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Who’s Afraid of GMOs?

Understanding the Differences in the Regulation of GMOs
in the United States and European Union
BY LINNEA KREIBOHM

What areas for
compromise on GMOs
exist in the TTIP
negotiations?

How has risk tolerance
affected policies on
GMOs on both sides of
the Atlantic?

Transatlantic differences in the regulation of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) pose a
threat to successful negotiations of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP).
While the United States treats GMOs as substantively equivalent to non-GMOs, the European
Union applies the precautionary principle to the regulation of GMOs, has imposed limits on
the cultivation of GM crops, and requires the labeling of GM products. This has led to a series
of yet unresolved trade disputes.
In order to find possible solutions for this contentious issue, it is important to understand the
reasons for the different approaches to regulating GMOs. Differences in public opinion,
interest group mobilization, and political and regulatory institutions have shaped the regulation of GMOs in the EU and the United States. Reaching agreement on the GMO issue is difficult due to the entrenched nature of the involved interests, but it might be possible to reach
consensus on specific aspects of GMOs. In particular, the United States could accept the
EU labeling requirements on GMOs and commit to enforcing these requirements on U.S. products. In return, the EU could commit to a greater focus on scientific-based methods to approve
new GM varieties combined with an increase in the allowable trace limits of GM foods.

Introduction
Differences in the regulation of genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) have led to ongoing trade disputes between the
United States and the European Union. While the United
States has embraced GMOs and regulates genetically modified foods based on the principle that they are “substantially
equivalent” to non-GM food, the European Union regulates
GMOs according to the “precautionary principle,” has limited
the approval of GMO crops for cultivation, and imposed strict
labeling requirements on GM foods.1 The United States views
these EU regulations as non-tariff barriers to trade. Reaching
consensus on this contentious issue is vital to successful
negotiations of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment
Partnership (TTIP).

ence and serve as a vehicle through which NGOs and antiGMO public opinion could affect political decisions on regulation, and European regulatory agencies been affected by
negative public opinion on GMOs. In contrast to this, the
growing conservatism in U.S. politics has reduced the political
willingness to regulate environmental risks, and the regulatory
agencies in the United States have a strong history of political
independence and a focus on scientific-based risk assessment.
While these factors have led to entrenched interests and policy
stances on both sides of the Atlantic that are difficult to
completely overcome, there are some possible areas where
agreement is possible. Because of the strong anti-GMO public
opinion in the EU, it is not likely or feasible for the EU to treat
GMOs as “substantively equivalent” to non-GMOs as is the
case in the United States. A willingness by the United States
to maintain labeling of GMOs in the EU will therefore have to
be part of a successful trade negotiation. The EU, in return,
could commit to a greater focus on scientific-based regulation
in the approval of new GM varieties for cultivation. Additionally,
to make it easier for food producers and transporters of food
to avoid accidental contamination of food products due to
production and transportation reasons, the EU could consider
increasing the allowable trace amounts of GMOs. These measures might not be enough to fully resolve this dispute, and the
option of excluding GMOs from the TTIP negotiations should
be left open as a possibility in order to allow for the successful
negotiation of an EU-U.S. free trade and investment agreement.

In order to understand possible avenues through which
consensus could be reached, this Issue Brief will explore the
reasons for the divergent regulatory approaches in the
European Union and the United States. Differences in public
opinion, interest group mobilization, and political and regulatory
institutions have contributed to the differences in the regulation of GMOs. While there has been strong anti-GMO public
opinion in the EU, there has not been similar public opposition
to or even awareness of GMOs in the United States. The differences in public opinion are partly due to different historical
experiences with food crises, but also due to the effective
interest group mobilization of European anti-GMO non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which were able to shape public
opinion in the EU. Furthermore, U.S. farm groups and the welldeveloped biotech industry strongly support GMOs while EU
farm groups oppose GMOs, and the biotech industry is underdeveloped in the EU. Finally, the political structures in the EU
have allowed green parties to assume greater political influ-

Transatlantic Differences in the Regulation of GMOs
There is a stark difference in the regulation of GMOs in the
United States and the European Union.

regulating GMOs. The precautionary principle is based on the
concept that if scientific evidence is insufficient or inconclusive
regarding potential dangers to human or environmental health,
the product should be regulated or prohibited if there are
reasonable grounds for concern.4 Due to the precautionary
principle, the EU has been hesitant to approve new GMO varieties for cultivation in the EU. Farmers of GMO crops are also
liable for cross-pollination of other crops with GMO varieties,
even if farmers are not directly responsible for this.5 Strict
labeling and traceability means that products that contain
GMOs must be labeled in the EU even if they no longer contain
detectable traces. The tolerance level for unintended presence of GMO products is set at 0.9 percent of the total
product, a level which has made it prohibitively difficult for U.S.
producers to export processed products to the EU.6

