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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF GMOS REGULATION IN EUROPE AND THE UNITED STATES: TOWARDS A CONVERGENCE?
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The existence of relevant differences between the European and the U. S. approach to the regulation of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) is a robust stylized fact. And it is well known that relevant and persistent differences in regulatory environments accentuate the risks of international trade disputes. The development of a satisfactory explanation of such regulatory differences is, therefore, particularly important. In this regard, several hypotheses have been advanced. Much emphasis has been put on the existence of substantial differences in final consumers’ perception of the risks and benefits associated to GM foods. A more recent strand of research has shown that some progress can be made using political economy approaches, which models regulation and its enforcement as the result of the complex interaction of several interest and activist groups.

However, we still have an imperfect understanding of why regulatory differences exist and above all whether they will tend to persist over time. In this paper, we adopt a political economy approach to provide an analysis of regulatory equilibria. We examine the present and expected role played by final consumers given their preferences and attitudes, the influence of farmers, food processors, biotechnological firms as well as environmental and other activist groups on policy-making process. The model is used to explore the hypothesis that different equilibria in the political economy of GMOs regulation might emerge both in Europe and in the U.S. in the future. It is shown that, despite rapid adoption of GMOs in the U.S. and the strong public resistance in Europe, the present regulatory equilibrium might not persist. In particular, we show that a process of convergence might emerge as a consequence of some relax of regulation in Europe and/or stricter regulation of GMOs in the United States. While both these factors might be at work, we suggest that a shift to stricter regulation in the U.S is more likely. Finally, we show that while a new political economic equilibrium is possible, appropriate active public policies both in the U.S. and in EU could favour the process of convergence. Given the welfare benefits in terms of less likely trade conflicts as a consequence of more homogeneous regulatory environments, such  policies are highly recommended.
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