
10 December 2005

	Scientific Collusion - Dr Ian Gibson MP 

	Today, One Click publishes an article from Science in Society that exhibits the overt collusion of a leading UK politician and Britain's Genetically Modified Crops "Godfather". The politician in question is Dr Ian Gibson MP. 

Dr Gibson is the politician who promised an 'Independent Inquiry' on ME/CFS in the UK. This has, most unsurprisingly, turned out to be neither 'Independent' nor an 'Inquiry' but a 'Group on Scientific Research into ME' based in the offices on Tony Wright MP, previous Chair of the All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on ME/CFS whose tenure has been strongly criticised for overt and outrageous psychiatric bias, with many complaints levied at the Parliamentary Commissioner. 

Current Chair of this APPG group is Des Turner MP, mooted as a member of Gibson's Group. Mr. Turner is a long time Patron of the Kent & Sussex ME/CFS Society run by the notorious Messrs. Barton and Marsh. This represents a clear Conflict of Interest for Mr. Turner that to date has not been addressed. Barton and Marsh support the psychiatric paradigm on ME/CFS to such a degree that the pair of them organised the UK tour of psychiatrist Peter White in his touting promotion of the fraudulent PACE and FINE trials that are wasting over £11.1m of British taxpayer's money. Messrs. Barton and Marsh are also the individuals and charity officials who have ceaselessly harassed selected ME/CFS advocates with cascades of unsolicited emails and have been on the receiving of police action for publishing private information that could do harm – Crime Reference Number 2522138.

In exploring Dr Gibson’s links to the vested interests of corporate science and spin, Martin J. Walker, author of Skewed that focuses on the extent that industry will go to protect their vested interests over one the most maligned and misunderstood diseases of modern times, the neurological illness ME/CFS, recently wrote in his seminal paper entitled Realpolitik and ME:

"The fourth strand of the [psychiatric lobby] strategy, which has emerged over the last six months, has exhibited itself in Dr Ian Gibson MP’s ‘Independent Inquiry’, which was set up to examine other than psychiatric causes of ME. 

Before he became an MP, in 1997, Gibson was Dean of the School of Biological Sciences at the University of East Anglia (UEA). East Anglia was the base, until the mid nineties, of Fisons, the agricultural chemical company. Funding from the company helped shape research at the UEA, more so when Fisons was bought up by Rhone-Poulenc in 1996. In 1999, Rhone-Poulenc joined with Hoeschst Marion Roussel to form Aventis. UEA has had a funding input from all these companies and, in 2003, it was in the top twelve Universities receiving funds from the BBSRC, the bio-tech quango which dispenses massive funding – some of it from the coffers of the Sainsbury family. Gibson himself has declared funding received from Rhone-Poulenc for taking part in scientific meetings.

Up until last year, Gibson was the Chair of the All Party Science and Technology Committee (APSTC), the watchdog committee which oversees science policy in the Commons for the Science Ministry which is situated within the Department of Trade and Industry (Dti). The APSTC is funded in part by Astra Zeneca, the Dti and bioscience companies. 

Together with Dr Des Turner, Tony Wright and Dr Richard Taylor – also a member of the Associate Parliamentary Group on Health, set up by the pharmaceutical lobby group Networking for Industry – Gibson is a member of the All Party Group on Cancer, which is heavily funded by all the leading Big Pharma names, including Novartis, Pfizer Lilly and Merk. He is also a member of the All Party Group on Pesticides and Organophosphates, which, until they became more focussed on bio-engineering, were staple product of Fisons and Rhone-Poulenc.

Gibson is a leading member of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, now called simply the BA, which in the early nineties played a considerable role in promoting the ‘quackbusting’ Campaign Against Health Fraud. Gibson sits on the editorial committee of the BA’s magazine, Science and Public Affairs, the magazine is again a public arbiter of government science policy and Gibson shares his editorial role with personnel from the Royal Society of Spin, The Financial Times, the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (POST) – the science policy-making centre of government, and the Wellcome Trust.