The United States approach to the regulation of GMOs was
formally established in the 1986 Coordinated Framework for
Regulation of Biotechnology.2 The key principle of this framework is that of “substantial equivalence,” which means that
GMOs should be regulated based on their unique characteristics, and not on their method of production. This means that
the agencies that regulate other food and agricultural products—the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), and U.S. Department of
Agriculture—are also the key regulators of GMOs in the United
States. Because GMOs are treated as equivalent to conventional agricultural products, there are no specific GMO labeling
requirements in the United States.3
This regulatory approach stands in stark contrast to the
precautionary principle applied by the European Union for
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Cultural Approaches to Explaining Differences in Regulation of
GMOs
GMOs “not favorably”12 while 61 percent percent of
Europeans surveyed in 2010 felt “uneasy” about GM food.13
The phrasings in these questions are not directly comparable,
but the surveys highlight that differences in opinion on GMOs
remain.

Why do the transatlantic partners regulate GMOs so differently? One commonly expressed view holds that Americans
have a culture that makes them more willing to take risks while
Europeans are culturally more risk averse.7 This cultural explanation is not consistent with observed trends in regulation in
the United States and Europe, however.

Evidence from opinion surveys and focus groups indicates that
the driving factor behind these differences in opinions is a
difference in trust in regulatory institutions. In particular, several
high-profile food policy scandals in the European Union led to
a loss in public confidence in national and European food
safety regulators. There have not been similar cases in the
United States where trust in food safety regulators remained
high.

One argument against deep-seated cultural differences is the
“flip-flop” hypothesis advanced by the political scientist David
Vogel and others. They have observed that regulatory stringency in the United States and Europe has shifted over the
past thirty years. While in the 1970s and 1980s, the United
States was a leader in regulating environmental, health, and
social risks, in the 1990s the European Union became a stricter
regulator in these domains.8 If there were deep-seated cultural
reasons for the differences in American and European regulation, such a shift should not have taken place within a span of
only thirty years.

PUBLIC OPINION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

Public opinion in the European Union against GMOs has been
shaped by past scandals affecting food safety. In particular, the
outbreak of mad cow disease, also known as BSE, in Europe
in the 1990s shaped the public’s view of food regulators as
well as of GMOs. Vogel and Lynch (2001) summarize the
importance of BSE in shaping public opinion in Europe by
stating that it “is impossible to exaggerate the significance of
regulatory failure associated with BSE on the attitude of the
European public toward GM foods.”14 Because British and
European food regulators initially claimed that there was no risk
to consumers from BSE, when the link between BSE and
Creutzfeldt-Jakob did become known, the public lost confidence in the regulators. In 2002, trust in national regulators in
regard to food safety was very low in Europe, and only 12
percent of Europeans trusted their national regulators on food
safety.15

Not all researchers share this observation. Legal scholar
Jonathan Wiener, for example, believes this to be too much of
a generalization. Rather, he finds that the EU has been more
precautionary in regard to certain threats (for example in the
case of GMOs and beef hormones), while in other cases the
United States has followed a more precautionary approach
(for example, in the case of mad cow disease in blood).9
Understanding the regulation of GMOs in the scope of general
risk cultures is therefore difficult, as it does not appear there
really are different risk cultures on both sides of the Atlantic.
The following analysis will therefore focus on the specific
factors affecting the regulation of GMOs: public opinion,
interest group mobilization, and political and regulatory institutions.

Evidence from focus groups in Europe supports this link
between the failure of EU regulatory policy in regard to mad
cow disease and general public distrust of new food technologies and regulation of new food technologies. While individuals do realize that there is a scientific difference between
mad cow disease and GMOs, they have acknowledged that
such crises shape their views on GMOs.16 A systematic
analysis of reasons for opposition to GMOs in France, where
opposition to GMOs is among the highest in the European
Union, also highlights the key role trust in institutions plays in
shaping public attitudes toward GMOs. A lack of trust in institutions is closely related to rejection of GMOs.17

Public Opinion
Public opinion on GMOs is substantially different in the United
States and the European Union countries. While in the United
States there is general apathy toward GMOs, there is
pronounced opposition toward GMOs in the European Union.
While there is limited directly comparable U.S. and EU public
opinion data on GMOs,10 the polling data does suggest that
in general Europeans are more skeptical and fearful of GMOs
than Americans. In 2003, 37 percent of Americans viewed
scientifically altered fruits and vegetables as good, while in the
four EU countries surveyed (France, Germany, Italy, Great
Britain) only 18 percent of respondents viewed them positively.11

