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A concerned EU carefully aims at twin targets in biotech: restoring the
confidence of its consumers and embracing a force driving innovation,
employment and wealth.
A preponderant majority of European Union consumers are not inclined to buy
food produced with genetically engineered organisms.
Being a civil society problem, and Europe being a democracy, this in turn
has political consequences. Safety is the most important ingredient in food
for the European consumer. Acceptance of GMOs [genetically modified
organisms] is low. In the latest available Eurobarometer polling, 70.9% of
EU consumers stated they do not want this type of food, 85.9% favor a clear
labeling of GM food and 94.6% believe it is their right to choose when it
comes to GMOs.
In addition, 56.5% of respondents are even of the opinion that GMO-based
food is dangerous.
(Strangely enough, the same Eurobarometer shows large majorities in favor of
biotechnological medicines. Why? It is not easy to analyze these figures,
but medicines are not food and they definitely bring an added value to the
consumer.)
One can argue at length about the rationality or irrationality of the EU
consumer's attitude toward biotech food. Food in Europe involves far more
than mere sustenance. Generally speaking, Europeans have a relationship with
food that is emotional, and it is even a fundamental part of their culture.
There also was the scandal involving blood tainted with the AIDS virus that
occurred in the EU at the end of the 1980s, as well as food scares related
to bovine spongiform encephalopathy in the 1990s and dioxin in 1999. Each
time, politicians said there was no danger, and each time they were wrong.
In the case of BSE, more than 100 people have died. Uncertainty about the
incubation period makes extrapolation by U.K. scientists distressing: They
reckon there are between 150,000 and 200,000 deaths to come.
These fears have been greatly amplified by scaremongers such as the tabloid
press, Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth. Quite often, members of these
organizations unlawfully destroy GM field trials in Europe.
Then there was the disastrous PR campaign of biotech companies in Europe:
supply-driven, ignoring the final consumer, considered by some as forcing
down their throats food they don't want. Their marketing timing was such
that GM products reached Europe at the height of the BSE crises.
The heart of the matter is that to the EU consumer, GM food is not cheaper,
nor does it taste or ripen better. There is no added value, there are plenty
of other choices and there are food scares. Why take the risk?
To restore consumer confidence, the European Commission has taken several
fundamental steps. The objectives were and are to allow consumer choice and
transparency and to modernize the EU food legislation, which was old,
patchworked and cumbersome. It was legislation that was clearly not adapted
to the food and feed crises. (Remember: feed contamination was the root of
the majority of the recent food crises.)
These objectives were first put forward in the White Paper on Food Safety in
January 2000. Less than three years later:
The old Directive has been revised to Directive 2001/18;
Draft legislation in GM food/feed as well as labeling/traceability of food
and feed are being discussed by the European Parliament and the Council of
Ministers and will probably be law at the end of spring 2003;
The board of the European Food Safety Authority is in place;
Studies on the safety of GMOs have been carried out showing that, generally
speaking, GM foods are probably safer than their conventional counterparts
because of the extensive testing to which they have been subjected;
And the heads of state or government adopted a strategy paper on life
sciences and biotechnology in March saying that from a competitive point of
view the 15 countries of the EU can no longer afford to heap suspicion on
biotechnology as a whole. Biotech applications including health care and
industrial biotech will together amount to a world market of more than $1.76
trillion in 2010. And what do we see? Many EU biotech companies are fleeing
to the United States.
The EU consumer's attitude has stifled the EU competitive position, weakened
its research capability and could limit policy options in the long term.
Thousands of future jobs are jeopardized. In other words, the EU is
seriously behind.
Considering all this, we must now also confront our obligations concerning
the resumption of authorizations [of GM imports]. We must break the
deadlock. The Commission believes the conditions are ripe to start on that
process. There is little point in talking about innovation in the abstract
unless we, as a Union, can take sensible decisions, based on thorough
scientific assessment.
Unless we embark afresh on this route, we can forget about increased
competitiveness, consumer choice, jobs and wealth arising from green
biotechnology. Biotechnology will be a major driving force for future
innovation, and we cannot deny the huge potential it may offer -- cheaper,
safer, more cost-effective production, in addition to the potential benefits
for agri-food production.
The two Commission proposals on food/feed and traceability presented last
year provide a sound and balanced platform upon which we can build. Several
issues need to be resolved, but I am confident we will make significant
progress.
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