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Abstract

The advent of genetically modified (GM) food in New Zealand in 1998 saw the beginning of
a highly politicised debate about GM use in the country. The concern over GM and the
political situation after the 1999 general election saw the Government establish a Royal
Commission of Inquiry on Genetic Modification in May, 2000. The Royal Commission and
strong public opposition to GM, evident in large public protests and other actions, made the

issue highly newsworthy.

The aim of this study was to explore how newspapers reported the GM debate, in particular,
examining whether the reportage facilitated greater public debate and awareness about GM
through journalists adhering to the ideals of the theory of social responsibility and enacting
their watchdog role as encapsulated in the Fourth Estate tradition of the media. To achieve
these aims the overall tone of the reportage and also which news source types and themes
were most frequently reported were examined. In addition, the relationship and perceptions
of scientists and journalists involved in the reporting were explored to examine how these

relationships may have influenced the reportage.

Content analysis showed the reportage had a pro-GM bias with policy-makers, scientists and
industry spokespeople the most frequently cited news sources. The themes of Science,
Economics and Politics dominated the reportage. Other source types and themes were less
represented, especially themes dealing with ethical and environmental arguments. This lack
of representation occurred despite the Royal Commission offering a space for all interested

parties to speak.

The interviews illustrated that scientists believed the quality of newspaper coverage of GM
lacked depth and that important issues were unreported. Journalists found the issue complex
to report and said they took care not to oversimplify the science and issues surrounding GM.
The relationship between scientists and journalists indicated particular tensions existing

between the two groups.

The thesis concludes that if robust public debate is to occur within New Zealand regarding
GM and other scientific developments, then the media should reflect a greater diversity of
opinion by citing other potential news sources offering alternative arguments based on, for

example, ethical or environmental grounds.
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Chapter One

Scope of the Research

1.1 Introduction

Since the first successful recombinant DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) (rDNA) experiments in
the early 1970s, biotechnology has been the subject of ongoing debate with questions over
the safety and morality of its use. These debates and the progress of biotechnology are
followed closely by the news media (Krimsky, 1982; Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002; Pfund &
Hofstadter, 1981). New Zealand entered the debate in 1998 with the advent of genetically
modified food, or food containing genetically modified ingredients, in New Zealand
supermarkets (Weaver & Motion, 2002).

This advent of genetically modified foods in New Zealand saw the beginning of what came to
be known, in New Zealand, as the genetic modification (GM) debate. The debate was fuelled
by public anxiety over the safety of GM foods and the environmental effects of releasing
genetically modified organisms (GMOs) into the wider environment (Allen, 2000; Southward
& Howard-Clarke, 2000; Watson, 2000). There were also a number of ethical concerns about
the use of GM, with some people believing that GM contravened Judaeo-Christian principles
by introducing non-human genes into humans (Brown, 2000). Some Maori, the indigenous
people of New Zealand, had objections to GM on a spiritual level believing that it breached,
“tikanga Maori (Maori culture) [by] causing moral and spiritual offence” (Hutchings, 2004,

p. 181). The ethical and spiritual objections to GM will be returned to later in the chapter.

The strength of opposition to GM resulted in a number of actions being taken by the public
including: large public protests, an example of which was a public march in Auckland in
2001 involving an estimated 10,000 people (Rees, 2001). Other actions included individuals
and local councils symbolically recording their homes or regions as GM-free zones and a
number of anti-GM groups were created (Rogers-Hayden, 2004). There were also some
cases of more direct action against GM with experimental crops being destroyed in
Christchurch in 1999 and 2002 (*Attacks”, 2002; Samson, 1999). The public protests against
GM were supported by the New Zealand Green Party (Greens). The Greens called for a
Government inquiry into GM and this, as will be discussed below, meant the debate became
highly politicised.



