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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

STAKEHOLDER ATTITUDES TOWARDS AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES – POLITICAL POLARIZATION AS A RESULT OF THE PRIVATE MANAGEMENT OF PUBLIC TRUST
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The aim of this paper is to portray views on agricultural biotechnology expressed by political stakeholders involved in public debates in developing countries and to discuss potential reasons for the ongoing polarization in the political debates on genetic engineering in agriculture. 

The empirical part on stakeholder attitudes is based on three surveys conducted in the Philippines, Mexico and South Africa. 
In general, respondents to the three surveys consider biotechnology a powerful new tool to address problems in agriculture, nutrition and the environment, and they do not seem to share Europe's fear of potential health risks for consumers. In turn, they are concerned about corporate control of the technology, and the potential impact of such crops on their countries' rich biological diversity. 
The survey results would suggest that the different stakeholders are able to agree on a political consensus on how to minimize the potential risks and maximize the potential benefits of agricultural biotechnology for their particular country. Yet, strong dissent between opponents and supporters of genetic engineering in agriculture characterizes the debate in all three countries. Even though the regulatory frameworks in the three countries vary widely in terms of comprehensiveness and precaution, opponents in each country demand a moratorium that would ban genetically engineered products in food and agriculture.

The intransigent attitude of opponents may be partly related to genuine concerns regarding the potential risks of this new technology. Yet, it also suggests that radical dissent can be a successful political strategy if the dissenting protest group is perceived to act in the ‘public interest’. As presumed representatives of the public interest they have gained ‘public trust’ as a valuable political resource - especially for those stakeholders who do not have public trust but could offer money or political power in return. Yet, public trust cannot be exchanged for money or political power because as soon as a protest group would openly accept money or power in exchange for public trust, it would be perceived as self-interested and consequently lose the role of someone that represents the public interest. The ensuing private management of public trust may help explain the ongoing polarization in the debate on agricultural biotechnology.

