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he first products of

biotechnology have re-

ceived widespread accep-

tance by American grain

producers. Over half the
USA’s soybean crop and over one-quarter
of the corn is now grown with seeds de-
veloped through biotechnology. These
first crops have tended to provide direct
benefits to the crop producers, but much
less direct benefit to the poultry and live-
stock industry. That may soon change as
new grains will become available for feed
that feature desirable characteristics that
can lead to improved health and nutrition
for birds.

These first products are facing some
challenges in the marketplace. The oppo-
sition to biotechnology is mainly the re-
sult of some well-organized and aggres-
sive activist groups who see biotechnolo-
gy as a key strategic issue for furthering
their political agenda and financing their
operations. The poultry industry needs to
recognize that such groups are opposed
to all aspects of modern agriculture—es-
pecially confined poultry operations, ver-
tical integration, globalization and other
aspects of what they consider “industrial-
ization.” It is important to know that
American consumers do not express sup-
port for these groups or their extremist
tactics.

Survey research over the past decade
shows that biotechnology is not likely to
become an important issue for most
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= Poultry producers stand to benefit from the opportunities biotechnology presents
¢ for improved flock health and nutrition. Patience and pragmatism are required.
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American consumers. Consumers find
biotechnology acceptable, when they be-
lieve it offers benefits and it is safe. Sur-
veys have consistently found that a major-
ity of American consumers are willing to
buy insect-protected food crops devel-
oped through biotechnology that use
fewer chemical pesticides, as well as
more nutritious foods. American con-
sumers also appreciate the role that
biotechnology can play in feeding the
world. Research shows that European
consumers are much less supportive of all
biotechnology applications (Figure 1).
There are, however, some clear differ-
ences in consumer acceptance of differ-
ent products of biotechnology (Figure 2).
Insect-protected crop plants are nearly as
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acceptable to U.S. consumers as medi-
cine. From the standpoint of the poultry
industry, it is important to notice that any
mention of animals, in terms of disease
protection or faster growth, draws a
much more negative response. The poul-
try industry should be on guard because
animal rights activists and others are
waiting to launch attacks on any trans-
genic animals or any other way in which
biotechnology will be used in the indus-
try. They will likely find a much more
sympathetic public for their complaints
about transgenic animals than they have
for transgenic plants.

Surveys since 1992 show that relatively
few U.S. consumers have heard or read
much about biotechnology (Figure 3).
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News about the
cloned sheep
pushed awareness
to 50 percent in
March 1997. Sur-
veys in the first
three  months of
2000 show that
awareness had fall-
en back to just over
one-third of con-
sumers in the Unit-
ed States. There
was a steady climb
in consumer aware-
ness in the last six
months of 2000,
but half of U.S.
consumers  have
read or heard little
or nothing about
the topic, despite
the fact that the
most recent survey
was  conducted
right after the story
broke on Starlink
corn.

Such trends re-
flect the fact that
most people get
their information
about biotechnolo-
gy from the media.
Media coverage in
the USA has gener-
ally been sporadic,
but balanced,
which helps ac-
count for our rela-
tively high levels of
acceptance. This is
in sharp contrast to the European media,
which has played upon fear of the un-
known. The European media has also
tended to accept opponents’ claims with-
out question. Another issue is that many
people no longer have a connection to
agriculture. Research, in fact, has shown
that many consumers are unaware that all
of today’s foods are derived from plants
or animals that already have been geneti-
cally modified through traditional, but
less precise, selective breeding methods.
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USA Consumers’ Awareness Of
Biotechnology Was Low, But Is Rising
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Labeling remains a difficult issue. To
avoid confusion, the FDA has deter-
mined that a food product should be la-
beled as a product of biotechnology only
if it has been changed in some significant
way. National surveys conducted with
American consumers have found most
consumers support this FDA labeling
policy (Figure 4). There is further evi-
dence from focus groups that U.S. con-
sumers are already overwhelmed by the
level of detail on food labels and mainly

look for relevant
information about
nutrition.

