
Engaging thE Public in biotEchnology: 
casE studiEs from thE global industry coalition

Public Participation in Biotechnology Decisions: 
The Role of Institutional Biosafety Committees
summary: Many companies and research institutes have Institutional Biosafety Committees (IBCs) 
that help them manage complex decisions about research and development activities involving 
biotechnology, or genetic engineering. The membership of IBCs usually includes people from outside  
of the organisation conducting the research in order to provide independent review and assessment of 
their plans. In Australia, IBCs play a particularly active and participatory role in biotechnology research 
and development.

M ost reg u lations govern ing biotechnolog y research and 

developm ent focu s prim arily  on w hat researchers m u st 

do to police them selves. Reg u latory agencies requ ire that 

research institutes apply for perm ission before undertak ing 

certain activ ities and see that their staff carries out those 

activ ities sa fe ly. H ow ever, in som e cou ntries , research 

institutes are requ ired to have people from  outside of 

their organ isation serve as m em bers of their Institutiona l 

Biosafety C om m ittees (IBC s) and play an active role in 

d irecting their research and developm ent activ ities .

What IBCs do
In genera l, an Institutiona l Biosafety C om m ittee is a 

g roup that oversees biotechnolog y research u ndertaken 

w ith in a particu lar organ isation , and a ll IBC s have 

sig n if icant techn ica l responsibilit ies . T hese m ay inc lude 

rev iew ing research program m es and eva luating facilities, 

procedu res and personnel w ith in the organ isation to 

ensu re that biosafety g u idelines are m et . 

In som e cou ntries , an IBC  m ay a lso play a strateg ic  

role for the institution it serves. Before biotech research 

is in itiated , the com m ittee m ight be asked to confirm  

that the w ork w ill be in the best interest of the public , 

fu nction ing sim ilarly  to an eth ics com m ittee or an 

institutiona l rev iew  board .

Som e IBC s have the pow er to im pact the prog ress of 

projects . In Ind ia and A u stra lia , IBC  endorsem ent is 

requ ired before applications can be subm itted by the 

research institute to the reg u latory agency. In other 

cou ntries , such as the Ph ilippines, the IBC  subm its som e 

applications d irectly  to the reg u lator on beha lf of the 

research institution . T he IBC  m ay a lso be requ ired to 

investigate any accidents or incidents of non-com pliance 

w ith reg u lations and report them  to the reg u lator. 

The importance of IBC membership
Becau se the roles of IBC s can be so w ide-rang ing and 

have such a g reat im pact on research , m em bersh ip is 

im portant . Specif ic  requ irem ents for m em bersh ip in 

IBC s vary but in a ll cases, the m em bers are ex pected to 

have expertise in the fu ll range of issues that the research 

m ay a ffect . For exam ple , if an organ isation’s research 

involves a herbicide-tolerant biotechnolog y trait , then one 

of its IBC  m em bers m u st have ex pertise in w eed sc ience . 
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Research institutions m ay have m uch of th is ex pertise 

inside their organ isation’s sta ff, but IBC s are genera lly  

requ ired to have ex terna l ex perts am ong their m em ber-

sh ip to bring in add itiona l perspectives on the issues.  

In Ind ia , a m ed ica l ex pert m u st sit on every IBC , as w ell 

as a nom inee of the authorities (from  the D epartm ent  

of Biotechnolog y) .

In m any countries, regu lations go even further and require 

that there is at least one lay ‘c it izen’ or ‘independent ’ 

m em ber on each IBC . T h is lay m em ber shou ld not have 

any bu siness, research or prev iou s persona l interest in 

the w ork of the research institute . T he lay m em ber m ay 

litera lly  be a com m u nity representative , as is the case in 

the Ph ilippines, w here research institutions m u st have 

IBC s for each prov ince w here f ie ld tria ls are tak ing place .

IBCs in Australia
A u stra lia is one cou ntry w here biosafety leg islation and 

reg u lations requ ire that IBC s actively  partic ipate in the 

rev iew  and decision m ak ing of a ll research , bring ing 

va luable perspectives to the com panies, u n iversities and 

other organ isations w ork ing in biotechnolog y.

IBC  m em bers in A u stra lia m u st prov ide input at every 

stage of an organisation’s R & D  program m e. For exam ple , 

the IBC  sig ns off on proposa ls for the in itia l genetic  

transform ation w ork that is done at the beg inn ing of  

a new  project . Later they eva luate applications for w ork 

in the g reenhou se , then f ie ld  tria l research , and f ina lly  

broad com m ercia l re lease , w h ich in A u stra lia inc ludes 

stew ard sh ip and crop m anagem ent plans. 

Research institutes often g ive m em bers access to very 

deta iled and som etim es confidentia l in form ation about 

their w ork . T he IBC  m em bers rev iew  docu m ents 

independently and then share com m ents w ith each other 

and the institute . Som etim es the issues are add ressed 

w ith ex planations from  the institute and other tim es 

subm issions or plans are changed based on feedback from  

the com m ittee . In the end , each IBC  m em ber m u st g ive 

their endorsem ent of each subm ission before it is sent  

to  the reg u lator. 

A s is the case e lsew here , IBC s in A u stra lia m u st have a ll 

re levant sc ientif ic  ex pertise adequately  represented on 

the com m ittee. To ensure appropriate scientific expertise , 

IBC  m em bers in A u stra lia frequently  inc lude sc ientists 

from  u n iversities or other research institutes outside the 

institution to com plem ent the knowledge of internal staff. 

In add ition , each IBC  in A u stra lia m u st a lso have an 

independent lay m em ber who does not have any personal, 

f inancia l or research interest in biotechnolog y. T he lay 

m em ber m ight have som e fam iliarity  w ith ag ricu ltu re 

and sc ience but is ex pected to have a perspective no 

d ifferent from  a ty pica l m em ber of the public .

W ork ing w ith IBC  m em bers w ho are em ployees of the 

research institute , the ex terna l m em bers add va lue to 

the research and developm ent process in severa l w ays. 

T he sc ientists m ay cha llenge ex pected resu lts based on 

their ow n w ork , and the lay m em ber m ay ra ise broad 

concerns that the com m ittee w ou ld n’t have considered 

otherw ise . For exam ple , the sc ientif ic  and lay m em bers 

of an IBC  m ight w ork together on changes to f ie ld  tria l 

protocols that reduce the chances of breaches by reducing 

the nu m ber of tria ls and g iv ing c learer instructions to 

the farm ers carry ing them  out . 

IBCs and public participation
A n Institutiona l Biosafety C om m ittee w h ich inc ludes 

m em bers from  outside the organ isation conducting the 

research can contribute independent ex pertise and new  

perspectives into w hat w ou ld otherw ise be pu rely  

interna lly-d riven w ork . In a sense , th is is a form  of public  

partic ipation in biotechnolog y decision-m ak ing that 

can have rea l im pact on the w ay biotechnolog y research 

is carried out , from  in itia l research prog ram m es through 

to com m ercia lisation plans.


