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Why Are They Putting Genes in My Food? The Use of Biotechnology in Agriculture
Transgenic crop varieties, often referred to as genetically modified organisms (GMOs), were first grown commercially in 1996 and are now grown in 23 countries. Diffusion has been concentrated; four countries (USA, Argentina, Brazil and Canada), four crops (soybean, cotton, canola and maize) and two traits (insect resistance and herbicide tolerance) account for the vast majority of transgenic area. GMO technology is protected by patents and delivery of GMOs has occurred entirely through the private sector.  Economic research has shown that the economic benefits of the diffusion of GMOs have been widely shared among farmers, industry, and consumers despite the fact that the new varieties have come from the private sector. The GMOs have had a favorable impact on the environment by facilitating reduced pesticide use and the adoption of conservation tillage. This presentation surveys the level and distribution of the economic impacts of GMOs from the time of introduction in 1996 to 2004. Key institutional factors influencing GMO diffusion are discussed.
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