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I wish to focus on the way that innovation is being held back because of nebulous fears about the future and to argue that we are witnessing today an irrational self-restraint in the way we use new technologies. This is the impact of the precautionary approach. A good example of this is attitudes towards the new technology of Radio Frequency Identification or RFID tags. 

RFID tags are used in the retail sector. They are tiny chips that can be put into crates carrying goods in the supply chain. They are more efficient than bar codes in scanning deliveries for retailers and can be put into consumer goods - anything from clothes to shaving razors - and used for stock control on the shop floor. Retailers started to use them in last few years to create efficiency gains and lower costs as a result.

New fears are increasingly expressed about the hypothetical risks of RFID, in particular the risk of corporations being able to track consumers with these tags, spy on them and invade their privacy. New groups have campaigned to ban the technology from use in consumer products, especially CASPIAN – Consumers Against Supermarket Privacy Invasion and Numbering. It organised a campaign against Wal-Mart, which had a smart shelf in a store outside Boston, in Spring 2003. CASPIAN encouraged hundreds of privacy advocates and consumers to email the company with their complaints and Wal-Mart were forced to remove the shelf. 
A similar thing appeared to happen with Benetton. In March 2003, Phillips announced it would be selling 15m tags to Benetton. CASPIAN immediately called for a worldwide boycott of Benetton. By April, Benetton, worried about negative publicity, issued a statement saying that it was not ready to use these chips on the shop floor but was still experimenting with them 

Indeed, these chips have already been labelled ‘spy chips’ by commentators. An article for the Guardian, reporting on this issue in July last year, was entitled “Tesco tests Spy Chip technology”, reporting on a smart shelf in a Tesco store in Cambridge. Like Wal-Mart and Benetton, Tesco cancelled the shelf after this negative publicity and after protests 

Commentators have accused corporations of playing Big Brother in relation to this. An Observer article in November last year was entitled “Wal-Mart to play Big Brother”. The writer expressed fears about the introduction of the technology and called for new regulation. 
If we look at the concerns, the main fear is that consumers can be tracked by corporations and others after they buy goods. But in my opinion, and the opinion of others, this seems very hypothetical when you consider the technology. First, RFID tags can only give off highly localised signals to localised readers, they are not big and powerful enough to do anything else: 

to track people you need satellites and devices the size of mobile phones. Also the signals of RFID are apparently susceptible to being interrupted quite easily. A challenge for developers is actually to make them stronger to increase their effectiveness. Second, the chips can easily be disabled or deactivated in the store after being bought – although this might be a bad road to go down, simply because there may be all sorts of interesting uses of these chips in the home which consumers can benefit from. 

However, fears seem to be increasing. In November of last year, in the US, an alliance of privacy advocates and consumer rights activists called for a moratorium on the technology, echoing the same pattern seen in the genetically modified food and crops debate. They argued that the technology should not be used at all for consumer items on the shop floor until all the privacy ramifications can be properly discussed. 

In the UK, RFID is now attracting the prospect of new regulation. The MP Tom Watson organised a parliamentary debate on January 27th. His speech acknowledged the benefits of this technology for productivity and the economy, while other MPs recognised that consumers cannot be tracked with this technology. But his primary focus was very much on risks and dangers: “What I am trying to do is sound a note of caution, and perhaps persuade the industry, along with consumers and Government, to examine the issue more closely…The risk is that with billions of active tags on every conceivable item and hundreds of thousands of scanners, a permanent surveillance will be established…We must not allow the technology to be used without any regulation…Strict guidelines are needed to reassure…Public confidence in the use of RFID for entirely honourable reasons could easily be shattered—and nobody will benefit from that.”

Finally, a few weeks ago, the National Consumer Council held a conference on RFID and apparently argued that industry should proceed with caution.