An analysis of Europe-wide opinion poll data also highlights
that GMOs are “nodal points” that act as surrogates for other
societal concerns. Support for or opposition to GMOs is highly
correlated to trust in national governments and the EU to effectively regulate biotechnology in general. Across multiple specifications, trust in institutions is the clearest predictor of support

More recent survey data highlights that this schism in public
opinion persists. In 2012, 20 percent of Americans viewed
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2010.28 This highlights that in addition to public opinion being
different due to lack of food scandals, there has also simply
been little awareness of the GMO issue in the U.S. public.

for or opposition to GMOs. In addition, Europeans are also
opposed to GMOs not only because of biological reasons, but
also because of the perceived negative economic and social
effects of the patenting of seeds by large companies. While
there are some differences among EU member states, there
are no systematic differences based on time of joining the
EU.18

There is public opinion survey evidence that there is strong
consumer interest in the United States in the labeling of
GMOs, possibly caused by the reporting on the ongoing trade
dispute with the European Union. More recent polls show even
higher percentages of Americans supporting GMO labeling on
their foods, an MSNBC poll from 2011 indicated 96 percent
of Americans were in favor of labeling of GM food and a 2010
Reuters/NPR poll showed that 93 percent of Americans
wanted GM food labeled.29 Public opinion in the United States
thus cannot serve as an explanation for the lack of a labeling
requirement for GM foods. Other factors, such as interest
group mobilization and political and regulatory institutions,
need to be considered to fully understand the regulation of
GMOs in the United States.

Additionally, the BSE crisis shaped the way the media reported
on food safety issues. While initial reports on GMOs were
scientifically neutral, by the late 1990s, the media was focusing
on the risks associated with GMOs.19 As a result of this,
Europeans are very aware of GMOs and also feel strongly
about the issue—in 2010, 74 percent of Europeans felt
strongly about the issues of biotechnology.20 This combination
of lack of public trust in institutions through food safety scandals in the 1990s and critical media reporting on GMOs
helped shape public opinion against GMOs in Europe.

Interest Group Mobilization

There are signs that with the BSE crisis receding from memory,
and possibly also due to the stringent regulation of GMOs by
the European and national regulators, there is greater trust in
regulatory bodies. In 2010, 60 percent of those surveyed
trusted the EU to regulate biotechnology and 55 percent
trusted their national governments on the issue of biotechnology.21 Maintaining this trust in the regulatory institutions will
be an important component of successfully reaching
consensus on the GMO issue.

The reasons for these differences in public opinion are partly
due to differences in interest group mobilization. In the EU,
NGOs and farm groups opposed to GMOs have dominated
the public discourse. In the United States, there was no similar
anti-GMO NGO mobilization while the biotech industry and the
farm industry are powerful political actors in favor of GMOs.
INTEREST GROUP MOBILIZATION IN THE EUROPEAN
UNION

PUBLIC OPINION IN THE UNITED STATES

In contrast to the European Union, public opinion in the United
States has not been shaped by food scandals. Because the
United States adopted much stricter regulation of BSE and
there was no public BSE crisis as in the EU, general trust in
regulators in the United States is significantly higher than in the
European Union.22 In 2002, 90 percent of Americans trusted
the USDA’s statements on biotechnology (in contrast to 12
percent of Europeans trusting their national regulator in the
same time frame).23 Government agencies ranked as the most
trustworthy actors on food safety by 19 percent of Americans
in 2012, and 50 percent ranked them in their top five most
trustworthy actors.24 This is in line with 69 percent of
Americans being very trusting in their food supply as well.25

In the European Union, NGOs were successful in dominating
the public discourse and framing GM foods as “creepy” based
on early studies showing adverse effects.30 Greenpeace,
which employed fifteen full time anti-GMO activists in the late
1990s, and other environmental NGOs mounted large-scale
anti-GMO public relations campaigns in response to the first
shipments of GMO crops from the U.S. to the EU in the mid1990s.31 NGOs were also able to effectively frame the GMO
issue in relation to other food-related scandals and make the
link to BSE and food scares, which they argued were related
due to shared scientific uncertainty.32 The effectiveness of
NGOs in influencing public opinion led to increasing public
opposition to GMOs from 1996 to 1999, the time when antiGMO NGOs were most active.33

