June 29, 2016
Bruce B. Darling
Executive Officer
National Academy of Sciences and National Research Council
2101 Constitution Avenue NW
Washington DC 20418
Mr. Darling,
We write today to ask the National Academy of Sciences to take action to address problems with
the balance, perspective and independence of the National Research Council’s (NRC) Committee
on Future Biotechnology Products and Opportunities to Enhance Capabilities of the
Biotechnology Regulatory System (PIN: DELS-BLS-15-16). The one-sidedness of the
committee creates enormous potential to introduce bias into the NRC’s very important work on
advising federal regulators at the United States Department of Agriculture, the Environmental
Protection Agency and the Food and Drug Administration on how to update agricultural
biotechnology regulations.
The current committee does not include the diversity of expert perspectives that exist in the
mainstream scientific discourse, where there is great disagreement about how to regulate and
deploy the products of biotechnology. Missing from the NRC are the viewpoints of scientists
who advocate the precautionary principle and representatives from civil society who can speak to
social dimensions of biotechnology regulations. Likewise, though a focus of the NRC project is
on agricultural biotechnology, no farmers or farmer groups were invited to participate on the
committee. Many such experts were nominated, yet NRC selected none as committee members.
By contrast, NRC invited many scientists and experts who work on the development of
biotechnology applications to be committee members. NRC notes that two members have
financial conflicts of interest, but many others have undisclosed conflicts, industry ties, or
professional histories promoting biotechnology development. The outsized presence of such
perspectives is at odds with the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA), which requires the
NRC to form “fairly balanced” committees of scientists where conflicts of interests are avoided
or disclosed if deemed absolutely necessary.
The problems we highlight in this letter confirm a troubling trend of one-sidedness at the NRC
that jeopardizes public trust in the scientific credibility of the NRC. We invite the NRC to review
a sign-on letter it received in 2000 as well as an issue brief published by Food & Water Watch in
May 2016 (attached), both of which echo the complaints found in this letter.1
The NRC must live up to its federal obligations under FACA as well as its obligation to the
public, which looks to the NRC as a premier, independent scientific institution. We ask that the
NRC fully disclose all conflicts of interest among committee members and expand committee
membership to include a diversity of expert perspectives. This necessarily includes inviting
numerous critics of industry products and practices to participate at the committee level.
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Background
In July 2015, the White House announced it was undertaking a review of the Coordinated
Framework of Biotechnology which provides a roadmap for how agricultural biotechnology
products are regulated in the United States. The White House announced that an “independent
analysis” would be undertaken to help it chart a new course for the Coordinated Framework.
The EPA, FDA, and USDA shall commission an external, independent analysis of the
future landscape of biotechnology products that will identify (1) potential new risks and
frameworks for risk assessment and (2) areas in which the risks or lack of risks relating
to the products of biotechnology are well understood. The review will help inform future
policy making. Due to the rapid pace of change in this arena, an external analysis should
be completed at least every five years. 2
The National Research Council’s work on this project meets the definition of a Federal Advisory
Committee, which states that government agencies can only use scientific opinions from the
National Academy of Science if they emanate from “fairly balanced” committees that are free of
conflicts of interests—“unless such conflict is promptly and publicly disclosed and the Academy
determines that the conflict is unavoidable…”3
Financial Conflicts of Interests
Many of the proposed committee members work on the development of biotechnology tools and
products that, in order to be successfully commercialized, may be subject to federal regulation.
This presents an obvious conflict of interest given that the goal of the NRC project is to provide
guidance to federal regulators about how to regulate biotechnology products.
The National Academy of Sciences’ conflicts-of- interest policy is quite clear in defining a
financial conflict of interest:
…In assessing potential conflicts of interest in connection with an individual's service on
a committee of the institution used in the development of reports for sponsors, particular
attention will be given to the following kinds of financial interests if they are relevant to
the functions to be performed: employment relationships (including private and public
sector employment and self-employment); consulting relationships (including commercial
and professional consulting and service arrangements, scientific and technical advisory
board memberships, and serving as an expert witness in litigation); stocks, bonds, and
other financial instruments and investments including partnerships; real estate
investments; patents, copyrights, and other intellectual property interests; commercial
business ownership and investment interests; services provided in exchange for
honorariums and travel expense reimbursements; research funding and other forms of
research support.4
As noted, under FACA, the NRC is instructed to avoid conflicts of interests, or disclose them if
unavoidable. However, many committee members have clear financial conflicts of interest
(described below), only two of which were disclosed. 5 Notably, all of these conflicts of interest
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concern biotechnology developers—not companies or industry groups critical of or opposed to
industry products and practices.
-- Steven Bradbury runs a private consulting firm whose web site advertises assisting clients in
“registering innovative pest management technologies, including nano-based and biotechnology
products.”6
-- Richard Amasino has biotechnology patents,7 has engaged in political advocacy to reduce
regulations over GMO crops,8 and is listed as a Monsanto collaborator by a non-profit group
associated with the University of Wisconsin’s patent and licensing operations. 9
-- Farren Isaacs is a biotechnology developer and promoter,10 has recently taken research funding
from biotechnology companies like Gen9 and Dupont,11 and has a biotechnology patent.12
--Richard Murray currently collaborates on biotechnology development with Amgen and the
U.S. military.13
--The NRC acknowledges that Jeffrey Wolt and Steven Evans have financial conflicts of
interests through their financial relationships with companies involved in biotechnology. 14
Beyond financial conflicts of interests, some committee members have worked to advocate the
development of biotechnology products, which presents an ideological position that clearly must
be balanced. Food & Water Watch previously submitted comments to the NRC noting that 9 of
the 13 invited committee members work on the development or promotion of biotechnology,
have industry ties, or have financial conflicts of interests.
