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The Swiss Biotech Referendum:
A Case Study of Science Communication

Thomas B. Cueni, Secretary General Interpharma'

thOn June 7 , 1998, the Swiss citizens voted on a constitutional amendment, which could
have jeopardised the future of biotechnological research in Switzerland. Scientists and
opinion leaders around the world expected the referendum with great anxiety. 'Nature',
in an editorial, had firmly stated that the Swiss way showed 'how not to run a country',
the 'Economist', a week prior to the referendum, had written that the Swiss might be the
only people in the world who decided on their own to forego a worldclass position in
scientific research.

In fact, the Swiss did none of that. They rejected the constitutional amendment with an
overwhelming majority of 67 per cent of the votes, and what started out as a dramatic
threat to scientific research in Switzerland became a platform in favour of modern
biotechnology. The presentation addresses

some of the key features of the Swiss biotech campaign,

analyses the success factors of the campaign,

provides an insight in the most in-depth collection of data on public perception of
biotechnology in the world, and

draws conclusions as to what extent the Swiss experience can be of use in the way
to communicate on modem science.

1. Key Features of the Biotech Campaign

Swiss scientists and the pharmaceutical industry have had their previous experience
with referenda, in particular, in the area of animal testing. But the campaign on the
biotech referendum, which asked for a complete ban on transgenic animals, a ban
deliberate release of genetically modified organisms, and a ban on patenting of plants
and animals, was special in several respects. In the past, animal testing referenda were
always held from a local perspective. In the biotech debate, global issues played a
major role: the debate on the patent for the Harvard Mouse, public apprehension about
GIVIO food and the rapid development of gene technology in agriculture, and the cloning
of Dolly and the international debate about transgressing ethical borders.

Interpharma is the tirade association of Swiss pharmaceutical research companies: Ares-Serono, Novartis, Roche

75



Furthermore, the debate addressed the trustworthiness of industry, scientists, and
authorities. On April 1996, the activists supporting the initiative published
advertisements in all the major Swiss newspapers. They showed the picture of a
Ukrainian child born blind, and the headlines said: "'Nuclear energy is safe. The residual
risk is infinitesimally small. This is what nuclear scientists claimed until April 26, 1986,
the day of Chernobyl. Today, genetic engineers claim that the residual risk of gene
technology is infinitesimally small, and we do not even know the risks yet. To make
their point, within a few days, they followed up with similar ads on BSE, and again the
allusion was that scientific experts were not to be trusted. Thus, the activists were trying
to repeat what had worked well in the debate on nuclear energy: discredit scientists, call
in question the faith in modern technology, and play up fears about residual risks.

Behind the referendum was a rainbow coalition, which brought together several dozen
organisations, including such well-known names as Greenpeace, WWF, and the Swiss
Society for the Protection of the Environment, but also organic farmers, and traditional
conservative groups such as the Association of Catholic Women. These groups were
held together by a range of broad issues touching on

- anti-technology sentiments (the residual risk debate),

- anti-science feelings (the view that gene technology was transgressing borders and
was interfering with god's creation),

- a biocentric view of ethics challenging traditional Christian values of a natural
hierarchy of creatures,

- an increasingly emerging anti-industry feeling based on apprehension about the
forces of globalisation.

For industry and scientists, the start of the referendum campaign was rough. Despite
high acceptance of biomedical research, gene technology as a whole was perceived
negatively. A first opinion poll, in January 1996, showed that only 25% of the Swiss saw
gene technology as something positive, 62% reacted negatively. Furthermore, the only
biomedical link to the referendum proposal was through two very controversial issues:
patents (Harvard Mouse) and transgenic animals.

II. Success Factors

Despite the negative environment which, in 1997, was aggravated through the debate
about Dolly, the controversy about labelling of GMO food, and the importation of the first
GMO crops into Europe, the Swiss campaign was a huge success. The key success
factors were:

- A very consistent strategy focusing on the strengths of modem biotechnology,
resisting aempts to 'oversell', shifting discussion from a debate about gene
technology, in general, to a debate about the shortcomings of the initiative, firmly
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rejecting the extreme proposals of the initiative while endorsing a proper regulatory
framework.