While there was a large amount of protest against GM there were also groups promoting GM
with the Life Sciences Network (LSN) arguing that the New Zealand economy would suffer
if the use of GM technology were banned or surrounded by too much bureaucracy (Life
Sciences Network, 2008). Other people argued that GM offered solutions to medical and
environmental problems and, therefore, GM research should be pursued (for example,
Berridge, 2000; Miller, 2000). Groups opposed to GM and those promoting its use attempted
to influence government policy by making submissions to the Royal Commission of Inquiry
on Genetic Modification, which will be discussed below, and by trying to gain news media

attention to put forward their particular viewpoint.

The news media are said to play an important role in informing the public on scientific and
technological developments once people leave the formal education system (Malone, Boyd &
Bero, 2000; Nelkin, 1995). How the media report on science and technology is the subject of
much research, and in recent years an important dimension of this research has been the focus
on how the media has reported biotechnology (Durant, Bauer & Gaskell, 1998; Hyde, 2006;
Kitzinger & Williams, 2005; Kohring & Gorke, 2000; Nisbet, Brossard & Kroepsch, 2003;
Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002; Petersen, 2001). As will be shown below, previous research has
found that the reportage in both Europe and the United States (U.S.) has presented a limited
range of opinion resulting in reportage that has a pro-GM bias (Kohring & Gorke, 2000;
Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002). The present thesis explores how the New Zealand media
reported the GM debate and the issues described above, considering the implications of this
coverage in terms of the diversity of opinion and issues reported and the interface between

journalists and their scientist news sources.

The GM issue already had continuity for the New Zealand media because it was already an
issue of concern internationally. In Europe, the concerns over GM food and crops had been
debated in many countries since 1996 and more general concerns about biotechnology had
been expressed since the mid-1980s (Campbell, 2000; Durant et al., 1998). New Zealand’s
late entry into the debate also coincided with New Zealand’s second general election in 1999
under the Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) system. The election result saw a Labour-led
coalition Government that was supported on issues of supply and demand by the New
Zealand Green Party (Greens). The Greens had made the issue of genetic modification part
of their election campaign, calling for a government inquiry into the issue if they should be
elected. The Greens’ support for the Labour coalition saw the Royal Commission of Inquiry
on Genetic Modification (RCGM) established in May, 2000. During this time political
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involvement in the GM issue was strong (see Ashwell & Olsson, 2004; Rogers-Hayden,
2004; Rogers-Hayden & Hindmarsh, 2002; Weaver & Motion, 2002), and, hence, also
became a very newsworthy issue receiving increased media attention throughout the period.

This chapter backgrounds the research and begins by establishing the preferred terms to be
used in the thesis, before moving on to review the various debates surrounding genetic
modification and its applications. This is followed by a brief discussion of the RCGM,
possibly the single largest event concerning GM that occurred during the period from January
1998 to February 2002. How the news media have reported biotechnology in the U.S. and
Europe is then briefly examined. Following this is a brief outline of the research methods
and questions for the thesis followed by an explanation of its theoretical framework. The

chapter concludes with an outline of the thesis structure.

1.2 Biotechnology, Genetic Engineering (GE) and Genetic Modification (GM)

Modern biotechnology is described as, “the third strategic technology of the post-war period
following nuclear power in the 1950s and 60s and information technology in the 1970s and
80s” (Durant et al., 1998, p. 3). It is termed a strategic technology due to its potential to

fundamentally change our future lives (Durant et al., 1998).

Biotechnology, as described by Durant et al. (1998), refers to the use of recombinant DNA
(rDNA) techniques to alter the genetic structure of an organism. These techniques have
existed since the early 1970s and allow researchers to take genetic material from disparate
organisms and combine them to create new genetic sequences that can be inserted into a host
organism (Krimsky, 1982). The goal of this type of research is to create a transgenic
organism and to, “change something about the proteins produced in that organism: to produce
a new protein, to stop producing an old protein, to produce more or less of a protein, and so
on” (Kreuzer & Massey, 2005, p. 409).