Involvement in the higher echelons of corporate science and government has brought Gibson into contact with the new generation of science lobby groups. Sense About Science – funded by the ABPI and various chemical and pharmaceutical interests; The Institute of Ideas – funded by Pfizer and the Science Media Centre, also funded by the ABPI and a variety of powerful corporations. These lobby groups work in partnership with New Labour, POST and the Dti.

Although they profess a focus on science, these groups, are actually involved in corporate PR and spin. They are linked in North America to right-wing libertarian groups heavily involved in ‘quackbusting’, campaigning rabidly against alternative medicine, environmentalists and patient advocacy groups. In Britain, they have been involved, in partnership with the Royal Society and the Royal Institution, in pushing corporate interests in Genetically Modified crops and pharmaceuticals. In 2004, Science in Society, the magazine of the Institute of Science in Society, one of the most independent and radical science campaigning groups, informed its readers of the collusion between Professor Derek Burke a leading member of Sense About Science, and Dr Ian Gibson, in defending GM crops on the grounds that they were perfectly safe for human health.

This interest in corporate science is, of course, quite natural for a man who has been an academic scientist prior to entering the Commons. For ME sufferers, however, Gibson’s involvement with the various groups above must sound alarm bells. As I explained in Brave New World of Zero Risk, the lobby groups which are presently spinning news on behalf of corporate interests and New Labour are the joined up version of the quackbuster group HealthWatch (in fact, members and ex - members of HealthWatch actually write unattributed copy for members of these lobby groups)."

GM Watch Editor Claire Robbins in this article published below entitled Collusion and Corruption in GM Policy, excoriatingly castigates Gibson and maintains that he is "irresponsible" in the arena of human health. 

This is the man who has orchestrated the 'Group on Scientific Research into ME' that is neither 'Independent' nor an 'Inquiry'. Professor Malcolm Hooper writes to Gibson in his letter dated 3 December 2005: "It was, therefore, a big surprise to receive an e-mail of the Press Release which includes the TORs [Terms Of Reference]. These are not in agreement with our first discussions and have set limits on the Inquiry that greatly distress and alarm the ME community. There is no mention some of fundamental issues we discussed and no mention of the need for the voice of patients and carers to be an integral and essential part of the Inquiry's investigations."

Indeed. The one thing to date that can be said of Dr Gibson is that this MP is indeed full of surprises. In the article published below, Claire Robinson maintains that he is "nothing but a parrot", a "plagiarist" and exposes further Gibson's links to Sense About Science, the corporate science vested interests spin group.

This is the man and MP charged with the responsibility for the 'Group on Scientific Research into ME' that is neither 'independent' nor an 'inquiry' and is shaping up to be execrable face of UK politics in action.

The One Click Group
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In publishing this article, we would like to provide sincere credit to the Institute of Science in Society and Dr Mae-Wan Ho.
http://www.i-sis.org.uk/

SCIENCE IN SOCIETY 23, AUTUMN 2004

GM Watch editor Claire Robinson looks at the implications of the collusion of a leading UK politician and the Britain's GM "Godfather".

Collusion and Corruption in GM Policy

Claire Robinson uncovers some uncomfortable truths about the machinations of the pro-GM establishment in Britain
http://www.gmwatch.org/archive2.asp?arcid=4142

In a recent debate on genetically modified (GM) foods at the House of Commons, Dr. Ian Gibson, who chairs the all-party Parliamentary Science and Technology Committee, dismissed concerns over GM food safety.

As a scientist, he said, he could "decimate" his opponents. Gibson, MP for Norwich North, said: "The epidemiology studies carried out in every major centre, including in the universities in the States and elsewhere, into the effects of [GM] food ... have shown no effects whatever that correlate with the food - although I understand how difficult that is to prove."

Unfortunately for Gibson, one of the few scientists to have done GM food safety tests, Dr. Arpad Pusztai, responded to his comments in an open letter. Pusztai pointed out that "there have been no epidemiology studies, and certainly none published. This is obvious from the fact that, apart from this generalisation, you could not refer to a single such study. It is not surprising because in the absence of labelling of GM food in the USA such studies could not be carried out! However, it is known from official statistics that in less than ten years food-related illnesses have practically doubled in the USA since the introduction of GM food into the American diet." He went on to add that while the reason for this is unknown, it is blatant bluster to declare that everything is well in the USA and that none of these ill effects correlate with food, including GM food.

