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Abstract 
In the second half of the nineties, a number of EU Member States went through 
intense public controversies over agro-food biotechnology. These controversies 
occurred almost synchronously, brought about parallel issue-framings and actor-
constellations, led national governments to adopt biotechnology aversive policies, 
and prompted a considerable tightening of the EU’s agro-food biotechnology 
regulation. This article analyses these events against the background of the 
current discussion on the lack of a European public. It tries to demonstrate that, as 
far as the democratic functions information and control are concerned, 
synchronized national controversies brought about effects equivalent to those 
theoretically expected from an integrated European public. The analysis also 
explores the reasons for the synchronous and, in important respects, analogous 
mobilizations of national publics, and highlights the major policy mechanisms 
accounting for the observed supranational responsiveness to mobilized national 
publics. The article concludes with a reflection as to whether other policy fields 
might provoke similar cases of supranational responsiveness to mobilisations of 
national publics. 
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1. In search of a European public  
Is there a European public? Intensified scholarly debate on this question reflects its pertinence to 
junctures in the European integration process. Imminent grand projects, the adoption of a European 
constitution, for instance, or a further enlargement of the EU to include Turkey, will hardly be 
accomplished disregarding this public, whatever its form, whichever its channels of influence. 
European elites have to cope with a noticeable unease with an emerging supranational polity of 
unparalleled complexity, opaque to and detached from its citizens, who, as countless surveys and 
poor participation rates in elections to the European Parliament (EP) testify, feel distanced from 
these elites, alienated from the decision making process. Also, from a principled point of view, the 
claim for a democratic inclusion of the public into the EU system is all too obvious. It is clear that 
the transfer of the bulk of policy making activities to the supranational level must be accompanied by 
a shift from hitherto prevailing “output-legitimacy,” derived from the technocratic promotion of 
policy objectives, to “input-legitimacy” anchored in the representation of the authentic preferences 
of the citizens.(1) (Scharpf 1999: 7-21)  

But is there a European public which could frame, articulate and deliberate on these preferences? At 
first glance, the answer is straightforwardly negative. If there is a European public sphere, it appears 
as a fragmented side-by-side of national publics divided by linguistic, historic and cultural barriers. 
The emergence of these national publics - concomitant with the rise of the modern state and liberal 
democracy - is by itself a historical achievement: (Anderson 1991, Gellner 1983, Habermas 1962) 
The making of linguistically and educationally homogenous areas corresponding to the emerging 
territorial state, the expansion of mass literacy and the mass media, and the rise of a bourgeoisie 
deliberating on the common good, were intertwined processes, distinctive of Western modernity. By 
contrast, the construction of supra-national governance as embodied by the EU took only decades. 
While this process is accelerating we cannot expect mass-publics to linguistically and 
communicatively homogenise with equal velocity.  

Instead, there are arguments that, for the foreseeable future, mass-publics will linger at the national 
level. As language is the precondition for public communication, for some authors the fragmentation 
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of European publics is rooted in Europe’s irreducible linguistic diversity. (Kielmansegg 1994, 
Gerhards 1993) In fact, despite the ubiquitous spread of English as lingua franca for commercial, 
professional and administrative purposes, there is no evidence for linguistic amalgamation in the EU. 
(De Swaan 2002: 144-75) Mass-media help to reproduce national publics, too. Mass-media - often 
trans-national corporations transcending language barriers while, at the same time, governed by the 
consumption habits of national mass-audiences - perpetuate the national public space by filtering 
information according to criteria of local pertinence. (Gerhards 1993, 2000, 2002) Correspondingly, 
attempts to set up European mass-media repeatedly failed. (Schlesinger 1999, Neveu 2002) Finally, 
politicians competing for office within nationally confined arenas are biased to evoke national 
notions of solidarity, identity and autonomy as they need to maximize voter support and underline 
their capacity to act effectively while downplaying limitations to state action within the international 
context. All in all one might conclude that public fragmentation is a condition the EU will have to 
live with.  

Then again, the assumptions underlying these arguments can be challenged. In place of mass publics, 
for example, the search of a European public might turn to elites. The emerging stratum of 
internationally mobile, English speaking “symbolic analysts” (Reich 1992) might constitute the 
audience for European high-quality media with their broad ambit, and could thus figure as European 
“civil society.” A functional variant of this argument is the idea of “deliberative supra-nationalism” 
promoted by Joerges and Neyer, who stress the democratic virtues of specialist publics concurrent 
with expert networks employed in the EU’s “comitology,” its highly complex system of expert 
committees operating in supra-national decision-making procedures. (1997) At first sight, part and 
parcel of the Union’s often denounced, technocratic make up, expert-publics in some respects even 
come up to the high standards of deliberative democracy as they allow for argument-based, two-way 
communication among participants, which mass publics, where communication is market-driven and 
only media “talk,” do not. In addition, EU expert-networks interlock technical matters with a 
plurality of epistemic and national views, inject the multi-level administrative system with tacit 
political principles.  

Nevertheless, expert-publics too are elite-publics the backside of which, unsurprisingly, is their 
elitism. It was the historical achievement of the nation state and its mass-publics to provide access to 
political debate to a maximum number of citizens, at least as addressees of the mass-media. It is 
these publics, which - by means of reifying mass media communication - generate the “public 
opinion” keenly observed by policy-makers, and it is these publics, which become decisive in 
elections. Clearly, a diminution of normative claims to elite publics would miss out a principal 
egalitarian element of modern democracy.  