These techniques have led to the creation of a number of genetically modified staple food
crops, for example, rice, soy beans, corn, canola and sugar beet (Carman, 2004; Holdrege &
Talbott, 2008). In addition, the use of rDNA techniques and continued research into genetics
have also seen the development of DNA testing for genetic disorders, DNA fingerprinting to
solve crimes, the cloning and genetic modification of animals, stem cell research and the
creation of biopharmaceuticals using plants and animals (Hil & Hocking, 2004; Ho, 1998).
This list is by no means exhaustive but rather illustrates the diversity and complexity in the

application of these techniques.



These applications and techniques are labelled using a number of alternative umbrella terms
including biotechnology, genetic engineering (GE), genetic modification (GM) and, more
recently, life sciences (Bud, 1991). The definitions and use of these terms are ambiguous and
contested (Bud, 1991; Durant, et al., 1998). The preferred term used in this thesis to describe
the technology of rDNA and its resulting applications is genetic modification (GM).
However, it is recognised that GM is a contested term.

The term genetic modification (GM) is contentious because in reality human beings have
been genetically modifying plants and animals for thousands of years through selective
breeding (Nottingham, 2002). In addition, the process of natural mutation has led many
organisms to become genetically modified. Although the techniques for such modification
may now follow more scientific principles than the first fumbling attempts by our forebears,
the principles have remained relatively the same. This type of genetic modification is
considered relatively trouble-free, “because experience has shown that the behaviour of
plants produced by traditional breeding is predictable and only occasionally troublesome”
(Rissler & Mellon, 1996, p. 4).

When the term GM is used to describe these trouble-free forms of genetic modification there
is no real contention. However, “recently, the term has come to apply specifically to newly-
developed recombinant DNA technologies, in which the genome of an organism is modified
by artificial techniques...” (Tester, 2001, p. 785). The synonymous use of GM with GE and
biotechnology causes disputes between proponents and opponents of the technology.
Opponents argue that supporters use the term GM to describe GE and biotechnology as it,
“downplays the unique features of genetic engineering” (Nottingham, 2002, p. 3), thereby
reducing the apprehension in the minds of the public which the label genetic engineering

seems to engender.

While the contentious nature of the GM term is recognised, it is the preferred term used in
this thesis. The reason for this is that the issue in New Zealand became commonly known as
the “GM debate”. It was also the preferred term used in the news media, although there was
some debate within the New Zealand media over whether the term GE or GM should be used
in reporting the debate (Samson, personal communication, October 17, 2002). Whichever
term is used there is a continuing debate over the implementation of GM with proponents and
opponents having very different views on the future if the use of GM is pursued. The next



section briefly reviews some of the alternative views that exist about the use of genetic

modification.

1.3 The Pros and Cons of GM

Writing at the time the New Zealand GM debate began, Durant et al. (1998) argued that, your
opposition or support for GM technology would determine whether you saw the future in
dystopian or utopian terms. While the arguments both for and against GM technologies have
moved forward since the period analysed, many of the concerns are still current today
(Hindmarsh, 2008). This section briefly reviews the opposing viewpoints that existed at the
time as a background to some of the issues raised in the New Zealand GM debate, whilst also

acknowledging the current situation where appropriate.

Proponents argue that GM offers a solution to a large number of problems. Robert Shapiro,
the past CEO of Monsanto, argues that biotechnology combined with information technology
would provide the sustainable means to treble the world’s food production without continuing
reliance on pesticides and herbicides to increase yields. He states, “if we put the right genetic
information in the plant at the outset we waste less stuff [pesticides and herbicides] and
increase productivity” (Shapiro, 1999, p. 28). Also it is argued that the use of fewer
chemicals means these crops will be more environmentally friendly, while at the same time

eradicating the health dangers, real or imagined, associated with these chemicals.