Gibson went on to claim that "the evidence is piling up to say that the [GM] food is, indeed safe." But when Pusztai asked Gibson to elaborate on this evidence, Gibson's reply was less confident. He gave just three examples to support his case, including a Monsanto study. Pusztai commented, "I expect what constitutes a pile is a matter of definition. One can reverse this argument by saying that the evidence is in fact piling up to show the health problems of GM foods reported in the published science literature. However, these you and other pro-GM supporters conveniently ignore."

Indeed, Gibson has ignored other recent evidence that further casts doubt on the safety of GM foods. These were raised at an Independent Science Panel (ISP) briefing in Parliament organised by ISIS and Gibson’s fellow MP, Alan Simpson. The evidence includes reported illnesses in villagers living near Bt maize fields in the Philippines, recent disclosure in Le Monde of kidney abnormalities and changes in blood sugar and blood cell numbers in rats fed Bt maize resistant to corn rootworm, published scientific papers documenting problems with Bt toxins and transgenic instability in commercial GM lines. Gibson had pointedly declined the invitation to attend the briefing.

The evidence should, at the very least, set alarm bells ringing and prompt scientists and policy makers to take appropriate action. Surely this should mean not approving GM foods unless they can be unequivocally proven safe; and at the same time, conducting serious, independent research into GM food safety. In ignoring all of the evidence, Gibson is adopting an extreme anti-precautionary approach, one that is totally unacceptable and irresponsible, considering that it is human health that is at stake.

In contrast, former environment minister Michael Meacher had, at the briefing, demanded a new, full-scale expert GM enquiry in the UK, in light of the lack of good research into the long-term effects of GM foods on human health and the rubbishing and lack of follow-up on research that turns up evidence of potentially adverse impacts (see "Meacher calls for enquiry into GM safety", SiS 22).

Duplicity galore

What forces could bring Gibson, a former Dean of Biology at the University of East Anglia, who is proud of his independent-mindedness, to join the chorus of spin with which GM technology is promoted? After all, this is the same man who, just a few years ago, warned against the inclusion of GM ingredients in school meals: "There is an awful lot unknown about hazards of new [GM food] crops and until it is fully tested we should not be subjecting people to risks, least of all young children."

A clue to the source of Gibson's apparent conversion lies in the introduction to his speech to the House of Commons: "The point has often been made here that genetically modified crops are being grown extensively in north and south America and in China, although not in Europe. They have in a sense become part of the normal diet in those places, if not in Europe, where there is still contention, despite the fact that 300 million US citizens continue to eat GM soya without any ill effects in a very litigious society, and many Europeans, including people here, have eaten it while in the US, with no adverse consequences."

Compare Gibson's words to the following introduction to an article: "Genetically modified (GM) crops are now being grown extensively in North and South America and China, although not in Europe. Food produced from these crops has become a part of the normal diet in North and South America and in China, but not in Europe, where contention continues despite the fact that millions of US citizens eat GM soya without any ill effects in a very litigious society, and many Europeans have eaten GM soya while in the US without any adverse consequences."

Gibson’s introduction is copied almost word for word from this article, which, it turns out, was published in May as an EMBO Report - intended to provide short papers on molecular biology - by Nature Publishing. It was written by Derek Burke, a former Vice Chancellor of the University of East Anglia - where Gibson also worked. Burke is known among campaigners as the 'GM godfather' for his aggressive protection of biotech interests and his alleged tendency to influence so-called "independent" reports and government policy.

Analysis by campaign group GM WATCH of Gibson's speech revealed that whole sections were lifted from Burke’s article (see http://www.gmwatch.org/archive2.asp?arcid=3822). It became clear from this comparison that the politician who boasted he had the scientific knowledge to wipe the floor with his adversaries is in reality nothing but a parrot.
For the record, ISIS has invited the Royal Society to debate the scientific evidence in public more than once; but it has never accepted the invitation. The ISP is now happy to extend the same open invitation to Ian Gibson.