Based on the
input from three
public hearings,
the FDA has rec-
ognized that the
most effective way
to allow for in-
formed  choice
would be a system
of voluntary label-
ing for foods not
produced through
biotechnology. If
the demand for
“GM-free” food is
real, a market will
develop. In this
case, meaningful
choice can be pro-
vided to con-
cerned consumers
without imposing
costs on or deny-
ing benefits to the
majority of con-
sumers, who sup-
port biotechnolo-
gy. This may be the
only viable and
cost-effective op-
tion for the poul-
try industry.

American con-
sumers look to
health profession-
als and scientific
experts for credi-
ble information,
but place relative-
ly little trust in the activists who oppose
biotechnology. Research shows that ac-
ceptance increases significantly when
American consumers learn that organiza-
tions such as the National Academy of
Sciences and the FDA have determined
that biotech-derived foods are safe. In
contrast, European consumers express
the most trust in those groups that op-
pose biotechnology. They have much less
confidence in government, industry, or
even scientists.
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USA Consumers Still Support FDA Policy To
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The American food and agricultural
system was rocked by a controversy asso-
ciated with the discovery of a corn variety
in some processed food products that had
only been approved for livestock feed. |
had the chance to design and conduct a
national survey for the Grocery Manufac-
turers of America (GMA) right after the
announcement of the recall on selected
brands of taco shells. If the biotechnology
issue was to have any impact on American
consumers’ acceptance of biotechnology,
it would seem that this story would have
the greatest likelihood of an impact, at
least that is what the opponents who set it
up hoped for. In reality, the accompany-
ing graphs show clearly that the Starlink
story had virtually no impact on the atti-
tudes or behaviors of the vast majority of
U.S. consumers (Figures 2 and 3).

Results demonstrate that U.S. con-
sumers are increasingly aware of agricul-
tural biotechnology but have not changed
their food consumption behavior, despite
publicity over the recall of taco shells al-
legedly containing unapproved biotech
corn. In addition, the survey showed
biotechnology remains acceptable to the
majority of Americans as a means to im-
prove farming practices and food quality.
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More than half (53 percent) of all con-
sumers interviewed had personally read
or heard recent news about food prod-
ucts being recalled by their manufacturer.
General awareness of agricultural
biotechnology has also risen, with over
three-quarters of those interviewed re-
porting that they had heard or read about
this topic. Biotechnology is simply not an
issue for the vast majority of U.S. con-
sumers. Survey results demonstrate that
recognition of the use of biotechnology
has not affected food consumption. One-
third of all consumers interviewed re-
ported that they had not avoided or re-
duced consumption of any foods over the
past few months. No one interviewed
mentioned avoiding any foods with ge-
netically modified ingredients.

Americans, in fact, remain positive
over the benefits of agricultural biotech-
nology. Two-thirds (67 percent) would be
likely to buy produce (such as potatoes or
tomatoes) that had been modified
through biotechnology to require fewer
pesticides (Figure 5). Just as many (66
percent) would buy such produce if it
were modified to contain more vitamins
and nutrients. This is basically the same
response we have seen over the past five
years to the same question on other na-
tional polls. Direct consumer action is
not evident as a result of the recent news

stories. Only 5 percent of respondents
reported that they had actually done any-
thing or taken any actions because of any
concerns about genetically modified
foods. Those that had acted reported that
they mainly sought out more informa-
tion.

This is further evidence that in the
USA, the public remains positive and un-
concerned about the use of biotechnolo-
gy in agriculture and food production.
This is encouraging because the whole
Starlink controversy was never really
about science and safety. It was just an-
other battle between the biotech oppo-
nents and the biotech industry. This prob-
lem was pushed further by politics in that
the EPA had been looking to expand their
turf and resources by trying to wrestle
the food safety responsibilities away from
the FDA.