Proponents further argue that human health has already benefited from GM. A number of
GM products are now available for the treatment of particular conditions, including diabetes,
with GM insulin being available since 1982 (Berridge, 2000). In New Zealand, the Malaghan
Institute of Medical Research is using GM to develop and trial vaccines for a number of
diseases, including cancer, asthma, tuberculosis (Tb), multiple sclerosis (MS), arthritis,
paediatric respiratory viruses and, “rotavirus ... a highly contagious virus that most
commonly affects children under the age of two ... [causing] diarrhoea and vomiting”
(Malaghan Institute, 2007, p. 18). In addition, work in the areas of gene therapy and stem
cell research is also showing the potential to cure certain diseases and ailments. In New
Zealand, stem cell research is being used to ultimately to develop drugs and vaccines to treat
and prevent cancer (Malaghan Institute, 2007). Finally, in the future, foods may be
genetically modified to deliver certain drugs or to contain fewer fats or more essential
vitamins. An example of these designer foods is Golden Rice, so named for its pale yellow

core which is the result of an insertion of a daffodil gene used to produce beta-carotene, “a



nutrient that can be converted to Vitamin A” (Environmental News Network, 2001, | 4).
This rice is upheld as the answer to the problem of vitamin A deficiency suffered by many
children in the Third World.

Genetic modification could also have environmental benefits in terms of the possible control
of animal and insect pests; in New Zealand’s case, possums and wasps may be able to be
controlled. Endangered species may also benefit through the use of GM which may be used
to enhance current breeding programmes (Miller, 2000).

However, while proponents point to a positive future with the adoption of GM techniques
increasing crop yields and alleviating disease and environmental problems, opponents see the
potential of GM very differently (Durant et al., 1998). Opponents argue that GM crops and
foods carry a number of potential threats to human health and agricultural systems, and also
threaten the livelihood of Third World farmers. Some argue that adopting GM in New
Zealand would damage, what is sometimes described as the country’s clean, green image and

thereby, have an adverse effect on New Zealand’s economy (Campbell, 2000).

At the time of the debate a number of scientists and medical professionals believed that
human health may be threatened by GM foods. They argued that the long-term effects of
eating GM food were unknown and that GM foods could contain new toxins that could result
in a range of allergens hitherto unknown. They also argued that the tests for substantial
equivalence, showing that a GM food was chemically similar to its natural counterpart, were
not adequate to determine the possible toxicological or allergenic effects of these new foods
(Millstone, Brunner & Mayer, 1999). Moreover, some scientists were concerned about the
use of antibiotic-resistant marker genes in the development of GM crops, arguing that
through horizontal gene transfer, the transfer of genetic material from one organism to
another, this antibiotic resistance could spread to humans, and, therefore, the efficacy of
antibiotic medical treatments could be nullified (Ho, 1998). Since this study was undertaken
a number of feeding studies have found that some GM foods could cause negative health
effects in the test animals fed (for example see Malatesta, Biggiogera, Manuali, Rocchi,
Baldelli & Gazzanelli, 2003; Prescott, Campbell, Moore, Mattes Rothenberg, Foster et al.
2005, Seralini, G. Cellier, Spiroux de Vendomois, 2007).

Opponents also argue that environmental damage may be caused by GM crops, as many of
the genetically modified crops are engineered to resist herbicides. For example, Monsanto
has produced varieties of cotton, canola, corn and soybeans, to name but a few, to be resistant

6



to its Roundup herbicide. Environmentalists and scientists have argued that the spread of
pollen from these GM varieties to related plants could lead to the production of herbicide-
resistant super-weeds outside the cultivated areas (Ho, 1998). Seed producers advise farmers
to use buffer zones when planting GM crops to stop the spread of pollen to other plants.
However, research (Beckie, Hall & Warwick, 2001) has called into question the adequacy of
some of the proposed buffer zones, with some out-crossings being found 550 metres from a

crop with a recommended buffer zone of 175 metres.

These results also give substance to the concerns of organic farmers fearing the spread of
GM-pollen and out-crossings to their own crops. Campbell (2000) argues that “the
International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movement (IFOAM) has resoundingly

rejected the possibility that there can be any such thing as a GM organic product” (p. 76).