Consumers in the United States are also less aware of GMOs
than European consumers. This is partly due to lack of
consumer awareness on the issue as well as different perceptions of the threat of GMO. Even though an estimated 60
percent of grocery store food was genetically modified in
1999, at the same time only 33 percent of Americans were
aware of the existence of GMO foods.26 This awareness of
GMOs has increased somewhat since then, and in 2012, 42
percent of American consumers surveyed had heard “a lot” or
“some” about GM foods.27 This is still rather low in contrast to
the 74 percent of Europeans who felt strongly about GMOs in

In addition, anti-GMO regulations were also supported by large
portions of the agricultural and retail industry. Because the
farming industry had not widely adopted GMOs in Europe in
the 1990s, interest groups that represented farmers
(CopaCocega) and the European retail industry (Eurocoop
and EuroCommerce) supported anti-GMO regulation.34 In
contrast, the pro-GMO lobby in the European Union, represented by the umbrella organization for biotech firms
Europabio, was small and underdeveloped at the time when
the EU regulations to GMOs were formulated.35 As most large
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biotech firms, chief among them Monsanto, are American or
based in America, their interests were not as well represented
in the EU either.36

$40,800 on lobbying, or 0.001 percent of the total agricultural
industry lobbying spending in 2008.44 The biotech industry is
a strong political force in favor of maintaining current U.S. regulation of GMOs.

The reason for the anti-GMO position of European farmers is
due to the fact that GMOs were not widely used in European
farming at the early stages of GMO development. The first
available GM food crops were corn (maize) and soybeans,
which play a limited role in the agricultural economy of the
European Union. During the EU’s de facto moratorium on
approving GM crops from 1998-2003, only 6 percent of the
world’s corn and 1 percent of the world’s soybeans were
produced in the EU. In contrast, U.S. shares of global output
of corn were 40 percent and its output of soy beans was 43
percent of the world total during the same time period.37
Because of the increasingly negative public opinion regarding
GMOs, European farmers were also hesitant to adopt GMO
crops during this time out of fear of a consumer backlash.38 In
addition, strict GMO regulation also made it difficult for U.S.
farmers to export their products to the EU, and EU farmers
benefited from stringent GMO regulations due to less competition from U.S. crops.39 This anti-GMO position of European
farmers was an important factor in shaping EU policy on
GMOs.

An illustration of the strong influence of the biotech lobby is the
campaign against Proposition 37 in California in the 2012
election. Prop. 37 would have made labeling of GM food
mandatory in the state of California. Monsanto and other
biotech firms successfully spent more than $45 million advertising against this ballot measure.45 Because of the prominent
role of biotechnology in the U.S. economy, these firms have a
marked interest in maintaining the current regulatory regime
and opposing any form of anti-GMO regulation, including
labeling requirements.

Political and Regulatory Institutions
A contributing factor to the success of European anti-GMO
NGOs is the political power of green parties in the EU as well
as the responsiveness of regulators to political pressure. In
contrast, in the United States, there is no politically important
green party and the growing conservatism of American politics
combined with an independent regulatory system with sciencebased risk assessment made it difficult for anti-GMO interest
groups to influence U.S. regulation.

INTEREST GROUP MOBILIZATION IN THE UNITED STATES

POLITICAL AND REGULATORY INSTITUTIONS IN THE
EUROPEAN UNION

In contrast, the environmental and consumer protection lobby
in the United States was not able to mobilize public and political opinions against GMOs the same way as in the European
Union. While there was some opposition to GMOs by the
Sierra Club and Ralph Nader in the late 1990s, they were not
able to effectively form public opinion or influence policymakers.40

The proportional representation system in European Union
countries has allowed green parties to play an important role
in national politics in several European countries as well as the
European Parliament. Green parties formed part of the
governing coalitions in France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, and
Finland in the late 1990s, the time when the EU adopted its
strict GMO regulations.46 The European Green Party at the
same time was able to increase its number of seats in the
European Parliament from 23 to 38 between 1994 and 1999,
which made it the fourth largest party in the EP.47 These green
parties were allies to the anti-GMO NGOs and provided political support to strict GMO regulation and also contributed to
anti-GMO sentiment by increasing the political focus on the
issue.48

In addition, the wide-spread usage of GM crops mean the
farm industry and retail industry have an interest in maintaining
pro-GMO regulation in the United States. American biotech
crops made up roughly 40 percent of the total global biotech
crops in 2012 (in contrast, EU biotech crops made up less
than 0.002 percent).41 A wider variety of GM crops is grown
in the United States and certain crops are almost exclusively
grown as GM crops—in 2009, 91 percent of U.S. soybean, 88
percent of U.S. cotton, and 85 percent of U.S. corn were GM
varieties.42 In contrast to the EU, farmers and their political
interest groups in the United States are therefore generally proGMO.43

