“Coffee is bad for your heart“, “Sleep deprivation will kill you“, “Eating fish too often could poison you“… While roaming the Internet everyday, we cannot escape the multiple studies that assail us from everywhere, and about virtually any topic, telling us what is good, and mostly, what is bad for us. However, with so many studies, how can we know which one is truly relevant? That is what Kara Moses is arguing about in this editorial from The Guardian, from June 2013, which makes us wonder if scientists are the only legitimate whistleblowers.
First, it seems obvious that to obtain rigorous proof about a danger, we need scientific studies. Without the strict process of peer-reviewing, a study can be misinterpreted or even show false results. We have only to think of the recent example of chloroquine to realize that: the initial study made by professor Raoult was not peer-reviewed and its objectivity was questioned by the scientific community, leading to uncertainty about the actual efficiency of the molecule against the coronavirus. Had this study been made more rigorously, doctors might have saved time in the fight against the disease. Besides, today, anyone can produce a study on any subject to support an agenda: the Coca-Cola company, for instance, funded research on the links between sugar and obesity, trying to prove that the former was not responsible for the latter!
However, one main hurdle of science is that it requires time to produce accurate results – a time that we do not always have. Think of how long it took to obtain data on the dangers of tobacco: for decades, people smoked without realizing it could lead them to an early grave – before science finally prevailed over the tobacco industry and showed the true risks of the product. Citizens cannot afford to wait that long, that is why most of the figures we see in the media today are not peer-reviewed, and that is why NGOs call for the precautionary principle to be applied – as it has been the case recently in France with the limitation of pesticides in fields around residential homes. Once people are aware of a potential danger and take their precautions with it, science can take all the time it needs to perform its job.
Actually, if we view it that way, science and NGOs are not contradicting, but completing each other. Campaign groups never pretended to make scientific studies, but raise the alarm on potential risks and give a nudge to science to finish the work. Besides, they all help to give science a voice, as sometimes, it is simply not heard even when it is unanimous. Scientists had been warning governments about climate change for years without getting any response before Greta Thunberg came in and became the voice of the scientists: there is no denying that her involvement helped shed light on the issues our planet is facing. However, we should not fall into the opposite extreme and start worrying about everything because there is a study on it – otherwise everything, from salt to red meat to the very air we breathe, might be a potential danger to be aware of.
All in all, scientists are not the only legitimate whistleblowers, as they are not even whistleblowers in the first place: they only respond to potential warnings made by NGOs and bring definite answers to our questions – and while waiting for this answer, maybe we should wear our face masks, just in case?