Another area of controversy is in the development of crops genetically modified to express
the bacterium Bacillus thurigiensis (Bt) which produces a toxin that kills Bt-sensitive insects,
for example, the European Corn Borer (Schacter, 1999). Bt is often sprayed by farmers,
especially organic farmers, to control such insects. It is feared that the use of Bt-crops will
result in Bt-sensitive insects becoming resistant to Bt, thus, making such spraying ineffective
(Schacter, 1999).

Therefore, the use of GM crops can threaten organic and other farmers with super-weeds and
also the possibility of insects resistant to Bt. If super-weeds and Bt resistance eventuate, the

cost of alternative controls could adversely affect farmers’ economic returns.

Another concern is that large-scale planting of GM crops increases monoculture farming with
its associated environmental degradation and increased pesticide use (Hindmarsh, 2008). It
had already been found that in the U.S. between 2001 and 2002 there was increased use of
glyphosate herbicide on GM soybean crops and also an increase in the use of pesticides with

GM corn, soybeans and cotton varieties (Benbrook, 2003).

According to GM opponents it is not only organic farmers that could be affected
economically through the use of GM technology. Due to the strong rejection of GM crops by
both European and Japanese consumers New Zealand’s economy could suffer if the use of
GM crops became widespread. Campbell (2000) argues that the farming of such crops could
damage the “trading image of New Zealand as a provider of clean green foods” (p. 77).



Arguments that GM crops will feed the world are also rejected by opponents who argue that
most crops developed to date are commercial in nature and aimed at “the prosperous farmers
of the North” (Rissler & Mellon, 1996, p. 19). They are not aimed at Third World farmers
unable to pay for them. Indeed some groups are concerned that the use of GM crops will
negatively impact small farmers’ livelihoods (Hindmarsh, 2008). Secondly, it is argued that
GM does not “offer significant technical advantage over traditional breeding for increasing
levels of crop production” (Rissler & Mellon, 1996, p. 19). Finally, even if new high-yield
crop varieties are produced it is only one factor among many that contribute to the alleviation

of world hunger.

In conjunction with these more practical concerns, GM opponents raise a number of ethical
issues. Some, including the contravention of both Judaeo-Christian and Maori spiritual
principles, have already been mentioned in section 1.1. These objections are acknowledged
and yet it is not the aim of this thesis to examine these issues in depth. In addition, there exist
objections to using animals to produce human proteins for medical use, concerns about
human cloning and about the ethics of genetic testing (Evans, 2000). There is also concern
over the safety and ethics of embryonic stem-cells (Ho, 2004). Finally, some groups are
concerned about the ethics of the ownership of genetic resources. Some multinational
companies are involved in bioprospecting, or biopiracy depending on your perspective,
wherein they, “seek out valuable organisms or plants, often drawing upon the wisdom of
indigenous peoples. They then take samples back to laboratories where they isolate active
ingredients or genetic sequences and patent them as their own inventions” (Anderson, 2000,
p. 95). This practice has resulted in some indigenous communities having to pay royalties to
multinational companies, “for the right to use something that was part of their legacy”
(Anderson, 2000, p. 96).

The issues described above have caused widespread debate, since the first successful rDNA
experiments in the early 1970s, amongst scientists, policy makers and members of the public
in the U.S., Europe, Australia and New Zealand (Durant et al., 1998; Hindmarsh &
Lawrence, 2004; Ho, 1998; Krimsky, 1982; Prebble, 2000). As noted, the 1999 Labour
Government established the Royal Commission of Inquiry on Genetic Modification (RCGM)
in May 2000 to investigate some of these issues. The Royal Commission was to become a

focal point for much of the newspaper reportage this thesis examines.



1.4 The Royal Commission on Genetic Modification

In New Zealand, Royal Commissions have been established to investigate policy issues about
which there exists, “considerable public anxiety” (Fitzgerald, 2001, p. 9). Previously they
have investigated a number of issues including Social Policy (1988), the Electoral System
(1986) and State Services (1962).