Yet, even if we keep the focus on mass-publics and accept their being entrenched in the nation state, 
there might be alternative routes to be explored in the quest for a EU public. In principle, we can 
speak of trans-national publics once mass-media across national publics simultaneously address the 
same issues framing them in like ways. In fact, as EU policy making ever more impinges on Member 
States (MS), such European “public discourses” focusing on European actors, institutions and 
policies can be shown to increase. (Van de Steeg 2003) Furthermore, if the analysis hinges on the 
democratic functions of mass-publics it also yields positive results when applied to the EU. 
Christoph Meyer, for instance, distinguishes three democratic functions of mass-publics - the 
provision of information, the holding accountable and control of decision-makers, and the evocation 
of civic identity and solidarity. (2003) In an examination of three pan-European scandals in the 
nineties – a case of corruption in Community policy on tourism in 1995, the Commission’s 
unfortunate handling of the BSE-crisis, and the fraudulent use of humanitarian aid under the 
responsibility of Commissioner Cresson in 1999 – Meyer observes the emergence of a European 
public: In a deviation from the common, nationally “pillarized” flow of news production, journalists 
highlighting the scandals exhibited more readiness to cooperate across national borders, while each 
scandal prompted significant policy changes and drove the Commission into a veritable crisis, in the 
last case even into resignation. Thus, at least as regards the first two functions – information and 
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control – in functional terms a European public was operative.(2)  

This article will add another piece of evidence to the current debate on the lack or, conversely, the 
possibility of a European public. Arguing for the latter, it will attempt to abate some of its endemic 
pessimism in the face of linguistic and communicative fragmentation. It thereby will pursue the line 
of argument set out above: We can maintain a European public if we observe synchronicity and issue 
convergence across national publics as well as political resonance on the part of supra-national 
decision-makers. In portraying an episode meeting these requirements a fine-grained picture of such 
a public will emerge. The analysis will expand on the facilitating structures helping to bring about a 
European public, and make out the policy modes which link this public with supranational decision-
making engendering supranational policy-change.  

The kind of public the analysis focuses on is the mass-public. Although, as was indicated, normative 
theory assigns different weight to differing concepts of the public, this focus suggests itself for 
normative as well as realistic reasons. Firstly, as mentioned, only mass-publics imply the 
involvement of a maximum number of people, even if merely as passive recipients. Secondly, 
regarded from a realistic angle, it is clear that, in Western Democracies, mass-publics more often 
than not play the decisive part in influencing the outlook of public policy. As numbers count on 
Election Day governments are better off paying heed to the whims of public opinion, even during 
“normal office hours” of the ongoing legislative period. Thus, though the significance of alternative 
models of the public, like associative or deliberative publics, is not denied, it seems justified to keep 
the focus on mass-publics.  

As will be shown, this focus on mass-publics brings with it a seeming contradiction; while delivering 
evidence for the emergence of a European public, at least in functional terms, by the same token the 
case illustrates the persistent self-referentiality of mass-publics, their still powerful link with the 
nation state. While impinging upon supranational decision-making processes, mass-publics do not 
merge but remain nationally circumscribed.(3)  

2. The European controversy over biotechnology as case study  

A reconstruction of the European controversy over biotechnology and the subsequent evolution of 
the EU’s biotechnology policy will serve as case to empirically illustrate these propositions. The 
Union’s contentious biotechnology policy is well suited to shed light on the part of the public in the 
midst of the emerging supranational order of the EU for its long term characteristics as well as for 
the remarkable changes it underwent during and after the “watershed years” of 1996 to 1999. 
(Gaskell/Bauer 2001) Since the European controversy features both a broad public mobilisation 
against food and agricultural biotechnology, causing most Europeans to form (at times strong) 
opinions on the issue, and a policy change on the part of the Commission, which arguably came as a 
reaction to this mobilization, the contentious episode suggests itself as model case illustrating the 
interplay of European mass-publics with the Union’s multi-level decision system.  

The operative model of the public adopted here is based on Friedhelm Neidhardt’s notion of “the 
public as a communicative system.” (Neidhardt 1993) This elementary model requires the 
involvement of only three classes of actors. “There must exist: speakers, who say something; an 
audience, that listens; and mediators who relate speakers and the audience if they are not in 
immediate contact with one another – that is, journalists and the mass media.” (ibid: 340) From the 
wide plurality of possible publics which are conceivable under these analytical terms the focus here 
lies “on the politically most prevalent form of the public, namely the general public constituted by 
the mass media.” (ibid.)(4)  

3. Materials and structure of the argument   
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In accordance with these premises a variety of empirical materials pertinent to medias’ and speakers’
behaviour is included into the analysis as, for instance, content analyses of media coverage and in-
depth accounts of social movements’ engagement in public arenas. As the focus is on the interaction 
of public sphere and policy process the inclusion of accounts of decision makers’ responses to or 
anticipation of public concern, as implied by biotechnology policies and decisions, is also essential.
(5) To some extent these materials derive from previous studies. In particular, where the argument 
touches on the long term evolution of European public debates on biotechnology it draws on a 
review of available literature on past public debates. These materials are complemented by a 
secondary content analyses and a number of original interviews with key actors.  

