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AUSTI N, Texas - -  Over the last  two decades, biotech scient ists have found ways to 
m odify the genet ic st ructure of corn, soybeans and other com m on crops to produce 
proteins that  kill insect  pests or that  render plants im m une to com m only used 
herbicides. The result ing genet ically m odified plants have been in use in the United 
States for a num ber of years, and have been a huge econom ic boon to the handful of 
large com panies that  have patented the seeds. 
 
The FDA long ago im plem ented a regulatory policy for  genet ically m odified 
organisim s called "substant ial equivalence."  Under this doct r ine, com panies need not  
subject  the new proteins produced by their plants to the full- scale safety test ing 
regim e that  rout inely applies to other food addit ives if the com pany determ ines that  
the plant  is "substant ially equivalent "  to a naturally occurring plant . This crit ical 
j udgm ent  can be m ade by experts drawn from  the biotechnology indust ry it self on 
the basis of their knowledge of foods and food safet y, and not  on the st rength of 
toxicological test ing. 
 
The U.S. regulatory approach works well for indust ry, and it  sat isfies those who are 
generally convinced that  m odern biotechnology is basically benign and that  the 
indust ry can be t rusted to keep food safe without  governm ental oversight . But  
because a m isjudgm ent  could have serious im plicat ions, m any believe that  thorough 
m andatory test ing, or  at  least  labeling, is in order. The European Union has adopted 
that  precaut ionary view. 
 
I n effect , the Bush adm inist rat ion wants to force Europe to abandon that  approach 
and t rust  U.S. biotechnology com panies. 
 
The U.S. stance cannot  be just ified on t radit ional free t rade grounds because the 
Europeans t reat  all such organism s alike, wherever they are grown. Thus, the 
European m oratorium  on U.S. bioengineered crops does not  conflict  with the World 
Trade Organizat ion’s t radit ional concern with discrim inat ion against  im ports. I nstead, 
the adm inist rat ion is invoking a cont roversial new t rade requirem ent  that  arguably 
prohibits the im posit ion of im port  rest r ict ions that  are not  "science-based."  
 
The irony is that  the U.S. regulatory system  is,  in realit y, m ore " faith-based"  than 
"science-based."  That  m ay be good news for U.S. biotechnology com panies, but  it  is 
bad news for this count ry’s im age in the eyes of the rest  of the world. 
 
As the m inisters from  around the world gather in Sacram ento to witness the dazzling 
carrot  of U.S. biotechnology, they should also be aware of the st ick that  the Bush 
adm inist rat ion is prepared to wield if they take a skept ical view of the U.S. 
regulatory system . 
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