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Abstract

Bioengineered plants, transgenics, have already had an important impact on a number of agricultural products, including corn, soybean and cotton.  Forest biotechnology is in its infancy but is the next logical step in the process of intensifying forest management to increase productivity.  Biotechnology offers possibilities through the improvement of the planting stock through the addition of desired traits.  Introduced genes in transgenic trees give great promise of providing for the expression of desired traits and thereby increasing productivity.   

Much of the biotechnology already developed for agriculture has direct applications in forestry.  A number of desired potential transgenic innovations for forestry have been identified and their potential cost reducing benefits estimated.  The economics of transgenics in forests are briefly examined in this paper and the results of some more fully benefit estimates are presented.  

While the potential benefits to biotechnology can be large and transgenics for certain crops are common in U.S. agriculture and in some other countries, the use of transgenics has become increasingly controversial.  The issues related to transgenic trees appear to be potentially more contentious due in part to the long life of trees, their relative lack of domesticity and the occurrence of large number of similar species and genus in the natural wild environment.  While some of the concerns related to tree biotechnology are similar to those of annual crops in much of agriculture, the articulated concerns in forestry seem to be more related to the effect of “gene escape” to the natural environment. 

The US has an elaborate set of laws and regulatory structure for assessing transgenics, components of which are administrated by three different agencies.  In general, the same laws and regulatory structure applies to trees as it does to traditional annual agricultural crops.  However, one question is the extent to which actual implementation of the regulations may differ for trees and annual crops.  This paper describes and discusses the US regulatory system as it relates to plant transgenics.  The discussion is focused on but not limited to the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) within the US Department of Agriculture.  In addition, the role of the US Environmental Protection Agency is regulating transgenics is discussed.  A preliminary assessment of US regulatory performance is made and a set of questions for future inquiry is constructed. 