The rest of this introduction summarises the overall argument, as follows: To highlight the temporal 
dynamic of European biotechnology debates the picture sets out with a very brief historical outline 
aiming at rendering visible the distinctive rupture occurring in the mid-nineties after which 
biotechnology debates in a number of national publics begin to synchronize. The analysis proceeds 
by demonstrating both the similarities and differences in the mobilisation of public opinion in 
semantics, actor-networks, and government responses across MS. It then expands on the underlying 
causes of synchronicity and similarities across national publics identifying them as trans-national 
media events, structures and actor-networks. The empirical analysis closes with outlining the policy 
mechanisms accounting for responsiveness in supra-national decision making and emphasizes the 
contribution of national governments to policy change in the EU. Concluding, the results of the 
empirical analysis are discussed against the background of the theoretical debate on the existence, 
possible character and normative functions of a democratic European public.  

4. Late synchronisation   
Since its invention in the early seventies biotechnology has been surrounded by public controversy. 
What is important for the argument developed here is, first, the fact that this controversy is spatially 
and temporally fragmented. There is a plurality of controversies scattered over time, and various – 
national – locales. Second, it is the observation that these controversies in these early phases unfold 
in an independent, unrelated manner. Only after 1996 we observe a concurrence of public protest 
against biotechnology; national public debates seem to synchronize. A brief, introductory review of 
past European controversies highlights these points.  

While, by the mid-seventies, the first public controversy heated up in the USA, Europe saw only 
minor public debates, only one of which incited governmental action.(6) This changed in the mid-
eighties when, first in Denmark and Germany, later in Switzerland and the Netherlands, the major 
European controversies commenced. (For the latter two, see: Bonfadelli et al. 1998: 146-149, 
Midden et al. 1998: 104) In Denmark public debate followed parliamentary deliberations and the 
subsequent passage of a law on genetic engineering in June 1986 and faded away by the end of the 
decade and after ample public deliberations. (Baark/Jamison 1990, Jelsøe et al. 1998) In Germany 
official deliberative efforts in the Parliamentary Enquiry Commission in 1986 rather triggered than 
appeased public controversy, which later climaxed with the debates preceding the German “gene-
law” in 1989. (Gill 1991)  

After the waning of these debates, the first half of the nineties saw a general decline in conflict-
intensity in Europe, so that observers might have concluded that the era of conflict was over. In 
1996, there was only one, isolated country experiencing a controversy; Austria. A first GMO field 
trial in spring 1996 had got out of hand and escalated into a scandal. Political controversy climaxed 
and media intensity remained at a maximum level. In April 1997 a popular initiative resulted in a 
clear vote against biotechnology.(7) At that time, observers considered the Austrian public a laggard 
which now, with considerable delay, made up for years of public indifference. (Grabner/Torgersen 
1998, Seifert 2003: 167-190)  

Yet, the laggard emerges as vanguard, and Austria turned out as being ahead of European trends. 
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From 1997 on, a majority of European publics made through similar controversies, which 1998 and 
1999 arrived at their heyday. In small or, as far as European biotechnology-policy is concerned, 
insignificant countries, like Ireland, Greece and Italy, as well as in leading nations like France and 
Great Britain, broad public controversies surged up and brought about deep reaching changes in 
national policies. But also in already “experienced” countries like Denmark or The Netherlands 
public conflicts resumed.(8)  

In France, except for a minor public debate in the seventies, for almost two decades the topic had 
been virtually ignored, so that the country could rise to Europe’s leading power in industrial and 
agricultural biotechnology without suffering any interference from critical civil society. (Boy et al. 
1998, Kempf 2003: 93-132) The turnaround came in 1997. While, in late 1996, attempts of 
Greenpeace France to sensitize the French public of the perils of GM food achieved only moderate 
press coverage, the inconsistent government decision of withholding authorization of a GM maize 
variety which beforehand had received EU approval raised public awareness in early 1997.(9) 
Although, after the taking of office of Jospin’s government in summer 1997, the decision was 
reversed yet again, France’s biotechnology policy made through another change resulting in an even 
more precautious approach. “The public” became a key element of this new approach as is 
epitomized by the outstanding importance attributed the “Conférence Citoyenne,” a first consensus 
conference Danish style, held in summer 1998, on matters of biotechnology in food and agriculture. 
But in spite of the deliberative experiment’s dramatization critique could not be placated. A year 
after the event, the actual French anti-biotechnology mobilization, along with vandalism of test sites 
and the vocal farmers’ group “Confédération Paysanne,” set in with unprecedented force. 
(Joly/Marris 2003a, Joly et al. 2003)  

In smaller or, in terms of biotechnology industries, secondary countries, like Greece, Ireland or Italy, 
the topic had so far been virtually absent from public debate. The portrait opinion research is 
drawing of these countries was persistently marked by a lack of awareness or media interest. 
(Allansdottir et al. 1998, Marouda-Chatjouli et al. 1998) All this changed in 1997. In Greece, the 
local office of Greenpeace highlighted a first experimental GMO field trial in early 1997. In a similar 
manner, in Ireland, the NGO Gaelic Earth Liberation Front destroyed the first GMO field 
experiment in early 1997, later the vocal anti-GMO NGO Genetic Concern! dominated the public 
arena by judicially challenging authorities. (Motherway 1999: 12) In Italy the cloning of the sheep 
Dolly in February of the same year attracted a great deal of attention and set the course of a 
subsequent debate linking human and agro-food biotechnology.  

