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APEC High-Level Policy Dialogue on Agricultural Biotechnology

February 24, 2002
Mexico City

As directed by the APEC Leaders at Shanghai in 2001, the APEC High Level Policy Dialogue on Biotechnology was held and hosted by Mexico in Mexico City.  The Dialogue was attended by 18 of the 21 APEC economies (Australia; Canada; Chile; China; Hong Kong, China; Indonesia; Japan; Korea; Malaysia; Mexico; New Zealand; Papua New Guinea; Peru; the Philippines; Chinese Taipei; Thailand; United States; and Vietnam attended).  Dr. Victor Villalobos of Mexico moderated the Dialogue.  Participants came in the spirit of seeking mutual understanding and sharing experiences concerning the many issues facing policy makers in the area of agricultural biotechnology.  

Dr. Victor Villalobos opened the Dialogue by noting that this was an opportunity to exchange views on policy making and regulatory issues regarding biotechnology, advances in research and development, capacity building needs and communication strategies.  Biotechnology, he said, has tremendous potential to address world-wide problems such as poverty, environmental damage and malnutrition, but to realize this potential economies need the appropriate tools and policies.  

Dr. Villalobos summarized seven themes of importance to the Dialogue that were raised by the participants, and asked that the participants focus their discussions on those themes:  biosafety, capacity building, public concerns, food security, harmonization of regulatory frameworks, establishing linkages between the technical and policy levels of biotechnology work in APEC, and the use of genetic resources.  

Experts from international and Mexican agricultural research institutes (CIMMYT, IRRI, and CINVESTAV) discussed successful cases, such as “Golden Rice,” developed at their research centers.  They emphasized that future population growth and the limits to existing resources would require new technologies to meet demand for food and agricultural products.  The Agricultural Technical Cooperation Working Group made a report on the activities of the Subgroup on Research Development and Extension of Agricultural Biotechnology.  Thailand made a presentation on communication strategies for building public confidence on biotechnology products in Thailand.  The Chairman of the Codex Alimentarius Commission also made a presentation on the work of Codex in harmonizing standards for biotechnology.  The Pacific Basin Economic Council reported on the views of the private sector about the contribution of APEC to the work of biotechnology. 

In discussions that followed the presentations, participants affirmed that agricultural biotechnology is a revolutionary new tool that is transforming agriculture.  They pointed to the potential for biotechnology to spur economic growth, reduce hunger and malnutrition, and alleviate environmental degradation.  It was the shared opinion that APEC member economies should work quickly toward increasing the safe introduction of biotechnology products while obtaining public acceptance on these products.

Participants noted that the issues facing policy makers are complex and much broader than those addressed at the technical level.

Participants identified a number of areas that needed to be addressed by APEC to promote biotechnology in the region.  Some members emphasized the importance of ensuring safety, public acceptance, and consumers’ choice and addressing consumers’ concerns as appropriate.  Some noted the importance of harmonizing regulatory schemes that will facilitate investment, trade, and economic growth, along with the goals of food safety and public information.  Others called for work on trade and investment facilitation.  Several participants drew attention to the importance of intellectual property rights to the development and application of biotechnology.  

Some economies called for work on the analyzing the economic consequences of various policies towards biotechnology.  Some noted the potential to use APEC to further coordination of discussions in other international fora.  Nearly all economies agreed that capacity building, including training, education, infrastructure and research, was one of the priority issues that needed to be addressed in APEC.  Several called for more funding for research centers (e.g., CGIARS) working in the field of biotechnology to serve as common facilities for risk assessment by APEC economies.

Most economies found the Dialogue useful and productive in exploring the problems and opportunities of biotechnology for agriculture and food security in the APEC region.    Some economies pointed out that the ATCWG and/or SOM can deal with the issues discussed in this dialogue.

FUTURE ACTIONS:  It was agreed that economies would consult inter-sessionally to reach agreement on the agenda and modalities for the next Policy Dialogue.  The Dialogue is to be held if the agreement on the agenda and modalities is reached.

BACKGROUND:  The 2001 Leaders Declaration stated, “Recognizing the benefits of biotechnology in improving productivity, increasing nutrition, and reducing the environmental impact of agricultural production, we reaffirm the importance of safe introduction and use of biotechnology and call for more related capacity building activities.”  The Minister’s Joint Statement regarding Biotechnology stated, “Ministers reaffirmed the importance of transparent and science-based approaches to the introduction and use of biotechnology products and of technical cooperation, exchange of information on new technology and capacity building in this area [biotechnology]. They recognized the importance of economies’ efforts to obtain the general public’s understanding and confidence in the safety of these products when introducing them into the market.” 

