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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials
CIVIL-SOCIETY PRESSURES AGAINST CROP BIOTECHNOLOGY AND IP REFORM: WHY ARE SOME GOVERNMENTS LISTENING?
Kathleen McAfee

Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies, New Haven CT
Developing-country governments are caught in conflicts between trade-partner and aid-donor countries with opposing positions on transgenic crops, intellectual property, and public goods. Some analysts maintain that EU and East Asian governments cater to irrational consumer fears by establishing regulatory barriers, not based on scientific evidence, against importation and commercialization of transgenic products. Southern governments, then, needing export markets, are forced to adopt anti-GMO policies that harm their own peoples. While partly valid, these explanations overlook a critical dimension of international biopolitics: the role of civil-society organizations and new, rural social movements in opposing the dissemination of agro-biotechnology. 
African, Latin American, and some Asian governments are being pressured by nongovernmental organizations, in domestic as well as international arenas, to reject transgenic crops and legal reforms designed to encourage biotechnology transfer and investment. Some of these NGOs are based in the global South (Third World Network, Via Campesina); some are local chapters of international NGOs (Worldwide Fund for Nature, Friends of the Earth, Pesticide Action Network; Consumers International); many others are regional or national. They include the growing “food sovereignty” movement, which comprises organizations of peasants and farm laborers, herders, and fishers on six continents. Its members do not oppose biotechnology in principle, because it affronts an idealized Nature or “pure” traditional crop varieties. Rather, they are wary of what they perceive as its ecological unsoundness and negative socioeconomic consequences. These organizations often misunderstand or exaggerate biotechnology risks. However, their influence on policy debates cannot be attributed simply to eco-elitism and “Luddite”, anti-science attitudes, nor to fears of losing agro-export markets, which are not a factor for many of the countries and crops at issue. 

Civil-society biotechnology critics are influential because their concerns resonate with rising apprehension in many countries about intellectual property rights, food security, and national sovereignty over food supplies and trade options. This unease has grown in the context of disappointment with the results of trade liberalization and the global restructuring of agro-food systems. Civil-society critics of biotechnology have found a sympathetic audience for their claim that free-trade agreements, WTO provisions (AoA, TBT, SPS, and TRIPs,) and harmonization of biotechnology-related regulatory and property regimes will foster the success of transnational firms at the expense of developing-country farmers, food industries, and would-be developers of indigenous biotechnologies and public goods. They contend that the scope and distribution of proprietary rights to transformation technologies, germplasm, and genetic information inhibits development of biotechnology applications to serve poor farmers (because major IP holders cannot recoup their investments in unprofitable markets) and blocks biotechnology innovations in the public domain (because public-sector researchers cannot afford proprietary tools). 

It is essential to pursue and disseminate sound scientific analysis of the reported risks of genetic engineering transgenics that dominate public discourse, such as fears about food safety and the consequences of gene flow. However, too limited a focus on the techno-scientific dimensions risks losing sight of underlying political-economic issues that energize these debates. Understanding these sources of concern about the shrinkage of the public domain can facilitate the crafting of cooperative solutions. 