Finally, in the UK, the change came abruptly in early 1999. (Bauer et al. 1998) Although, already 
beforehand, the tone had been somewhat more critical, 1999 brought about a dramatic turn in public 
perception. (POST 2000) The ground had been provided in the preceding year when a series of 
events set GM food on the public agenda; Iceland, as first food retailer in the UK, declared its own-
label products “GM-free,” the Prince of Wales called for a public debate on the acceptability of 
agricultural biotechnology, and English Nature demanded a ban of its commercial exploitation. 
(Jasanoff 2005: 123-127) The incipient media-hype was fuelled by a televised interview in summer 
1998, where food-expert Arpad Pusztai alleged to have scientific evidence for the health-perils from 
GM food, as a result of which Pusztai was fired immediately. In February 1999, an international 
group of sympathetic scientists declared their solidarity with Pusztai in a memorandum, the 
announcement of which in the quality paper The Guardian on February 12th 1999 aroused the public 
ire. Subsequently, through a joint campaign of both quality and popular newspapers against agro-
food  

“modern biotechnology became the subject of more intense and acrimonious debate in 
the British media than at any time in its previous 25-year history. For a period of several 
weeks, the nation became preoccupied with the issue of genetically modified or “GM” 
food; indeed, for 8-10 days this was the lead story in both the national press and 
broadcast media.” (ibid.: 7)  
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Characteristically and unlike all earlier conflicts, from 1997 onwards, several European publics took 
up the topic more or less simultaneously, inducing major policy-changes in Austria, France, Great 
Britain, Greece, Ireland, Italy and Luxembourg. The fact that, all over Europe, public pressure built 
up at virtually the same time, arguably, contributed to the tightening of European policy on labelling 
GM-food and GMO-releases. Most conspicuous in the European arena is the standstill in the 
approval-procedure of GM-products.  

Initial symptoms of a deadlock surfaced in early 1997, when Austria and Luxemburg unilaterally 
banned a GM maize variety, which had been approved shortly before under the EU Directive on the 
Deliberate Release of Genetically Modified Organisms.(10) Even though, at this time, the step 
appeared as revolt of some isolated radicals it met with sympathy among MS and the EP since the 
approval of the organism had been attained by the Commission against a conspicuous lack of 
support, in some cases even strong refusal, by MS. (Shaffer/Pollack 2004: 24-25) By 1998, however, 
the group of radicals expanded noticeably, as France and Greece – by now both countries 
experienced public controversies – on their part issued national bans on GM rape seed varieties, thus 
further undermining the legitimacy of the EU’s approval procedure.(11) Finally, in summer 1999, 
after the authorisation-process for new GM-products at the expert level had ground to a halt the 
previous year, the approval procedure came to a political end, when five countries – France, Greece, 
Denmark, Italy and Luxembourg – declared to block any future approvals until the amendment of the 
Deliberate Release directive was finalised.(12) The “political moratorium” was effective and lasted –
even far beyond the amendment of the Directive – until Mai 2004.  

The synchronisation of European publics in the mid-nineties, which precedes and – as is argued here 
– sets off this policy change, becomes evident as we go back to the larger, historical picture. Figure 1
charts public controversies in several countries over a period of about three decades and highlights 
the almost synchronous onset of numerous European biotechnology-debates: While, until the mid-
nineties, various national publics underwent isolated controversies, from 1997 on, a great number of 
publics started debates almost synchronously. As can be seen from Figure 1, there is a forerunner, 
Austria, who, coincidentally already in 1996, entered into controversy due to an utterly miscarried 
first GMO field trial. Except Germany and Great Britain, however, where public attention rose with 
some retard, in the clear majority of countries, public controversies began in 1997. Some countries 
had a sudden upswing like Greece and Ireland, where first GMO field trials became trigger-events, 
or Italy, where the international media-event Dolly brought about the turnaround. In other important 
countries, like France and the UK, controversies built up gradually and reached climax in 1998 or 
1999 respectively.  

Figure 1 

5. Commonalities across national arenas   
It is noteworthy that, apart from the – relative – synchronicity of public arenas, there is also evidence 
for semiotic and social commonalities governing discrete public controversies. Thus, media-analysis 
of the Eurobarometer (Bauer et al. 2001: 48-51) demonstrates an explosive increase in media-activity 
on biotechnology by 1997 in most parts of Europe. In almost synchronous fashion similar actor-
constellations appeared, and in various European countries similar themes suffused the public arena. 

