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Even as transgenic crops are now widely grown, with their global are planted in 2000 being equivalent to almost twice the total land area of the United Kingdom, a policy regime has arisen to regulate the environmental and other risks of transgenic crops. Both in international convention and in national policy, transgenic crops can not be released into the environment for general use without first having had an assessment of their environmental risks. Although there is general consensus for the need for such a risk assessment, the outcomes of the risk assessment policies of different jurisdictions have led to a highly disparate use of transgenic crops, which, for example, cover 90% of the soybean area in Argentina, but an insignificant area of any crop in the European Union. 

This paper analyzes the environmental risk assessment policies in international agreement (the Cartagena Biosafety Protocol), the five most important countries growing transgenic crops, and the European Union. The purpose of the paper is to identify any commonalities among the risk assessment policies, while also pointing out some significant differences.

The paper will focus on the policies as written, and will not treat the political economy of how the policies are administered or implemented. 

Despite some striking differences in policy outcomes, there is a high degree of convergence about essential components of environmental risk assessment for transgenic crops. These include risks of gene flow to other plants; weediness or invasiveness; effects on soils; changes in farming practices or systems; and effects on other organisms including non-target species. Risk assessment policies on these issues are compared and contrasted. 

There are significant differences in the coverage of regulatory policies, as well as in decision criteria. These and other principles including the roles of science and the public in regulatory policies are also compared and contrasted. Policies examined include those of Argentina, Australia, Canada, China, European Union, and the United States as well as the Biosafety Protocol to the International Convention on Biodiversity.  

