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

Using Visitors’ Programmes to Educate  
and Raise Awareness about Biotechnology
Summary: Many biotechnology companies host visitors’ programmes that help to educate those in their 
communities and beyond. These programmes offer opportunities for the public to visit facilities where 
research on agricultural biotechnology is being done, see the technology first-hand and meet the people 
who are developing it.

T he com panies that develop ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y 
products g lobally have facilities around the world . In m any 
places, the public  is inv ited to v isit corporate research 
laboratories , g reenhou ses and f ie ld  tria ls and learn m ore 
about the safety and benefits of the technolog y from  the 
people w ho are creating it .

Hand’s on in the lab
T he Bayer Student 
Laboratory prog ram m e,  
or “Baylab” for short , g ives 
prim ary and secondary 
school students the 
chance to becom e 
researchers for a day at 
severa l of the com pany ’s 
labs and innovation 
centers. T he Baylab plants 
center at Bayer C ropScience’s 
headquarters in M onheim , 
G erm any focu ses on plant sc ience 
in a practica l w ay that is m eant to com plem ent  
the cu rricu lu m  of  the schools . 

P rog ram m es vary accord ing to the students’ ages and 
interests but topics m ay inc lude plant biotechnolog y, 
trad itiona l breed ing , m olecu lar m arker- and R N A I-
technolog y, satu rated and u nsatu rated fatty ac id s, and 
esterif ication , as w ell as policy issues such as ag ricu ltu re 
and w orld popu lation . Students can partic ipate in th ree 
d ifferent hands-on experim ents w ith canola, extracting oil 
from  seeds, converting it into biofuel and analysing genes. 

T he goa l is for you ng people to have a better aw areness 
of plant science as well as the challenges facing agricu lture 
in the futu re . W ith arou nd 2 ,000 g uests v isiting the 
BayLab in M onheim  since its inaug u ration in N ovem ber 
2008, perhaps a few prom ising research careers have begun 

as w ell. C ooperation w ith other labs from  public  institu- 
t ions is u nder consideration to broaden the scope and 
g loba l v iew.

Out in the field
M onsanto C om pany offers tw o tou rs of research 
fac ilit ies at its com pany headquarters in St . L ou is , U SA . 

T he Breed ing &  A g ronom ics Technolog y tou r 
h igh lights the w ays that tried and true plant 

breed ing practices are com bined w ith m odern 
k now ledge and sk ills to develop seed s, w h ile  
the Biotechnolog y tou r teaches v isitors about 
biotechnolog y techn iques and w a lk s them  
through g reenhou ses and g row th cham bers.

O ut in the f ie ld , there are d ifferent tou rs. 
M onsanto’s L earn ing C enters w ere created 

prim arily for the agricu lture com m unity, includ ing 
farm ers, dea lers and ag ronom ists. Each of the three 

centers in the U n ited States offer access to research 
labs and classroom  train ing , but the dem onstration fields 
a lw ays d raw  the m ost attention . Farm ers can com pare 
products u nder developm ent as they g row  right nex t to 
m ore fam iliar and com m ercia lly-available products. T hey 
can look at the im pacts of d ifferent cu ltivation practices 
being tested to get the m aximum  y ield from  biotechnology 
crops. Stew ard sh ip practices that a llow  biotech crops to 
be g row n safely  and su sta inably are a lso dem onstrated 
in the f ie ld . 

T he new est of these C enters is the W ater U tilization 
L earn ing C enter in G othenbu rg , N ebraska . It ’s focu ssed 
on helping farm ers u se w ater in the m ost eff ic ient w ay 
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possible w hile m aintain ing or increasing the productiv ity  
of their crops, w h ich is im portant in both d ry land and 
irrigated areas. T he G othenbu rg L earn ing C enter 
dem onstrates d ifferent tools that farm ers can u se for 
w ater m anagem ent inc lud ing irrigation strateg ies , new  
biotechnolog y crop varieties that are under developm ent, 
and ag ronom ic practices such as planting 
popu lations, row  spacings and tillage 
system s. T he fac ility  can g row  crops 
u nder d ifferent scenarios, u sing 
d ifferent com binations of these 
tools , right nex t to each other  
for easy com parison . 