The first media-episode semantically connected to biotechnology, which led to an instant and 
synchronous reaction of all European publics, was triggered by news on the cloned sheep Dolly on 
24 February 1997.(13) The dominant theme of the Dolly-episode, the moral anxiety that, one day, 
humans might be cloned, too, highly reverberated in all European publics. While in some countries, 
so far indifferent to the topic, like Greece and Italy, Dolly was the first encounter of a national mass-
public with biotechnology, the episode all over Europe raised critical attention and brought 
biotechnology into moral disrepute.(14) (Allansdottir et al. 2001: 216-7) 
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However, the major mobilisation in virtually all MS, at that time not yet obvious, should be directed 
against agro-food biotechnology: In the late nineties, the subject of GM-food and, linked to it, the 
cultivation of GM-crops became topical throughout the EU. The roots of these developments go 
back to early 1996 when the BSE-crisis captured European publics.(15) The European 
Commission’s mishandling of the newly emerging and – as then feared – pandemic disease caused 
widespread, again synchronously extending, mistrust in food-authorities at national and 
supranational levels.(16) The link to the GMO-controversy was established in late 1996 when, in the 
wake of BSE, US-imports of non-labelled GM-soy and maize arrived in European harbours, which 
meant that, as soy and maize are ingredients of many food-products, non-labelled GM-food was to 
appear on supermarket shelves leaving consumers with no chance to identify them.(17) Under these 
conditions the mobilisation of the European publics was an attainable task for Greenpeace 
International which, at that time, embarked on its first Europe wide campaign against GM-food.(18) 
The NGO’s narrative of potentially dangerous products forced upon consumers by presumptuous 
(US-) corporations resonated well with European media-discourse.  

In the wake of the politicisation of GM-food, in a number of national public arenas derogative 
neologisms gained currency. In France, where public opinion became outspokenly hostile to the 
uninvited intruders into the food chain, GM-food came to be dubbed malbouffe, the British popular 
press habitually spoke of Frankenstein food, and in Austria, any object linked to biotechnology was 
given the prefix Gen (Gene), reinforcing the widespread believe of an infective or toxic substance 
conveyed by it. (Wagner et al. 2002) Highlighting another commonality in the European semiotic 
arena, media and political discourse as well as public opinion as portrayed by surveys gave rise to 
the moral contrast between negative “green” and positive “red” biotechnology. (Bauer 2005) While 
scientific progress in medicine came to be praised as useful and valuable, agro-food biotechnology 
was coded as serving corporate interest and threatening.  

As a further parallel in the civil sphere, in all public arenas where debate had been prompted by 
trigger-events (Dolly, food-scares, first field trials), in the wake of swelling media output, similar 
actor-constellations and alliances materialized and became vocal as critics of agro-food 
biotechnology. Characteristic of the conflict, and new in the history of social movements, was the 
typical alliance between critical NGOs, organic farmers and smallholders respectively, and – perhaps 
most important – retailer chains. (Schurman 2004)  

In many countries, local offices of the international environmental NGO Greenpeace, which 
typically was the first to become vocal on the issue, cooperated with local NGOs. In Greece, 
Greenpeace was joined by the consumer association Epkoizo and farmer unions.(19) In Austria, 
Greenpeace and the environmental NGO Global 2000 shared tasks in mobilizing the public and 
tightly coordinated strategies with Austrian organic farmers.(20) In Italy, Greenpeace formed a 
coalition with the environmental groups Verdi Ambiente Società and Legambiente, the farmers’ 
association Coldiretti, consumers groups and associations of local cooperatives.(21) In France, 
Greenpeace pursued the same goals as the environmental NGO Ecoropa and the Confédération 
Paysanne, which, however, since summer 1999 clearly dominated critical discourse and public arena 
alike. In other countries, Greenpeace was not involved or showed lower profile; in Ireland, for 
example, Genetic Concern! dominated the public arena, in the UK, Friends of the Earth UK, Gene 
Watch and the organic farmers organisation Soil Association formed the vocal alliance.  

NGOs employed a variety of tactics to exert political pressure, ranging from the staging of 
spectacular protest events to the entangling of authorities in prolonged legal suits.(22) Most 
importantly, however, critical NGOs channelled market pressure by figuring as a kind of sanitary 
police which screens for GM-“contamination” in food- and feed-products and keeps “black lists” of 
wrongdoers, thus exposing retailers – already struck by food crises – to the risk of further losses of 
consumer confidence.  

Coping with the situation, retail trade – again in most countries – reacted by pushing for complete 
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labelling and taking pains to establish “pure”, “GM-free” product-lines. In Austria, the first country 
to be affected by the anti-GM wave, the supermarket chains Spar and Julius Meinl declared their 
range of products “GM-free” already in late 1996, while campaigning on the side of Greenpeace and 
Global 2000 in the run-up to the popular initiative. (Seifert 2003: 178-180) In other EU member 
countries, food retailers undertook this step later, very much attuned to the rise of tensions in “their” 
respective publics. As noted, in the UK, frozen food retailer Iceland forged ahead in early 1998. At 
the same time, in France, the rivalling retailers Carrefour and Auchan were working on the setting 
up of product lines, controlled from the source throughout the production chain, to avoid GM 
presence in their product lines. The situation spiralled in the UK in mid-February 1999 when, amidst 
the British media storm, all major retail outlets declared to ban GM-ingredients from their own brand 
products.(23) In March, at the instigation of Sainsbury's and Marks & Spencer, a group of European 
retailers, comprising French Carrefour, Irish Superquinn, Swiss Migros, Belgian Delhaiz and Italian 
Effelunga, formed an association to cooperate in the matter.  

To “go GM free” proved difficult, however, as the downside of this guarantee lies in its technical 
and logistic infeasibility. Pressure had to be brought to bear on food industry, which, while hesitantly 
announcing GMO-aversive policies, in the long term proved unwilling to bear the costs imposed by 
policing solid segregation regimes. What resulted was a quest for alternatives to conventionally 
processed food.  

