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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

•THE ENVIROPIG: A CASE STUDY OF THE SUCCESSFUL APPLICATION OF BIOTECHNOLOGY IN ENVIRONMENTAL AGRICULTURE 
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University of Guelph, Guelph, Ontario, Canada

Biotechnology comprises a set of tools that can be used in many and varied ways. Of these tools, the most powerful includes transgenesis, by which the genome of plants, animals and microbes can be augmented with novel genes to engender, change or enhance useful characteristics. In agriculture, transgenesis has to date been most widely applied to plants, and unfortunately the current debate around agricultural biotechnology in general is heavily biased by the biological outcomes of transgenesis applied to crop plants. 

The Enviropig squarely challenges many of the arguments made against the use of transgenesis in agriculture. These novel transgenic animals, which, unlike conventional pigs can digest and utilize organic phosphorus present in the plant-based diet, provide the first clear example of how transgenesis can be directed specifically at reducing the environmental impact of agriculture. Moreover, the Enviropig demonstrates how biotechnology can be used to the benefit of both subsistence farms and high-density industrial farms alike. Finally, as the product of a project funded by a farmers cooperative organization and carried out in a publicly-funded university, the Enviropig challenges the notion that such technologies can only be developed within the confines of private industry. Consequently, the Enviropig stands as an instructive model for agricultural biotechnology with far-reaching benefits to farmers, to consumers, and to the environment. The development of comprehensive, balanced public policy in agricultural biotechnology must recognize and encompass successes like the Enviropig rather than being dominated as it is by current examples of plant biotechnology.