Something for 
everyone
Pioneer prov ides tou rs to 
v isitors at severa l of its biotech 
fac ilit ies , but m ost popu lar by 
far is their headquarters 
in Johnston , Iow a, U SA . 
D esig ned to prov ide 
a broad ex perience 
of ag ricu ltu re and 
biotechnolog y to  
a w ide range of 
stakeholders, the 
com pany has been 
hosting v isitors for 
th ree decades and 
averages m ore than 
5 ,000 g uests per year. 

M ost v isitors are farm ers, 
a lthough policy m akers, reg u lators , academ ia , opin ion 
leaders and students are frequently  hosted as w ell. M ost 
v isits are the resu lt of inv itations that P ioneer ex tend s 
to variou s stakeholder g roups, but other m em bers of the 
public  can request a v isit v ia the com pany ’s w eb site . 

P ioneer has a V isitors’ Serv ices team  that is ded icated 
to add ressing the u n ique concerns and questions of 
each v isitor. For exam ple , v isitors from  a cou ntry w here 
biotechnolog y crops are not g row n w ill have d ifferent 
interests than farm ers from  a nearby state . So the team  
develops cu stom ised tou rs w h ich inc lude ex planations 
of the sc ience beh ind biotechnolog y, as w ell as v isits to 
labs, g reenhou ses and dem onstration f ie ld s.

Technolog y changes qu ick ly, and ongoing education  
is critica l for P ioneer’s tou r g u ides if they are to add ress 
the questions and concerns of v isitors from  such d iverse 
back g rou nd s. T he V isitors’ Serv ices team  is in constant 

contact w ith the com pany ’s research organ isation in 
order to thorough ly u nderstand new  technolog ies and 
ex pla in their benefits .

New frontiers
W hen Sy ngenta opened the doors to its f irst ag ricu ltu ra l 

biotechnolog y research and technolog y center in 

C h ina in early  2008 , they began operations from  

leased space w h ile constructing a perm anent 

fac ility. N evertheless , the com pany a lm ost 

im m ed iately  began hosting v isits from  the 

public  as part of its com m itm ent to loca l 

and nationa l stakeholders. 

M any v isitors to Sy ngenta Biotech C h ina 

(SBC ) com e from  w ith in the 

com m u nity of the N ationa l 

L ife Sc ience Park w here 

they are located , north  

of Beijing . T he Sc ience 

Park is hom e to dozens 

of dom estic and foreign 

biotech f irm s and 

institutes. 

Policy m akers and loca l 

governm ent off ic ia ls  

are a lso frequent g uests , 

as SBC  is the f irst foreig n-

fu nded ag ricu ltu ra l biotech 

research center in C h ina . A s a 

m u lti-nationa l com pany operating in 

C h ina in th is u n ique w ay, it ’s im portant to be open and 

transparent to these stakeholders.

T he center a lso plays host to academ ics and sc ientists 

from  research institutes arou nd C h ina and abroad . SBC  

has m ore than 20 collaboration prog ram m es on-going  

or u nder d iscu ssion across the A sia-Pacif ic  reg ion , and 

u ses v isits to plan joint activ ities and exchange ideas 

and ex periences am ong sc ientists .

Conclusion
C orporate v isitors’ prog ram m es offer a range of 

educationa l activ ities and ex periences to the public  in 

their com m u nities and beyond . But w hat they a ll have 

in com m on is that they offer opportu n ities for persona l 

d ia log ue betw een stakeholders and com pany em ployees 

in person . V isitors learn about the com pany and its 

products w h ile their hosts learn about the need s and 

cha llenges of their stakeholders – ra ising everyone’s 

awareness about the future of ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y.