In Austria, from 1997 on, major retailer chains, NGOs and organic farmers sought to set up a 
labelling regime for “GM-free”-products. (Seifert 2003: 198-201) In the following year, French 
Carrefour intimated to provide for GM-free soy from Brazil as feedstuff for its poultry and fish-
products. In most European countries, organic farming became identified with truly “pure” food, and 
Mediterranean countries, like France, Italy or Greece, rediscovered the virtues of their traditional 
cuisine. Environmental NGOs supported this culinary discourse as the associated modes of 
production fit into notions of sustainability. In order to stabilise the narrative of “pure” and “natural” 
versus “contaminated”, “manufactured” food and to improve market conditions for the former, in 
many places environmental NGOs, consumers and farmers associations, retail chains and food 
industry engaged in “boundary work” to technically, logistically and legally define the distinct GM-
free food-type. (Gieryn 1983, Jasanoff 2005: 144) Thus, for example, they participated in the legal 
definition of acceptable “GM-contamination levels,” and, in the late nineties, in Austria, Italy, the 
UK, Greece and France, began to advocate the setting up of “GM-free zones”.  

Finally, in addition to these parallels in public arenas, we find a range of commonalities in the way 
governments coped with public unease. Apart from boosting GMO safety research and – in line with 
supranational restructurings in the aftermath of the BSE crisis – the strengthening of food-safety 
institutions, most governments sought new ways of regaining trust in authorities and handling public 
opposition by inviting for “discourse” and “participation.” Most conspicuous are developments in 
France and the UK. In summer 2003, the British government staged GM nation?, an extensive 
exercise in citizen participation and discourse. (Horlick-Jones et al. 2004, Jasanoff 2005: 127-130) In 
France, notorious for its elitist political and technocratic regulatory culture, the Conférence 
Citoyenne of summer 1998 ushered in an unmatched trend for inclusive, participatory practices, 
bringing about, in 2000, the États Généraux d‘alimentation, an in 2002, a débat public on field 
testing GMOs.(24) (Joly/Marris 2003a, Whiteside 2003)  

6. Underlying causes: trans-national media events, structures 
and actor-networks   
What are the reasons for this almost synchronous order of European controversies? A first and 
obvious cause is the simultaneity of European or international media events. The cloned sheep Dolly, 
which, in February 1997, for over a week dominated international headlines, is such an example, 
likewise the Pusztai affair in February 1999, which not only prompted the media-climax in the UK 
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but also attracted attention all over Europe. Yet, one needs to bear in mind that media events 
resonate unevenly across European publics, as their salience depends on local contexts and 
sensitivities. It is these local factors which determine whether media events set in motion 
mobilisation processes or not.  

A second cause lies in the simultaneous emergence of socio-political problems in various publics. 
The shipments of soy and maize arrived at the same time in European harbours and the Common 
Market, thus simultaneously confronting various European publics with the same problem – 
unlabelled GM-food - which in turn gave rise to retailers’ GM banning and labelling policies. 
Likewise, the BSE-crisis in spring 1996, which provided the ground for the mobilisation against 
GM-food, was pan-European in scope. The same holds for most ensuing food-scares: the dioxin-
scandal in early summer 1999, the debates on “hormone-beef” from the US, antibiotics in animal 
breeding, salmonella, outbreaks of the foot and mouth disease, and later cycles of the BSE-crisis. 
Equally, the search for an alternative to industrial, potentially hazardous food, for “pure” food from 
organic agriculture intensified across many European publics.  

Again it is important to stress that simultaneousness and social and semantic similitude of public 
controversies do not imply a fusion of national publics. Rather, they are due to the fact that publics 
are subjected to common structural conditions. As a consequence of the Common Market, European 
publics simultaneously face eventual market failures, as in the case of food crises, and 
simultaneously deal with the same class of newly emerging products and the risks emanating from 
them. Equally, the regulation of biotechnology is principally determined at the supranational level.
(25) Thus, political struggles over the shape of this regulation ultimately have to be carried to this 
level.  

Besides informational and structural coupling, the strong involvement of critical supra- and trans-
national actors constitutes a factor accounting for the synchronous and socially and semantically 
analogous mobilisation of European publics. The international NGOs Greenpeace and Friends of the 
Earth (FoE), which constitute the most vocal and, arguably, most influential actors of the European 
anti-GM mobilisation, are cases in point.(26) Both organisations are international in reach and 
organisational structure and thus capable of operating simultaneously at multiple levels – qualities 
which essentially account for their effectiveness.  

Greenpeace, for instance, could act as a prime mover in the early phases of the European 
mobilization due to its outstanding ability to manage international campaigns, based on its fund 
raising capacity, professional staff, hierarchical management structure and comprehensive network 
of local offices.(27) FoE, a more loosely structured NGO functioning as umbrella organisation of 
various local groups firmly rooted in their constituencies, can closely follow the law making process, 
pool insider knowledge, mastermind anti-GM policy strategies and lobby the EP, Council and 
Commission, because it entertains an office in Brussels since the early nineties.(28)  

Other European NGOs involved in biotechnology opposition have strong trans-national components 
as well. Some have a firm foothold in their national context and, at the same time, entertain EU 
offices or are part of international networks. The Italian association of small farmers Coldiretti, for 
example, supports a Brussels office that follows EU law-making and engages in lobbying at the EU 
level. Likewise, the French Confédération Paysanne is connected with the Coordination Paysanne 
Européenne (CPE), located in Brussels, and founding member of the international small farmers 
network Via Campesina.(29)  

