 
in repeated comments throughout the survey.  That said, there was also strong opposition to 
voluntary approaches, with corporations driven solely by the profit motive seen as totally 
untrustworthy to ‘self-regulate’. 
 
Some 31% of respondents supported regulating some methods of genome editing and not others. 
Here comments tended to focus on the need for evidence-based research and taking a ‘case by case 
approach’ rather than specific examples. A clear ‘industry’ line focused on the need to regulate and 
assess the end product rather than the processes used.  
 
The ‘right’ citizens? 
Given the lack of trust in government and corporations, it is nevertheless surprising that only 50% 
agreed that citizens should play a greater role in the monitoring and regulation of genome-edited 
crops and food, with 22% opposing more citizen involvement.   
 
The reason that there was not greater support for this approach is possibly related to the perception 
of the public as ignorant and easily swayed by social media. This view came especially from those 
who generally support the adoption of genome editing and who expressed suspicion towards 
‘environmental pressure group marketing’. There would probably have been greater support if the 
question had been framed as “citizens who had been given impartial scientific information”.  
 
That genome editing should be regulated did not seem to be in dispute though, as already noted, 
there were many qualifications to this around how and who. Some felt only scientists should have a 
say. Others respondents were familiar with the notion of citizen’s assemblies or public consultations 
and supported that integrated approach.  
 
Most of these comments about citizens versus scientists fell along the familiar fault lines of the 
genetically engineered food debate, i.e. only the ‘right’ citizens should be involved in regulatory 
discussions.  
 
Those who objected to citizen input focused on the necessity for citizens to understand complex 
laboratory-based genetic science. But citizens have other concerns, other knowledge and other ways 
of understanding – for instance through health, consumer choice and social impacts. Because of this 
early citizen engagement could substantially change the discussion around genome editing, moving 
it in a direction that acknowledged complexity and social responsibility. This, of course, could also 
change the way we look at research and regulation. 
 
This is the case in Norway, the first country to include broader issues of societal utility (public good) 
and sustainable development in its GMO regulations.5 As part of the regulatory process, socio-
economic considerations of genetically engineered products are evaluated, in part, through public 
participation in the decision making process. 
 
The issue of how we regulate genome editing in food and farming will be coming into the fore in the 
next few years in countries all over the world. Most of the respondents to this survey, whatever 
position they held, showed a more nuanced awareness than is often seen and a willingness to 
engage in deeper discussion. Policymakers should be encouraged by this since it seems clear that 
genome editing is a multi-layered issue and its regulation will likely require this kind of commitment 
to greater nuance. 
 

                                                 
5 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2750045  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2750045