Coherent and consistent messages throughout the campaign using medicine,
research, jobs, and regulation ('Yes to regulation fi No to Bans!') as the main
themes.

The ability to mobilise a huge network of scientists led by the 1996 Noble Laureate in
Medicine, Rolf Zinkernagel.

The presentation of a credible alternative to the initiative in the form a regulatory
framework called 'Gene Lex'.

The most important success factor was probably the massive involvement of scientists.
Never before had Swiss scientists been involved in a political debate to this extent. The
shock and outrage about the demagogic use of Chernobyl and the understanding that
this was the most serious threat ever to Switzerland as a leading centre of scientific
research led to a previously unseen mobilisation. Within a week of the Chernobyl
advertisements, 428 leading Swiss scientists, from Nobel laureate Werner Arber to the
then not yet Nobel Laureate Rolf Zinkemagel had signed an open letter to the Swiss
people. This mobilisation of scientists culminated in an impressive demonstration of
solidarfty: On April 28, 1998, seven weeks prior to the referendum, more than 5000
researchers took the streets of Zurich and Geneva to protest against the threat to the
future of research in Switzerland.

111111. Public Perception

One of the assets of the Swiss campaign is the additional insight it provides into public
perception of modem biotechnology. The leading institute for political market research,
GfS in Bem, interviewed a total of about 15'000 Swiss citizens in the course of two and
a half years. The data, which were collected on behalf of nterpharma, show:

- That the Swiss campaign led to a fundamental change in the Swiss view of modem
biotechnology. By June 7 1998, 51% of the Swiss had a positive view of gene
technology, up from 25% in January 1996, and only 31% had a negative view, down
from 62% in 1996. Thus, the balanced view of gene technology had become
positive, probably the most dramatic result of the campaign.

- That Swiss citizens viewed biotechnology very pragmatically. The patent issue,
which was very controversial at the beginning of the debate, became a non-issue
over time. And whereas Swiss citizens remained ambivalent to plant genetic
research as well as animal research, the support plant genetic research if it
contributes to fighting world hunger or reduces the amount of agrochemicals used. In
the animal area, they support testing of medicines and vaccines but react negatively
to the quest of increased productivity not surprising in an affluent society.
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In the food area, the survey shows a subtle but important difference between
support for GMO food and tolerance of genetically modified food. Whereas only a
minority of Swiss express an active willingness to buy GMO food, by a majority of
four to one they oppose a ban on GMO food and state that they want to decide
themselves whether to buy or not to buy GMO food.

Comparing the sociodemographics of the Swiss biotech campaign with the debate
about other ecological and environmental issues in the eighties, a major change can be
noticed. The biotech debate was different from the debate about nuclear energy
because the young, the wealthy, the well informed with higher education, and the urban
population all reacted more favourably to gene technology than the rest of the
population. Thus, in contrast to previous assumptions that information overload may
lead to increased resistance, the better-informed people were, the more favourable their
reaction to biotechnology.

IV. Conclusion

The result of the Swiss referendum has convincingly shown that successful
communication of modem science is possible if

- scientists, authorities, and the industry accept the challenge to cope with the
demands of communicating with the public at large,

- there is a clear understanding that the public's needs may often be based on
psychological rather than on logic scientific reasons,

- all participants in the dialogue are willing to forego scientific jargon for clear
understandable language, i.e. understand that it is hardly the public's fault if
messages do not get across,

- everybody accepts that dialogue, information, and education on modem science is a
long-haul task.

The Swiss biotech referendum was seen as a major threat to Switzerland as a leading
country of scientific research. However, something which many people inside and
outside Switzerland expected with trepidation because of the possible spillover effect
into other European countries, turned out to provide the most convincing case study of
successful communication on modem science. What appeared to be a major threat
provided a platform for strong public endorsement of genetic research in Switzerland!
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