The trans-national character of these groups reflects the general observation that social movements 
adapt their organisational structure and action repertoire to the opportunity structure of the EU. 
(Marks/MacAdam 1996, 1999, Ansell et al. 2003: 30-32) This opportunity structure can be 
conceived of both in institutional and structural terms. In institutional terms, the EU bestows the 
anti-GMO movement with various entries into the decision-making process. The EP has an 
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institutional interest in embarking on critical debates which resonate with the European public and 
raise the EP’s profile vis-à-vis Commission and Council. More specifically, the EP’s Green faction is 
closely linked with environmental actors and swiftly adopts their initiatives and policy frames. 
Greenpeace and FoEE, the major anti-GMO groups positioned in Brussels, also target the 
Commission, which, because of the complexity of the problems it deals with, requires expert and 
pressure group consultation.  

Nevertheless, trans-national oppositional groups direct their lobbying efforts mostly at MS 
governments which still play a major role in the EU decision-making and implementation process. 
While, for that purpose, at times the Council is targeted, the anti-GMO movement for the most part 
aims to influence public opinion in national publics through the staging of events attracting strong 
media coverage. It is through public mobilisation at the national level and the ensuing pressure 
brought to bear upon national governments that movements transfer mass protest to the EU level.
(30) In doing so they draw on the EU’s structural qualities pointed out above. The European anti-
GMO campaign concerted by Greenpeace, for example, seized upon these opportunities created by 
the Common Market; products and problems emerge at the same time, providing the ground for the 
simultaneous staging of public protest in various locales.  

7. The discreteness of national arenas  
At any rate, in spite of quasi-synchronicity and structural coupling of European publics it is 
misleading to speak about the European public. The European anti-GM mobilization equally 
illustrates the autonomous behaviour of national publics. Trigger events, for instance, be they of 
local dimension, like first GMO-releases, or – like Dolly – of international scope, always took hold 
of national ensembles of mass-media, actors and symbolic codes. The internal evolution of various 
public mobilisations against biotechnology varies in many other ways. Media-climaxes, for instance, 
often depend on internal contingencies like decision processes and political events: the Austrian 
popular initiative in spring 1997, for instance, the Swiss referendum one year later, or the French 
Conférence Citoyenne in summer 1998. Another source of media-attention are local events. The first 
GMO-releases in Austria (1996), Greece and Ireland (1997) illustrate that, but also scandals like the 
affair around Arpad Pusztai in Great Britain in February 1999.  

Figure 2 illustrates the discreetness of national arenas as mirrored by distinctive media dynamics in 
Austria and Great Britain. While in Austria, in the first half of the decade, biotechnology hardly 
played any part in media discourse, from 1996 on, it rapidly grew to a major issue. Maximal media 
coverage was reached in 1998, although the debate’s political intensity, as highlighted by the 
framing variable “political accountability,” culminated the year before, in the months around the 
popular initiative. After that, political salience remained high until 1999. In the UK, a quite different 
pattern emerges. British media coverage saw a steady growth in the first half of the nineties and 
beyond, up to a sudden political escalation in February 1999. While in Britain, after 1999, media 
interest levelled off to steady growth, in Austria it markedly receded in 2000 (mainly due to 
government change which utterly absorbed media coverage) only to regain salience in 2001 and 
2002.  

Media involvement differed not only in terms of dynamics but also in terms of key media involved. 
While, for example, the popular press drove controversies in Austria and Great Britain, in France it 
kept rather low profile on the issue.(31) Equally, social movements which were vocal in denouncing 
agro-food biotechnology display a number of idiosyncrasies. Nowhere else than in France, for 
instance, a farmers’ association, combining an anti-capitalist, internationalist outlook with the clever 
employment of activist tactics, gained issue leadership.(32)  

Figure 2 

Moreover, the means employed by opponents to attract attention or else obstruct agro-food 
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biotechnology varied. Again, the case of France is striking, where, from 1999 on, destructing GM 
field tests became a customary element of the protesters’ action repertoire. The destruction of test 
sites or other GM crop materials not only set off a series of spectacular court trials, mostly involving 
activists of the Confédération Paysanne, over the years it considerably grew and gained momentum 
of its own, bringing about the activist network “faucheurs volontaires” primarily dedicated to 
ransacking test sites.(33) The attacking of GM test sites is not a new means of radical protest. 
Already in the early nineties it had been employed in the Netherlands and Germany, later it had 
gained currency among radical opponents in the UK.(34) But nowhere else than in France, field 
destructions became an outright popular movement as strongly resonating in public discourse.  