There is certainly nothing wrong with discussing hypothetical risks to privacy. But in relation to the US-proposed moratorium, it is not clear why we should delay the technology and ban it from the shop floor. And if the chips are deactivated at the point of sale, this is a complete non-issue anyway. It is also not clear why corporations would want to spy on people. Yes, companies always want to get more information about individual customers. But this technology was not designed for that: its primary purpose and function is supply chain efficiency and stock control. Indeed, companies are very worried about their ethical reputation at the moment: it is unlikely that they would suddenly use a technology like this in an incredibly sneaky way without the consumer’s knowledge. There are risks to privacy in society, I accept that. But they come from forces that have nothing to do with RFID – I would suggest looking at society’s new obsession with security and safety as a result of terrorism. 
In the UK, I think we are starting to see some irrational attitudes to this technology already. Potential regulators acknowledge that consumers cannot be tracked and that RFID has benefits. This was acknowledged in the recent parliamentary debate. However, they still think that consumers need to be reassured and protected – because it is said that consumers have legitimate fears. But there is a danger that regulation of this nature will create those fears, and is a massive diversion of resources from research, development and innovation. It is common to hear that we should have a slowly-slowly approach: we should have RFID perhaps, but only in a limited form at first. Again, this is a bit strange – if there are few risks, why can’t we have a more ambitious application? 

*
*
*

The example of GM crops demonstrates the parallel of what I call an “irrational” self-restraint to innovation because of the precautionary approach.

Despite the ideas of people like Michael Meacher, Britain’s former Secretary of State for the Environment, GM technology still has huge benefits and potential; it increases farm production, whilst requiring the use of less chemicals and it allows us to increase the amounts of different vitamins in foods, specifically combating malnutrition. I believe it is worth examining the instructive example of how GM foods came to be prohibited in the UK.
Britain’s GM saga kicked off in 1997. Campaigners such as Greenpeace and the UK Consumer Association began warning of hypothetical dangers of GM foods. The Guardian ran a four-day campaign which was alarmist in talking almost exclusively about hypothetical problems of GM. NGOs claimed that there are significant long-term uncertainties about health and environmental risks. In responding to these fears, retailers were defensive in pulling out of stocking GM products. The retailer Iceland was one of the first in 1998, and indeed the Chief Executive, Malcolm Walker suggested that “the introduction of genetically modified ingredients is probably the most significant and potentially dangerous development in food production this century.” English Nature in 1998 called for a moratorium on commercial growth of crops, and an alliance of NGOs, trade unions, consumer groups and others called for a five year freeze. Prince Charles denounced GM in a famous article published in the Daily Telegraph that same year, where he said we are playing God. 

By 1999, the other major retailers went on the defensive. Tesco, Asda, Sainsburys and Waitrose in spring 1999 announced they would not use GM.   Yet if you look at the risks: the science of GM has always shown that the risks to human health and the environment are very low. All the evidence of use – and we talking about billions of GM plants grown outside the EU for commercial use in America, Japan and so on – has shown that there are no predicted or unpredicted hazards. In terms of health, as the Royal Society has concluded, there is a very long history of DNA consumption from a variety of sources: additional eating of GM DNA is unlikely to have a special effect. [Many scientists have concluded that there is no conceptual difference between traditional cross-breeding of plants, and inserting new genetic material into plants.] Nor is there other evidence to suggest problems such as allergic reactions. Back in 1986, the OECD suggested that there is no scientific basis for specific legislation to regulate the use of recombinant DNA organisms.

A major problem, however, was that the UK government (and also the EU which created a five year ban in 1999) did not use the considerable scientific evidence to counter fears. They avoided a strong political argument, making the mistake of attempting to reassure the public through regulation of GM and insisting upon further research. The creation of farm-scale trials in the UK is an example of this fudging of the issue. The whole debate around product labelling is another attempt to reassure the public, which simply reinforces the idea that there is something suspicious about GM food. The attempt to reassure the public through regulation has only increased fears. It reinforces suspicions that there are high risks associated with the technology. Today – governments are in a very precarious and difficult situation in facing this contradiction. In my view, they are still fudging the issue by only allowing one or two crops to be grown. This does not inspire confidence in GM. 

In conclusion, we are seeing the creation of a more precautionary framework for innovation. This framework is characterised by three elements: First, a range of groups opposed to new technologies on the basis of hypothetical risks. Second, a more fearful and insecure society that is susceptible to fears of future risk. Finally, a business sector that is mistrusted, worried about its reputation and upsetting customers, and more prone to act defensively. Compounding this situation are the political elites that pander to society’s fears and are keen to relate to society through the prism of safety and protection and reassurance, rather than promoting the benefits of innovation in a more confident fashion. 

Science and technology are among the best things that humanity has. Through technology we have managed to make progress in a number of ways; in solving problems, overcoming natural limitations, increasing society’s efficiency, and the creation of more choice and freedom with society. Yet today our elites feel very unable to put forward a confident argument for technological progress. The result is that we all suffer.
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