The food industry plays a vital role in
shaping consumers’ attitudes and appetite
for new food items. This is particularly
true for the products developed with
biotechnology. Opponents have waged an
aggressive campaign to pressure the in-
dustry into publicly rejecting biotechnol-
ogy. In such cases, companies have been
forced to take steps against their own be-
liefs and long-term interests. | have re-
cently completed telephone interviews
with over 240 key leaders from leading
food processing and retailing companies.
This provides considerable insights into
the real perspectives of the industry.

Most of the industry leaders inter-
viewed are quite enthusiastic about the
benefits of biotechnology—especially in
terms of increased food availability, en-
hanced nutrition and environmental pro-
tection. Most feel that biotechnology has
already provided benefits to consumers.
Almost all recognize that foods devel-
oped through biotechnology are already
part of consumers’ everyday diet. They
clearly do not agree with most of the op-
ponents’ claims and tend to have almost
no trust in such groups.

Their main concerns involve lack of
consumer acceptance, not the safety of
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the foods. They express high levels of
confidence in the science and the regula-
tory process. In fact, almost none feel
that biotechnology should not be used
because of uncertain, potential risks.
Most food industry leaders do not feel it
is necessary to have special labels on
foods developed through biotechnology.
They express concerns that such labels
would be perceived as a warning by con-
sumers. They are also worried that the
need to segregate commodities would
pose financial and logistical burdens on
everyone in the system, including con-
sumers. Food industry leaders recognize
a major need to educate the public about
biotechnology. They look to third parties,
such as universities and government
agencies to provide such leadership.

Some poultry industry leaders may be
considering whether or not it will be in
their short-term interests to make some
sort of claim that they will not use feed
ingredients from biotech crops. This will
not be a wise move from a longer-term
strategic perspective. First of all, such a
promise will be very difficult and costly
to keep. In fact, those that make such
claims generally do not have any inten-
tion or ability to back it up. Second, there
currently is no way to determine whether
meat, eggs or other products come from
herds that were fed biotech grains or tra-
ditional varieties. Third, as new value-
added crops become more widely avail-
able, the poultry industry will be anxious
to take advantage of the opportunities
these present for improved flock health
and nutrition. Then, it will be difficult or
at least inconvenient to change a position
that was taken earlier. However, as | hope
to have shown in this article the main rea-
son that the poultry industry should re-
main supportive of biotechnology is that
the majority of consumers are actually
willing to accept biotechnology—partic-
ularly in the USA, Asia, South America
and other developing areas. In fact, it is
only in Europe where we find any signifi-
cant level of consumer concerns. Even
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there the opposition and the calls for
non-biotech feed are being driven by the
opponents of modern agriculture—par-
ticularly Greenpeace. This opposition will
likely fade as consumers and leaders real-
ize how much this interest group cam-
paign will cost them in higher food prices
and missed opportunities.

Biotechnology is at a crossroads in
terms of public acceptance. Many U.S.
consumers have not yet formed a solid
opinion on this complex issue. Interna-
tional developments over the next year
will certainly have a major influence on
the long-term viability of biotechnology.
The future of the world food supply de-
pends upon how well scientists, govern-
ment and industry are able to communi-
cate with consumers about the benefits
and safety of the technology.

Several major initiatives are under way
to strengthen the regulatory process and
communicate more effectively with con-
sumers. Both the USDA and FDA have
opened their regulatory systems to out-
side review and public comment. The
biotechnology industry, university scien-
tists and others are also conducting edu-
cational programs. These should further
strengthen consumer confidence. This
partnership among the public and private
sectors will support these emerging tech-
nologies that will prove vital to the U.S.
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economy and the developing world in the
new millennium. Even Europe will soon
find the real benefits of biotechnology
compelling.

Research shows that consumers will
accept biotech foods if they see a benefit
to themselves or society, and if the price
is right. Their responses to foods devel-
oped through biotechnology are basically
the same as for any other food—taste,
nutrition, price, safety and convenience
are the major factors that influence our
decisions about which foods to eat. How
seeds and food ingredients are developed
will only be relevant for a relatively small
group of concerned, consumers. The
poultry industry needs to focus on what it
does best—namely producing and dis-
tributing value-added foods that con-
sumers and customers really want. €@
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