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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY: CHALLENGES TO INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTIONS TO PROTECT PLANT, ANIMAL AND HUMAN HEALTH
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With expanding agricultural trade, plant and animal disease prevention and control and the protection of food safety are fundamentally international problems.  Governments are faced with a policy trade-off: how do they maintain and expand gains from international trade while limiting trades external costs, in the form of the spread of disease or other undesirable environmental outcomes?  To establish common international norms for regulations to protect plant, animal, and human health, countries and international bodies are increasingly relying on risk analysis procedures. While the use of quantitative risk assessments to support rulemaking and to resolve trade disputes over sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS ) issues is relatively new, there is some limited evidence of favorable assessments allowing countries to expand export markets.

Operation of international inspection systems faces a number of emerging challenges.  One issue is the cost of implementing inspection systems and complying with international norms. Another problem is coping with the scientific uncertainty inherent in the management of longer-term and highly uncertain risks. The rise of modern biotechnology increases this uncertainty through the proliferation of novel, genetically modified food products and even novel plant and animal genotypes. This proliferation, combined with continued expansion of international trade, imply increasing complexity and change in the global system of the distribution of plants, animals and foods.

This paper provides a historical overview of international institutions to protect animal health, plant health and human health (via food safety regulation).  It then outlines which aspects of biotechnology present novel challenges to these institutions and which aspects may be understood in terms of older policy debates over technical barriers to trade.   