According to Wynne (1982) a Commission of Inquiry, “is a rare point of contact between
local people, national pressure groups, policy makers and industrial developers. Almost by
historical accident, it has become the sole formal setting for public conflict about such

developments” (p. 52).

In order to investigate the issues and debate surrounding GM the Royal Commission was
given the following Warrant:

to receive representations upon, inquire into, investigate and report upon:

(1) the strategic options available to New Zealand to address, now and in the future,

genetic modification, genetically modified organisms and products; and

(2) any changes considered desirable to the current legislative, regulatory policy, or
institutional arrangements for addressing in New Zealand genetic modification,
genetically modified organisms, and products (Royal Commission on Genetic
Modification, 2001, p. 6).

Using this mandate, the Royal Commission undertook a number of initiatives to gather
information. These included a public opinion survey, nationwide public meetings, a
consultation process with Maori, a youth forum, a public submission process and formal

hearings that lasted 13 weeks (Royal Commission on Genetic Modification, 2001).

There were over 10,000 written submissions, of these 92.1% were opposed to GM, and the
formal hearings included presentations heard from more than 100 interested persons (IPs)
and nearly 300 witnesses (Royal Commission of Inquiry, 2001). Interested persons were
defined by the Commission as, sole corporations or groups of people whether incorporated or
unincorporated and any individual that satisfied the Commission that the evidence heard by it
may adversely affect that person’s interest (Royal Commission on Genetic Modification,

2001). Those seeking Interested Person status also had to satisfy the Commission:

e that they have “an interest in the inquiry”, that is, an “interest” in the Inquiry on

Genetic Modification, and



e that their interest is “apart from that in common with the public (Royal Commission
on Genetic Modification, Appendix 1, 2001, p. 115).

Those meeting these criteria had the right to appear before the Commission in person or be
represented by counsel or an agent (Royal Commission on Genetic Modification, Appendix
1).

The groups and individuals represented through these and the other processes mentioned had
diverse viewpoints on GM, and the Royal Commission appeared to provide a space in which
a variety of issues could be raised that may be marginalised in other forums. The Royal
Commission and other related events in New Zealand, such as a number of public protests
and the destruction of GM crops by protesters, made the issue of GM a highly newsworthy
one (Rupar, 2007a).

1.5 The News Media and GM

At its heart, the GM debate is about the use of this science in the wider society. As already
noted, the news media become the main channel of information about science and technology
for many people once they have finished their formal education (Billington & Bibby, 1991,
Friedman, Dunwoody & Rogers, 1999; Hijmans, Pleijter & Wester, 2003; Malone et al.,
2000; Nelkin, 1995; Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002). Therefore, the media play an important

role in how the public comes to understand developments in science and technology.

More important is the manner in which the news media report science, as it can aid to
“facilitate civic debate about the governance of life sciences innovation” (Hindmarsh & Du
Plessis, 2008). According to Salleh (2008), by upholding the ideal of the news media as the
Fourth Estate, journalists can act as watchdogs, holding scientists to account and also
informing the public about the debates that exist within the scientific community about GM
and other scientific developments. The ideal of the media as Fourth Estate is also closely
related to the normative theory of the social responsibility of the media that argues the media
should report the diversity of opinion that exists concerning any issue. By upholding these
ideals in their reporting the news media could play an important role in the democratisation
of GM and science more generally. These ideals will be discussed in more depth in the next
chapter, along with the existing pressures on journalists that hinder their efforts to report
issues in a manner which properly reflects these ideals. One of these pressures is the close

relationship that journalists have with their sources.
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Research has shown that news sources often have a large role to play in how issues are
reported and framed (Gans, 1979; Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 1978; Sigal,
1973; Tuchman, 1978). According to Gamson and Modigliani (1989), a media frame “is a
central organizing idea for making sense of relevant events suggesting what is at issue” (p.
157). Through their selection and framing of particular issues, the news media increase the
salience of these issues in the public arena. In so doing, the news media are able to influence
the agenda of public opinion by suggesting which issues should be deemed important to the
public, first level agenda setting, and which aspects of those issues should be given most
attention by the public, second level agenda setting (McCombs & Ghanem, 2001). The topic
of agenda setting is discussed in more depth in the next chapter.

