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Abstract

 The rights and preferences, even the moral sensibilities, of European consumers are cited as the primary determinant for a range of science and technology policies that have slowed or halted research, development, import, and sale of genetically modified or transgenic agricultural and food products in Europe. The anti-biotechnology policy platform includes low public research expenditures, weak intellectual property protections, stringent environmental requirements, delayed market approvals, and relatively costly product traceability and labelling requirements. Deferring to consumer rights and preferences, however, obscures the interests of other major economic forces at play in the formation of European policies toward agricultural biotechnology. In the European debate, it is often assumed that the chemical and seed industries, as well as the European farm sector, have lost out on an opportunity to utilize a potentially beneficial production technology due to strong consumer-environmentalist backlash. We compile evidence, however, that the European chemical industry and European farmers have gained from Europe's slowness to adopt biotechnology, or more accurately, they have not lost as much as quickly as they otherwise would have, if biotechnology had entered European markets at the same rate as it did in North America. In addition, European regulatory approvals would have signalled market opening to regulators in numerous exporting nations that would also have embraced chemical-substituting biotechnologies. The root cause, we argue, has been the European industry's position as incumbent in conventional agrochemical technologies, causing a lack or a misalignment of incentives to innovative extensively in biotechnology. Given this lack of incentives, it has been sufficient for the bulk of European firms to simply be passive in the policy formation process. Combined with the tendency we call the "invisible flag"--whereby domestic economic interests to have greater sway in national policy formation than do foreign economic interests--a policy environment has been maintained that is more favorable to domestic European industry. Possible responses to the "innovator's dilemma" confronted by European industry in the face of the "creative destruction" posed by biotechnology and resulting political economic scenarios for resolution of the status of agricultural biotechnology in Europe are discussed.