Gibson also, at the behest of the pro-GM lobby group Sense About Science, asked Tony Blair in the House of Commons to respond to Derek Burke's letter calling for more government support for GM. It subsequently emerged that this letter, too, was the work of the industry-funded group (see below).

Who is Derek Burke?

Prof. Derek Burke was chair of the UK regulatory committee on GM foods (Advisory Committee on Novel Foods and Processes - ACNFP) for almost a decade (1988-97), during which time the first GM foods were approved for the UK. In the 1980s he worked for a biotech company (Allelix Inc of Toronto) and until 1998 was a director of Genome Research Ltd.

During much of his time at ACNFP, Burke was also Vice Chancellor of the University of East Anglia (1987-1995) and a member of the governing council of the John Innes Centre (JIC). Both institutions have benefited from investment in GM research, with the JIC subsequently enjoying multi-million pound investments from biotechnology corporations like Syngenta and Dupont.

Burke participated in the UK government's "Technology Foresight" exercise to decide how science could best contribute to the UK's economic competitiveness. He was then charged with incorporating the Foresight proposal to build businesses from genetics into the corporate plan of the UK’s public funding body, the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC). As a result, BBSRC developed a strategy for integrating scientific opportunity with the needs of industry, which left it heavily aligned with industry.

Burke was a member of the Royal Society working group on GM foods whose report, "Genetically Modified Plants for Food Use", is said to have reassured ministers on the GM issue. He was also a member of the Nuffield Council on Bioethics group that produced the report "Genetically modified crops: the social and ethical issues". This pro-GM report emphasising the "moral imperative" to push GM crops into the Third World was described by Guardian columnist George Monbiot as "perhaps the most asinine report on biotechnology ever written. The stain it leaves on the Nuffield Council's excellent reputation will last for years." Burke was also a member of a small Nuffield working group who produced a follow-up report along the same lines in 2003.

Burke has been revealed as having a hand in initiatives coordinated by the prominent industry-backed lobby group Sense About Science. In October 2003 he sent a letter together with 113 other scientists to Tony Blair complaining about the government's failure to intervene in the GM Public Debate in the UK. The Times Higher Education Supplement (THES) initially reported the letter as "written and coordinated by Professor Derek Burke". But a THES article of 7 November said, "The letter was coordinated by Sense About Science", while a THES Leader on the same topic did not even mention Burke, referring instead to, "The new organisation behind the letter, Sense About Science". Burke is on the Advisory Council of Sense About Science.

Why the Gibson-Burke collusion matters

So Gibson plagiarised Burke and made false statements about the state of GM science. Does it matter? Just why it does can be seen from what emerged following Gibson's exposure as "a parrot".

Gibson's local newspaper picked up the story and wrung an important admission out of him about his speech's similarity to the words of his former employer, Derek Burke: "When pressed Dr. Gibson admitted: 'We are working together to try and erode the anti-GM debate.'"

The whole point of the Select Committee on Science and Technology, which Gibson chairs, is to provide parliamentary scrutiny of science issues independent not only of government but of the vested interests that can impact on government policies and public bodies. When the UK Science Minister is a known enthusiast for GM crops and biotech entrepreneur, independent scrutiny is vital.

The Select Committee has issued reports critical of Arpad Pusztai and, more recently, supportive of the BBSRC - the public body that Derek Burke did so much to align with industry. Indeed, the only serious criticism the Gibson-led Committee made of this corporate-friendly body was that it was not pro-active enough in promoting communication with the public on issues like GM crops where public trust needed to be achieved.

At a time when the biotech industry is retreating from the UK in despair at the GM-sceptical climate, Gibson appears to be stepping up his activities on its behalf. In collaboration with the industry-friendly lobby group The Scientific Alliance, he arranged a lobby assault on Parliament called "GM Question Time" on 13 July. The panel was uncompromisingly pro-GM (see a full rundown, with industry affiliations, at http://www.gmwatch.org/archive2.asp?arcid =4004). Naturally, the speakers' links with industry and its associated lobby groups are undisclosed in the press releases announcing the event.

Sources for this article are posted on ISIS members' website.
http://www.i-sis.org.uk/full/CCIGMPFull.php

Membership details here.
http://www.i-sis.org.uk/membership.php
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