In addition, regulation in the European Union has also been
more politically responsive than in the United States. Prior to
the establishment of the European Food Safety Authority
(EFSA) in 2004, food safety regulation was conducted at the
national level with varying levels of political independence of
the regulating agencies.49 The precautionary principle, which
forms the basis of the European regulation of GMOs, is also
malleable to political influence. While the assessment of a risk
starts with a scientific evaluation of a risk, the decision to take
action on a risk is a political decision on whether “action is
deemed necessary.”50

Additionally, the biotech industry itself is a strong advocate in
favor of maintaining the current GMO regulatory regime in the
United States. Lobbying spending by the biotech industry is a
large factor in American politics. In the 2008 election year,
Monsanto’s lobbying costs were $8,831,120, or more than 25
percent of the total lobbying spending by the Agricultural
Services/ Products industry. In contrast, the National Organic
Coalition, a lobbying group for organic agriculture, spent
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European Union regulating bodies are also more willing to
consider public opinion in their regulatory decision-making.
For example, Frans Andriessen, EC farm commissioner in the
1980s, noted, “Scientific advice is important, but it is not decisive. In public opinion, this is a very delicate issue that has to
be dealt with in political terms.”51 In addition, the European
Parliament, which passed the regulation requiring strict labeling
requirements for GM food in 2003, is considered a “lobbying
venue for weak interests” and its members are considered to
side with less privileged forces in society.52 The 2003
European Parliament decision was further hailed as a measure
to reassure a skeptical public without reference to evidence of
actual risk.53 The willingness of the European Parliament and
the European Commission to consider public opinion and
interest group preferences thus allowed these factors to shape
the EU rules governing GMOs.

including green parties. While there is some evidence that
Democrats favor stronger environmental regulations than
Republicans, the growing conservatism of the Republicans
has led to a sharper anti-regulation sentiment overall.54 While
there have been several attempts to introduce legislation on
GM food labeling, these have not received wide political
support in the U.S. Congress.55
Furthermore, much of the regulation of GMOs in the United
States lies in the competency of independent regulatory agencies with a strong focus on scientific evidence. The environmental and food safety regulators in the United States with
regulatory responsibility for GMOs—the FDA, EPA, and
USDA—have a long history and established procedures for
regulating new products. The emphasis on scientific risk
assessment and the political independence of regulators
means that they are not as subject to or dependent on political opinion.56 Scientific evidence has generally supported the
safety of GMO products,57 and U.S. regulators have focused
on regulating the unique risks associated with particular GMO
products, such as the risk of allergens in particular strains of
GM seeds, rather than GMOs in general.58

POLITICAL AND REGULATORY INSTITUTIONS IN THE
UNITED STATES

In contrast, the U.S. electoral system means that the country
is dominated by two parties with no viable role for third parties,

Conclusion
Reaching transatlantic consensus on how to move forward on
the GMO trade issue will be difficult as the afore-discussed
causes of the divergences are factors that cannot be easily
addressed, and the established regulatory regimes have
strengthened the entrenched interests on both sides of the
Atlantic.

In return, the EU could commit to a greater focus on scientificbased regulation to approve new GM varieties. Additionally, to
make it easier for food producers and transporters of food to
avoid accidental contamination of food products due to
production and transportation reasons, the EU could increase
the allowable trace amounts of GMOs before food products
require labeling.

Because of the strong anti-GMO public opinion in the EU, it is
not likely or feasible for the EU to completely reverse its position on GMOs. Maintaining current labeling standards on
GMOs in the EU will have to be part of any trade agreement
reached. Public opinion polls show that there is also public
support for labeling of GMOs in the United States. Establishing
procedures to allow for the labeling of GMO products is therefore not completely unfeasible.

These measures might not be enough to fully resolve the
dispute over GMOs due to the entrenched interests on both
sides of the Atlantic and the sensitive nature of public opinion
on food safety issues. If consensus on this polarized issue is
not possible, one final option might have to be to completely
exclude GMOs from the TTIP negotiations.
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Economic and financial market risks; the consequences of climate change, terrorism, and organized crime; supply security of
energy and raw materials; the increase of cybercrime; and the vulnerability of critical infrastructure—governments, businesses,
and societies face numerous systemic risks. Purely national approaches to cope with these transnational challenges are doomed
to fail. In fact, there is a need for international cooperation. The United States and the EU are key players in this context—without
the two economic and political heavyweights, systemic risks cannot be handled adequately. Despite the high degree of integration of their economies, sound political relations, and similar vulnerabilities to systemic risks, cooperation between the two
partners is often difficult.
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