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Weighing the Social Costs of Innovation

Oakland, California. For more than 20
years, agricultural scientists at the Uni-
versity of California have been at the
forefront of research that has led to the
creation of laborsaving machinery. Me-
chanical tomato harvesters, widely re-
garded as a technological triumph, were
made possible by the university’s re-
search, for example. But this symbol of
modernization is now being assailed in a
county courtroom here where the uni-
versity’s right to conduct certain types of
research is being challenged.

On 12 March, a trial began over the
legality of spending public funds for
mechanization research that allegedly
benefits only agribusiness. Although the
groups that brought suit have been
looked upon by many as Luddites, they
have raised serious legal and social is-
sues with broad implications for academ-
ic research in agriculture and other fields
as well.

California Rural Legal Assistance, an
advocacy group, filed the lawsuit in 1979
on behalf of the California Agrarian Pro-
jectand 17 farmworkers. The legal group
charges that the university and its board
of regents violated state law by spending
tax dollars to benefit private interests.
The lawsuit also claims that mechaniza-

tion research is counter to federal land-

grant acts, which, according to the
group’s interpretation, require federally
supported research in agriculture to ben-
efit small farmers and laborers, not agri-
business. Mechanization, it alleges,
drives the small farmer out of business
and displaces thousands of farmworkers.
Legal group attorney William Hoerger
notes that ‘‘putting laborers on welfare is
not a social plus.”

The group is seeking broad restrictions
on agricultural research. It would, for
example, require the university to weigh
the social consequences of mechaniza-
tion projects, such as loss of jobs, before
they are undertaken. It would also make
agribusiness pay for all expenses related
to academic research that it now subsi-
dizes in part.

The university, which has the largest
academic research budget in agriculture
nationwide, denies the charges and says
that the lawsuit is a threat to academic
freedom. James Kendrick, Jr., universi-
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ty vice president of agriculture and natu-
ral resources, asserts that if the school
loses the case, it would lose its freedom
to decide which research projects to pur-
sue. The university argues that the heart
of the dispute is a social issue, not a legal
one, and that the appropriate battle-
ground is the legislature, not the court.

Using this argument, the university:

fought for a year to have the case dis-
missed. But in 1980, California Superior
Court Judge Spurgeon Avakian sur-
prised university officials by ruling that
the lawsuit was based on legitimate
grounds. Avakian said in his decision to
try the case that ‘It is a judicial question
whether legislative and constitutional
mandates are being followed in the allo-
cation of public funds to particular re-
search projects.”” Furthermore, if the
allegations are substantiated, the univer-
sity may be required ‘‘to restructure the
methods and criteria by which agricul-
tural research projects are chosen.”
Avakian stated, however, that ‘It is not
a matter for judicial decision in this case
whether agricultural mechanization is
good or bad for society.”’

Avakian’s ruling was one of several
setbacks for the university in the 5-year
history of the lawsuit. In 1980, then
Secretary of Agriculture Bob Bergland
undercut the university’s arguments by
announcing that federal support of farm
mechanization research was inappropri-
ate. This year, the university lost anoth-
er legal skirmish when it tried to bar the
legal assistance group from relying on
certain expert witnesses during the trial,
arguing that their testimony was irrele-
vant to the legal questions of the case.
But again, Avakian overruled their ob-
jections. The university’s problems have
been somewhat offset by the fact that the
California Grange has joined the univer-
sity in its defense. The Grange repre-
sents many of the state’s small farmers,
who ironically are the ones allegedly hurt
by mechanization.

So, after 4 years of collecting deposi-
tions, the trial opened in the Alameda
County Court Administration Building
where divorce and child abuse cases are
the daily fare. In his opening statement,
attorney Hoerger argued before a packed
courtroom that ‘‘University of California

research is for sale and this is systemic.”’
Citing 28 specific research projects that
allegedly  promote  mechanization,
Hoerger said that equipment manufac-
turers, seed companies, chemical com-
panies, commodity groups, and large in-
dependent farmers all exercise undue
influence on the university at the ex-
pense of public funds even though agri-
business contributions account for a
small percentage of the total research
and development budget.

To bolster its case in this nonjury trial,
the legal group has gathered some big
guns in agriculture to testify on its be-
half, including three faculty members
from the University of California itself.
They include:

® Alex S. McCalla. A former dean of
the university’s College of Agricultural
and Environmental Science at Davis,
McCalla is expected to testify that the
source of funds, rather than scientific
importance or the university’s goals, is
the most important factor which influ-
ences the direction of research.

® William Friedland. Friedland, a so-
ciology professor at the Berkeley cam-
pus, will assert that the social impact of
agricultural research can be predicted
and will describe the influence of agri-
business on university research.

@ Richard C. Lewontin. A Harvard
geneticist and biologist, Lewontin will
disclose the findings of a Ford Founda-
tion study he recently. completed that
examines how universities, including the
Davis campus, determine their research
goals. According to the legal group, the
study concludes that agribusiness is the
main beneficiary of the research.

® Willard W. Cochrane. Cochrane is a
leading agricultural economist who re-
cently retired from the University of
Minnesota. He will explain his theory
that technological innovation does not
benefit the small farmer.

It is unclear what legal strategy the
university plans to take during the trial,
which is expected to continue for at least
2 months. Kendrick says that an official
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture
will testify on the university’s behalf,
but, other than that, the university is
holding its cards close to its vest.

University administrators prefer to ar-
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gue the social issues of the case. Ken-
drick said in an interview after a long day
on the witness stand, ‘‘We don’t deny
that machines take the place of the work-
er.”” But ‘it is society’s role, not the
inventor’s role to compensate the work-
er. . . [Itis] not society’s right to impose
a go or no go on a discovery.”’ Charles
Hess, dean of the College of Agricultural
and Environmental Sciences at Davis, is
worried that the university may be re-
quired to judge the social impact of tech-
nology. ‘*At what point do you cut off
the analysis?’’ The tomato harvester, he
notes, displaced thousands of workers,
but also created a host of other jobs on
the farm and in food processing as over-
all production of tomatoes increased.

University officials believe mechani-
zation research in agriculture has been
unfairly singled out. They point out that
there are few gripes about the electronics
industry, whose innovations have re-
placed thousands of workers.

Hess argues that industry money does
not have the impact that the legal group
charges. He concedes that the ‘‘private
sector does have influence on research,’”
but ‘‘that is a healthy relationship.’’ This
way ‘‘research is more rapidly translated
into more practical application.”

The suit will raise a slew of difficult,
and perhaps unanswerable, questions:
Who should consider the social impact of
technological innovation? Should inven-
tions be pursued in a social vacuum?
Should weapons researchers, for exam-
ple, more carefully weigh the social sig-
nificance of their work? Should re-
searchers in general be held accountable
for their innovations? Where should the
line be drawn?

The suit is being tried at a time when
the government and industry are striving
to encourage industry support of re-
search in many areas. Hess recently
wrote that ‘‘Because public research
funds have been rapidly dwindling, [a
relationship with industry] is being
looked upon with favor by scientists at
many public institutions. Can the univer-
sity protect the public investment in its
research programs through patents and
receipt of royalty income derived from
products of privately sponsored re-
search? . . . There are not simple an-
swers . . . The challenge is to preserve
the beneficial aspects of the relationship
... and to ensure collaboration through
which society will realize the potential
benefits.”” Hess was referring to collabo-
ration in genetic engineering. While a
goal to raise the social consciousness of
scientists seems worthwhile, the lawsuit,
if successful, may open a Pandora’s
box.—MARJORIE SUN
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