Research of newspaper coverage reporting GM in the U.S., Europe, Australia and New
Zealand has shown that news sources played a large part in how these stories were framed
(Hornig-Priest, 2001; Kohring & Gorke, 2000; Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002; Petersen, 2001;
Rupar, 2007a). A number of studies using content analysis have found that, since the
announcement of the first successful rDNA experiments, the reportage in the U.S. and Europe
has relied heavily on the comments of scientists, policy makers and industry spokespeople at
the cost of excluding other viewpoints (Kohring & Gorke, 2000; Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002).
This heavy reliance on scientists, policy makers and industry spokespeople has also led to
reportage that has a limited number of themes and that is often positive towards GM (Durant
et al., 1998; Kohring & Gorke, 2000; Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002). This positive bias
towards GM has also been found in more qualitative studies exploring the reporting of
cloning and stem cell research, two sub-branches of GM technology (Hyde, 2006; Kitzinger
& Williams, 2005).

In New Zealand, research has examined a number of facets of the GM debate. Using
discourse analysis, researchers have examined how different companies and organisations
have used public relations to articulate their position on GM (Henderson, Weaver & Cheney,
2007; Motion & Weaver, 2005a, 2005b; Rogers-Hayden & Campbell, 2003; Weaver &
Motion, 2002). Discourse analysis has also been used to examine the submissions of anti-
GM groups to the Royal Commission (Rogers-Hayden, 2004). The Royal Commission has
also been the subject of further research examining which types of groups gained Interested
Party (IP) status at the Commission and also which types of groups did not (Tucker, 2003).
Other research has examined the Commission in terms of its suitability as an agora or place

of public debate (Davenport & Leitch, 2005). In addition, government-sponsored research
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explored the use of dialogic techniques to promote communication about the science and
technology of GM between different community groups (Cronin & Jackson, 2004). Another
facet examined was the political rhetoric that surrounded the GM debate leading up to the
2002 New Zealand General Election (Ashwell & Olsson, 2004).

A small number of studies have also examined the New Zealand media’s role in reporting the
GM debate. Motion and Weaver (2005b) examined Greenpeace’s attempts to gain media
attention to articulate its viewpoint on GM to the wider public. Rupar (2007a) examined how
journalistic practices in three New Zealand newspapers shaped the media’s reporting of the
GM debate between July 2001 and July 2002. These studies and the other research

mentioned above are discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

The current research explores how six New Zealand newspapers reported the GM debate
from its early beginnings in 1998 to February 2002, four months after the Government’s
policy announcement based on The Royal Commission’s findings. It examines whether
newspapers reported the issue in a manner that reflected the diversity of opinion that existed
in New Zealand at the time of the GM debate and also whether this reporting could be said to
have truly facilitated civic debate about GM. In particular, the research examines which
news sources were used in the reporting of the debate and how this may have influenced the
reporting in terms of the themes discussed and the overall bias of the reporting. It also
examines which news sources and themes were less represented or marginalised, and how
this impacts the diversity of opinion entering the public sphere, and its possible effects on the

policy process.

Moreover, as noted, journalists when reporting science are often heavily reliant on scientists
as sources of information, and therefore, the relationship between scientists and journalists is
the subject of much research in the U.S., Europe, Australia and New Zealand, with the
relationship being likened to the clash between two professional cultures (Goodell, 1985;
Lyons, 1997; Mcllwaine, 2001; Peters, 1995; Reed, 2001; Salleh, 2001). However, while
there has been some research into the relationship between these two groups in New Zealand,
it is limited, with recent research concentrating on exploring the views of journalists only
(Rupar, 2007a; Sessions, 2003).

