Judges’ report on short story competition
The judges of this competition were Pippa Goldschmidt, Lin Anderson (crime writer), Dr Joan Haran (social scientist at Cesagen, Cardiff University), Dr Elizabeth Patton (geneticist at the Human Genetics Unit, Edinburgh University) and Professor Simon van Heyningen (vice principal for teaching and learning, and biochemist, Edinburgh University).
The judges greatly enjoyed reading the stories and were intrigued by the wide range of genres and voices.

The overall winner, ‘The Test’, was felt by the judges to be both very well written and a moving exploration of the impact of testing for a genetic illness. The second prize went to ‘Most Likely To…’ which has a quirky humour enjoyed by the judges, as well as a serious point about knowledge being a source of power and enabling people to direct their lives. The judges were unable to agree on a single third prize, which is why we ended up awarding two; to ‘Phrenology or the Causes of Crime’ and ‘The Original Mike’s Coffee Shop’. The former is a historic cautionary tale of the fallacies of science, and the latter may make you look twice at those baristas in your nearest Starbucks…

The runners up present a wide range of voices and subject matter, from the hotel maid planning for the future in ‘Unnatural Selection’ to ‘The Big Boys of Lumphanen’ which reminds us that genetic selection isn’t a particularly new-fangled process.

Almost all the stories submitted concentrated on human genetics and very few stories looked at animal, plant or other types of genetics. This might have been because of the emphasis given to human genetics in the original brief for the competition, or it might be because most fiction is human-sized, and we do not always see the drama in the genetics of the environment. Some stories didn’t get placed because they included too much science; extensive dialogue on the pros and cons of genetic testing or cloning, or nature vs. nurture does not make a story.

On the whole, writers concentrated on the perceived negative impact of the science. Perhaps writers just concentrate on the negative aspects of anything because that’s where the drama is more likely to be found, or perhaps it’s indicative of a general fear of the impact of genetics.
Congratulations to all the winners and runners up. Thanks and commiserations to all those who entered but who didn’t get placed.

The winners:
1st prize – ‘The Test’ by Ben Smart

2nd prize – ‘Most Likely To…’ by Anna Faherty

Joint 3rd prize – ‘Phrenology, or the Causes of Crime’ by Jonathan Gibbs

Joint 3rd prize – ‘The Original Mike’s Coffee Shop’ by Patrick Hudson
Runners up (in no order):
‘The Big Boys of Lumphanen’ by George Anderson
‘Living with Cally’ by Penny Feeny

‘The Problem Child’ by Neil James Hudson

‘Killer Genes’ by Sarah Shaw

‘Unnatural Selection’ by Kate Tough

