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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

TOWARDS BETTER PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING OF AG-BIOTECH PRACTICES IN EUROPE.

CASE STUDY: A BOTTOM-UP AND MULTI-STAKEHOLDERS APPROACH LEADS TO MORE ACCEPTABLE SCENARIO’S FOR BETTER PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING OF AG-BIOTECH
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For more than 6 years now vast quantities of GM-crops are grown in North America.  Each year the acreage increases and new countries start using GM-crops.  Except in Europe, where up to now hardly any GM-crops have been grown commercially.

Many hypothesize why Europe seems not inclined to accept these crops.  Surveys are conducted to identify and understand the opinions of the European public.  But often the results of these different questionnaires seem to contradict each other.  And at the end of the day, it is still not clear if Europeans are willing (or not) to accept Ag-biotech products.  Regardless, the European Commission works towards a lifting of the European moratorium on approvals of new GM-products in Europe.  It is therefore quite likely that in 2003 more GM-crops will become available to European farmers.  But how will the public react? 

In stead of following a straight forward survey approach, VIB – the Flanders Interuniversity Institute for Biotechnology – decided to initiate a bottom-up approach and have European consumers – youngsters – make up their own mind. 

In 2001, VIB launched a project on agriculture and food that finds its basis in the ideas and thoughts of European pupils.  The pilot project – farmers@work – was launched in Belgian schools and targets pupils ages 15 to 18.  The aim of farmers@work is to have youngsters and their teachers reflect on agriculture and take all the practices at hand – conventional, organic and biotech – into consideration.  A central website – www.farmersatwork.be – provides specific information on the various agricultural practices.  The information was put together with representatives of the different relevant stakeholders: conventional and organic farming associations, agriculture and biotech researchers, a consumer organisation and the biotech industry.  Such a multi-stakeholder platform guarantees broad-based information that reflects and respects the different views of society.  

450 pupils from different school levels were involved in the 27 project proposals for farmers@work 2001-2002.  During a whole school year, they gathered information and integrated it into their projects.  Many of them spent weekends and holidays to make the best project possible.  10 selected projects were presented at the final event on May 18, 2002.  The youngsters not only made wonderful creative projects – websites, board games, video films, to name a few – the content was also impressive. They analyzed the various agricultural practices in detail, which resulted in balanced views on modern agricultural practices, including GM-crops.  

Most of the pupils found that all the different agricultural practices posed both advantages and disadvantages.  They searched for ‘the best’ solution for the problems they addressed or compared the pro’s and cons of the different practices in a specific situation.  Often they identified and combined the positive elements of organic or conventional farming with GM-crops, resulting in a true co-existence of the different agricultural practices.  

Farmers@work runs for the second time in Belgium and has been picked up by the Netherlands 