The current study, by interviewing scientists and journalists involved in reporting the GM
debate, expands on this research. It asks how the two groups perceived the reporting of the

12



GM debate and their relationship towards each other, in order to explore how this may have
affected the resulting reportage.

1.6 Research Strategy and Choice of Methods

As noted, the research explores newspaper coverage of the GM debate between 1998 and
February 2002. The period includes the beginnings of the GM debate and finishes in
February 2002, four months after the Government announced its policy on GM based on the
Royal Commission’s findings on October 31, 2001. This period is highly significant as the
Commission and the debate surrounding it set the policy agenda for the use of GM in New
Zealand. As already shown, the news media are often the main source of information for the
public regarding developments in science and technology. This situation leaves the media in
a strong position to influence how the public comes to understand these scientific and
technological developments whilst also encouraging democratic debate about such issues.
Therefore, the GM debate offers a unique opportunity to explore how the news media, in
particular, newspapers, came to report this new and controversial science about which there

was considerable public anxiety.

Any researchers selecting a methodology should, “not only consider which is the most
appropriate method for the study of their chosen topic ... but also what combination of
research methods will produce a better and deeper understanding of it” (Hansen, Cottle,
Negrine & Newbold, 1998, p. 1). This research addresses this aim by employing a
combination of two relevant research and inter-related methods: content analysis and
interviews.  Content analysis provides quantitative data about the reportage volume,
frequency and volume of news source citations, themes and the overall tone of the coverage.
The second method of semi-structured interviews provides qualitative data to explore the
perceptions from scientist news sources and journalists involved in reporting the GM debate.
In order to try to explain how their interaction may influence the reporting, the interviews
particularly focus on the journalists’ and scientists’ views of the reporting and their
relationship with each other in the process.

This mixture of methodologies makes a contribution to understanding how this particular
controversial and scientific debate was reported by the media. By combining content analysis
with interviews to explore the media’s reporting of genetic modification, the research may
help to explain how the interactions of scientists and journalists affected the coverage of this

issue in the New Zealand context.

13



1.7 Research Questions

As highlighted in section 1.5, previous research into the media’s reporting of GM has found it
dominated by a limited number of news source types and themes. Moreover, the reportage
has been strongly pro-GM. The aim of this study was to explore how newspapers reported
the GM debate, in particular, examining the overall tone of the reportage and also which
news source types and themes were most frequently reported. In particular, the research
explores whether the presence of the Royal Commission of Inquiry resulted in a different
pattern of reportage than that found in overseas research. As also illustrated in section 1.5,
the relationship between scientists and journalists can affect how science is reported.
Therefore, interviews were conducted with scientists and journalists involved in the reporting
of the GM debate, to gauge their perceptions of the reportage and their relationships with one
another. These aims resulted in the following research questions for the thesis given below.

Further justification for these questions is given in the Methodology chapter, Chapter 3.

The overall question guiding the research is, “How did New Zealand newspapers report the
GM debate?” The methodologies concentrate on six related research questions which

illustrate how the thesis is constructed:
1. Who were the most frequently cited sources in the reportage?
2. What themes were most frequently reported on?
3. What stance did the different news source types take on the themes reported?
4. How did scientists and journalists perceive the reporting of the GM debate?

5. How did the journalists and scientists perceive their relationship with one another in
the reporting of the GM debate?

6. What are the implications for GM, the news media, and the New Zealand public’s

understanding of GM and science generally?

The content analysis seeks to answer questions 1 to 3 and the interview analysis questions 4
and 5. These methods are combined to answer question 6 by exploring the possible
implications for genetic modification, the news media, and the public understanding of

genetic modification in New Zealand.

1.8 Theoretical Framework
Research into the news media’s coverage of genetic modification in the U.S. has critiqued
what is described as inequitable coverage that has given prominence to scientists, policy
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makers and industry spokespeople while marginalising other interest groups (Nisbet &
Lewenstein, 2002; Pfund & Hofstadter, 1981). Little research exists in New