
Engaging the Public in Biotechnology: 
Case Studies from the Global Industry Coalition

Working with News Media to Build Awareness  
of Biotechnology: Councils for Biotechnology 
Information in Brazil and Japan
Summary: The news media plays a special role in building public awareness about many issues 
because it reaches the public every day with information about events around the world. In Brazil and 
Japan, Council for Biotechnology Information organisations connect members of the news media with 
interesting stories and independent sources to help them raise public awareness about agricultural 
biotechnology.

N ew s reporters w ho cover ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y 

are tasked w ith gathering inform ation about th is com plex 

topic from  m u ltiple sou rces, and interpreting it in a w ay 

that the genera l public  w ill f ind u nderstandable and 

interesting . T hey need stories that are re levant to broad 

aud iences and experts who can clearly explain the science 

beh ind technolog y. In Braz il and Japan , not-for-profit 

C ouncil for Biotechnolog y Inform ation organisations help 

broaden the k now ledge and ex periences of jou rna lists , 

w ho in tu rn bu ild  public  aw areness w ith their aud iences.

Working with news media in Brazil
In 2009 Braz il becam e the second largest g row er of 

biotechnolog y crops in the w orld , w ith over 21 m illion 

hectares planted , and is a lso a m ajor ex porter of 

ag ricu ltu ra l products. A g ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y 

im pacts farm ing , the env ironm ent , ru ra l developm ent , 

and econom ics and other sectors in Braz il, and m em ber 

of the new s m ed ia follow  developm ents c losely. 

E stablished in Braz il in  

2001, the C onselho de  

In form ações sobre  

Biotecnolog ia (C IB , or C ou ncil for Biotechnolog y 

In form ation) serves as an im portant resou rce for stake- 

holders of a ll k ind s, inc lud ing jou rna lists . T he C ou ncil’s 

strateg y is to act as a bridge between science and society 

by prov id ing sc ience-based in form ation about the safety 

and benefits of biotechnolog y, inc lud ing add ressing any 

potentia l concerns. T hey develop and d issem inate factual 

m ateria ls on topics that are particu larly relevant to Brazil, 

based on stud ies done in the cou ntry and elsew here .

C IB places a h igh priority  on prov id ing in form ation and 

support to jou rna lists th rough frequent interaction w ith 

them , som etim es on daily basis. For exam ple , w hen a new  

biotechnolog y product is approved by Braz il’s reg u latory 

agency, C IB im m ed iately  m akes contact w ith re levant 

jou rna lists and helps them  get answ ers to any techn ica l 

questions they m ay have. O ngoing outreach to journalists 

inc ludes cu stom ised w ork shops in response to dem and s 

for specif ic  in form ation , period ic v isits to new sroom s, 

and delivery of up-to-date m ateria ls on key topics.

A  u n ique featu re of C IB ’s outreach to the m ed ia is the 

u se of independent ex perts , ca lled C ou nselors. T he 

C ou nselors are professiona ls in m any d ifferent f ie ld s, 

inc lud ing ag ricu ltu re , m ed ic ine , pharm aceutica ls , law, 

biolog y and nutrition . T hey w ork at m ajor research 

centres, u n iversities and other organ isations arou nd the 

cou ntry, but m ake them selves ava ilable to C IB to help 

educate jou rna lists and others about biotechnolog y. 

Today C IB works w ith m ore than 70 C ounselors, carefu lly  

se lected based on their research activ ity, their areas  

of ex pertise and their ability  to com m u nicate . 
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If a new spaper contacts C IB for a story about seg regation 

of biotechnolog y g ra in , for exam ple , C IB w ou ld prov ide 

som e in form ation but w ou ld a lso lin k the jou rna list to 

one of its C ounselors. In th is case, they m ight recom m end 

that the journalist contact a C ounselor who is a university  

researcher conducting a study on the potentia l costs and 

im pacts of segregating biotech m aize in Brazil. C IB wou ld 

a lso w ork w ith the C ou nselor to su m m arise the resu lts 

of h is study in a w ay that the public  can u nderstand and 

share that in form ation w ith jou rna lists . 

T hese in itiatives and others in recent years have helped 

the Braz ilian press to m ore easily  access sc ience-based 

in form ation and interact w ith sc ientists d irectly.  

T he jou rna lists have passed th is in form ation to their 

aud iences, ra ising aw areness about the safety of 

biotechnolog y and its contributions to ag ricu ltu re , 

env ironm ent , hea lth and su sta inable food production .

Working with news media in Japan
O n the other side of the world , Japan grow s no com m ercia l 

biotechnolog y crops but is one of the w orld ’s largest 

im porters of com m od ity g rain products, includ ing those 

produced through biotechnolog y. 

L ike C IB in Braz il, the C ou ncil  

for Biotechnolog y In form ation- 

Japan (C BIJ) w as created to  

prov ide sc ience-based in for- 

m ation about ag ricu ltu ra l  

biotechnolog y to the public .  

E stablished in 2001, C BIJ places a h igh priority  on 

reach ing the new s m ed ia becau se m ost people get their 

new s and in form ation about topics like biotechnolog y 

from  new spapers and te lev ision . In Japan , m ore than  

70 percent of adu lts read the new spapers every day. 

C BIJ prov ides in form ation to the m ed ia in Japan through 

an active prog ram m e that inc ludes sem inars w here 

jou rna lists can learn about a variety of topics. T he topics 

for the m ed ia sem inars are chosen based on the interests 

of jou rna lists , as w ell as em erg ing issues. Sem inars have 

been g iven on the status of ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y in 

other cou ntries , as w ell as policy issues such as labelling , 

the Biosafety Protocol and biofuels. T he sem inars, w hich 

featu re ex perts from  governm ent and academ ia, are a lso 

open to other stakeholders and m ay have up to 100 people 

in attendance .

W ork ing accord ing to the adage that “O ne tim e seeing 

is better than 100 tim es hearing ,” another popu lar  

C BIJ prog ram m e for jou rna lists brings them  to see 

biotechnolog y crops g row ing in the field . T h is is a u n ique 

opportu n ity in Japan w here biotechnolog y crops are  

not g row n com m ercia lly. A t a public  research institute 

outside of Tokyo, jou rna lists can see biotech corn and 

soybeans g row ing in a dem onstration f ie ld  nex t to 

conventiona l crops. 

T he sem inars and f ie ld  v isits g ive jou rna lists f irst-hand 

k now ledge and ex perience w ith biotechnolog y and are 

supplem ented on a reg u lar basis w ith new sletters and 

d irect v isits from  C BIJ sta ff. T he goa l is to have m ore 

factua l and relevant m ed ia stories that the public  can 

depend on to bu ild  their k now ledge about ag ricu ltu ra l 

biotechnolog y.

Conclusion
H elping the new s m ed ia acqu ire tim ely and sc ience-

based in form ation about biotechnolog y supports public  

aw areness and education about biotechnolog y at tw o 

levels . F irst , it helps jou rna lists them selves to becom e 

m ore k now ledgeable and com fortable about the 

technolog y by prov id ing not on ly in form ation resou rces, 

but d irect access to sc ientists and f ie ld  ex periences as 

w ell. W ith th is k now ledge jou rna lists can probe ever 

deeper to w rite insightfu l stories that ra ise aw areness 

about biotechnolog y at a second level – w ith their readers, 

v iew ers and listeners in the broader public .


