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Wallace E. Huffman, Matt Rousu, Jason Shogren, and Abe Tegene
Department of Economics, Iowa State University, Ames, IA, USA

Southern Africa’s food crisis is set to be the worst in a decade.  More than 15 million people are dangerously hungry in Zambia, Mozambique, Malawi, Zimbabwe, and Lesotho.  In this region maize is the staple, and the soils with normal rains and good seeds can produce abundant yields.  But the recent drought and some bad public policies have reduced hungry people to eating wild leaves, berries, and scavenger foods. Hence, one might expect that food aid would be welcome in these countries, but Zambia, Mozambique, Malawi, Zimbabwe, and Lesotho have all refused food aid during the past six months.  The U.S. is the largest donor to this region, and it has been shipping maize, some of which is undoubtedly produced using genetically modified (GM) seeds (e.g., bt-corn was planted on 25 percent of the U.S. corn acreage in 2001).  Moreover, some local southern Africans believe the U.S. is forcing GM crops on them. 

In Zambia, President Mwanawasa recently called American donations of maize “poison” and refused to import it, despite a warning from the United Nations World Food Program that relief supplies in his country would be exhausted by early October.  Up to three million people in Zambia face starvation.  Officials in Mozambique have recently agreed to accept GM-polluted grain on the condition that it is sent directly from the port of entry for milling, which will render crushed seeds useless for planting.  Lesotho, Malawi, and Zimbabwe have followed this policy.

Why are southern Africans wary of GM-food aid?  First, Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, two major environmental groups, claim GM foods are dangerous to human health and are “Frankenfoods.” Second, people in the European Union (EU) countries, who are not in any danger of starvation, have strong preferences for non-GM foods.  “Non-GM” is a quality attribute that high-income consumers can easily afford.  Over the long run, the tastes of EU consumers matter to southern African countries because historically Zambia, Zimbabwe, and other countries have earned significant foreign exchange from grain exports to Europe.  Any plausible threat to their exports has to be taken seriously. 

This paper examines the market characteristics that push consumers in high-income countries to resist GM foods, with an emphasis on negative information from environmental groups and third-party, verifiable information, which could neutralize misinformation.  For this study, unique data were collected from 172 adult consumers in a high-income country who participated in laboratory auctions of three food types with randomly assigned labeling and information treatments.  Key findings are that negative GM-product information supplied by environmental groups pushes some consumers out of the market for GM products and increases the probability that all consumers are out of the market for GM foods.  Verifiable information dampens the effectiveness of negative GM-product information.  An important finding is that negative information on GM foods from environmental groups, an interested source, can stymie technology adoption in both rich and poor countries and increase the probability of malnutrition and starvation in poor countries because of the failure to accept food aid and new GM technology. 