One example is NRC committee member Richard Johnson who recently served (and may
continue to serve) as the head of the United States Council for International Business committee
on biotechnology, which “fosters better appreciation for biotechnology’s societal benefits; seeks
to prevent non science-based barriers to trade in biotechnology products; and advocates sound
science and risk management as basis of regulatory approaches." USCIB’s members include
Monsanto, Dow and Dupont.15
Johnson also runs a private consulting firm called GlobalHelix that apparently has no website.
Whether he has corporate biotechnology clients or not is unknown, but if so, this could present a
financial conflict of interest. Johnson is a “retired partner” at Arnold and Porter, 16 a law firm that
advocates the interests of its corporate biotechnology clients like Monsanto. 17
Missing Perspectives
Regrettably, the NRC has formed a one-sided committee of scientists despite having received
nominations of numerous scientists and experts who could provide balance and perspective.
NRC also received notice of the 100 signatory groups to the “Principles for Oversight of
Synthetic Biology,” a document that provides a detailed, thoughtful analysis about how to
safeguard biotechnology development, which is clearly relevant to the NRC’s current project.

3

The NRC also received notice of the hundreds of scientists who have signed on to the European
Network of Scientists for Social and Environmental Responsibility’s statement asserting there is
“no scientific consensus on GMO safety.” Any of these scientists and advocacy groups could
provide much-needed perspective to the NRC, yet none were invited.
Conclusion
The NRC frequently trumpets its position as a premier scientific institution that provides policy
makers and the public with objective, independent scientific advice. Yet, since 2000, the NRC’s
work on agricultural biotechnology has been dogged by conflict-of-interest concerns and
allegations of bias, stemming in part from the one-sided committees NRC initiates.
We echo these concerns in this letter, noting the lack of balance, independence and perspective
of the Committee on Future Biotechnology Products and Opportunities to Enhance Capabilities
of the Biotechnology Regulatory System. We ask the NRC to review its requirements under
FACA and take immediate action to engage experts and scientists on the committee who can
provide balance and perspective, including critics. We also ask the NRC to publicly disclose all
financial conflicts of interests among committee members.
Please direct any correspondence to Tim Schwab, Senior Researcher at Food & Water Watch.
He can be reached at tschwab@fwwatch.org.
Sincerely,
Wenonah Hauter
Executive Director
Food & Water Watch
John E. Peck, PhD
Executive Director
Family Farm Defenders
Alastair Iles, PhD
Department of Environmental Science, Policy, and Management
University of California, Berkeley
Katherine Ozer
Executive Director
National Family Farm Coalition
Claire Marris, PhD
Centre for Food Policy, Sociology Department
City University London
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Doug Gurian-Sherman, PhD
Senior Scientist
Center for Food Safety
Brian Wynne, PhD
Emeritus Professor
Lancaster University
Steve Suppan, PhD
Senior Policy Analyst
Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy
Rachel Smolker, PhD
Co-Director
Biofuelwatch
Marion Hersh, PhD
Department of Biomedical Engineering
University of Glasgow
Colleen Cordes
Director of Outreach and Development
The Nature Institute
Jonathan Latham, PhD
Executive Director
The Bioscience Resource Project
Allison Snow, PhD
Department of Evolution, Ecology, and Organismal Biology
Ohio State University
Gary Ruskin
Co-Director
U.S. Right to Know
Andrew Sterling, PhD
School of Business, Management and Economics
University of Sussex
Jim Thomas
Research Programme Manager
ETC Group
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Marcia Ishii-Eiteman, PhD
Senior Scientist
Pesticide Action Network North America
Alexis Baden-Mayer
Political Director
Organic Consumers Association
Amanda Hitt
Director
Food Integrity Campaign
Richard Jennings, PhD
Department of History and Philosophy of Science
University of Cambridge
Kamran Nayeri, Ph.D.
Political Economist, Survey Research Center
University of California, Berkeley (Emeritus)
Nan Wishner
Board Member
California Environmental Health Initiative
Helen Wallace, PhD
Director
GeneWatch UK
Philip L. Bereano
Professor Emeritus
University of Washington
Claire Robinson
Editor
GMWatch
Deborah K. Letourneau, PhD
Department of Environmental Studies
University of California, Santa Cruz
Will Fantle
Co-Director
Cornucopia Institute
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Louise Sales
Emerging Tech Project Coordinator
Friends of the Earth Australia
Kathleen McAfee, PhD
Department of International Relations
San Francisco State University
Dana Perls
Senior Food and Technology Campaigner
Friends of the Earth USA
Judith McGeary
Executive Director
Farm & Ranch Freedom Alliance
Michael Antoniou, PhD
Faculty of Life Sciences and Medicine
King’s College London
Vandana Shiva, PhD
Founder
Research Foundation for Science, Technology and Ecology
Judi Shils
Executive Director
Turning Green
Eva Novotny, PhD
Retired
University of Cambridge
Les Levidow, PhD
Development Policy and Practice
Open University
Heather Day
Executive Director
Community Alliance for Global Justice
Miguel Robles
Co-Founder
Biosafety Alliance
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Harriet Friedmann, PhD
Munk School of Global Affairs (Emeritus)
University of Toronto
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