Finally, speaking about national differences, we need to recall the fact that not all national publics in 
the EU have reacted to GMOs in such a way as to make them a major issue in public debate let alone 
instigate governments to act. Finland or Portugal are cases in point, or Spain, which, since 1998, is 
the only EU country to embark on large-scale commercial production of GM crops but, nevertheless, 
generated only a retarded and fragmented oppositional movement while the Spanish government, 
until the voting out of the Partido Popular in March 2004, took a clearly supportive stance towards 
industrial biotechnology, basically disregarding critical concerns. (See Fig. 1) (Tàbara et al. 2004: 7-
10, 56-69)  

As a consequence of the discreteness of European publics, the anti-GMO movement, attempting to 
spur and leverage mass protest, even though it internationally coordinates its actions, is subjected to 
the varying conditions of national settings. Vocal GMO opponents are only successful if the local 
environment proves receptive to their campaigns. Thus, campaigns in states with an unreceptive 
public ended in nothing. An example is provided by the United States whereto, from 1999 on, 
international NGOs had attempted to transfer the European mobilisation. In spite of the food-scandal 
over Aventis’ Starlink-maize, the denouncing of “terminator-crops,” alerts over GMO-contaminated 
native maize in Mexico and some local initiatives to locally ban the cultivation of GMOs public 
pressure in the USA never attained a political impact comparable to the EU. (Joly/Marris 2003b, Ten 
Eyck et al. 2004, Hornig-Priest/Ten Eyck 2004)  

8. Resonance in supra-national decision making  
The European anti-GM movement obviously resonated with decision making in EU institutions 
which, in a still ongoing reform process, established one of the most restrictive legislations on agro-
food biotechnology in the world. Reforms started in summer 1997 with legislation aimed at sealing 
the deficient labelling rules under the Novel Food Regulation.(35) In 1998, the Commission 
suggested its first draft of a revised Deliberate Release directive, featuring new restraints on the 
approval process, like a provision for post-marketing monitoring or the approval’s revocability after 
a certain time span. In 2000, the Commission presented a “White Paper on Food Safety” proposing 
the parameters of a new, more restrictive and transparent risk regime assigning a key role to the new 
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA). (CEC 2000a) Shortly thereafter followed a 
ÒCommunication on the Precautionary PrincipleÓ announcing the Commission’s commitment to 
take risk aversive action in situations marked by a possible threat to human health and the 
environment and scientific uncertainty as to its causal nature and extent. (CEC 2000b, see also: 
Christoforou 2002)(36) In spring 2001, with the amended Directive on Deliberate Releases of GMOs 
into the Environment, laying out principles for environmental risk assessment, a keystone of the new 
and substantially stricter regulatory framework was set.(37) This, however, did not bring an end to 
the moratorium. In summer 1999, recalcitrant MS had defended the blockade as an interim measure 
until the reform of safety and labelling legislation was finalized. Now they refused to lift the 
moratorium despite the new legislation, saying they needed to wait for new biotechnology related 
traceability, labelling, GM feed and food authorization as well as liability rules to come into force. 
Eventually, by autumn 2003, the EP and Council finalized the new regulatory framework by 
adopting directives laying down the rules for the labelling of foods and animal feed, which entered 
into force in April 2004.(38)  
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Cornerstones of the European legislation are, firstly, consumers’ “right to chose,” which is upheld 
regardless of any proven risk of a particular product and lays the normative ground for a costly and 
highly complex labelling system. Secondly, the precautionary principle allows – in certain situations 
commands – “to err on the side of safety,” that is to act preventively if there are reasonable grounds 
for concern even if they cannot draw on scientific certainty. The labelling regime and precautionary 
principle correspond, thirdly, with the traceability-principle, which requires that any GM product-
component is identifiable at each stage of the food chain and aims at both providing the base for a 
consistent labelling regime and enabling to prohibit or remove a product from the market in case of 
an emergency. The tightened regulatory regime is not a mirror of oppositional demands, which very 
often aim at barring agro-food biotechnology altogether.  

Still, it is designed to render the introduction of GMOs into the European production and food chain 
possible. In part, this insistence is due to the liberal basis of regulations in the Common Market 
framework which allow to preclude the commercial use of innovations only in case of scientifically 
demonstrated environmental and human health risks. In part, it results from the political imperative 
to promote key technologies for the sake of international competitiveness.(39) The major reason for 
the Commission’s insistence on installing a working approval mechanism, however, lies in growing 
international pressure brought to bear on the EU from agro-exporting countries, in particular the 
USA, to open markets for GM-products abiding by international free trade disciplines enshrined in 
WTO agreements. Since the setting up of the political ban on GMO approvals in the late nineties, the 
US government warned the EU to take legal action against the moratorium at the WTO, which, in 
2003, it finally did, supported by Canada and Argentina. Therefore, the moratorium, together with 
the maintenance of safeguard bans on GM seed, feed, and food by some MS regardless of converse 
scientific opinion, enormously increased the pressure on the Commission’s regulatory architects to 
do whatever possible to regain consumer confidence and appease ecological critique while, at the 
same time, working as swiftly as possible to restore the approval process.  

Thus, in May 2004, the Commission finally set an end to the de facto moratorium by approving the 
maize variety BT-11, marketed by the Swiss firm Syngenta. Five further approvals of GM plants – 
now under the amended Deliberate Release directive 2001/18/EC – followed until today.(40) It 
should be stressed, however, that the moratorium’s lifting neither noticeably accelerated the 
introduction of agro-food biotechnology into the European market and production chain nor did it 
mitigate tensions between oppositional MS and the Commission. Symptomatic of the still hesitant 
pace of the approval process is the fact that each of the five approvals since July 2004 applies only to 
the importation, processing and consumption of products as food and feed, not however to their 
cultivation. The Commission obviously shies away from touching upon one of the most controversial 
issues, the growing of GM crops on Europe’s fields.(41) Furthermore, none of the approvals is based 
on a MS majority decision. Indeed, the Commission has granted all approvals by using a legal 
default procedure as MS’ governments did not reach a common decision in the complex approval 
procedure. As a consequence, all approvals were issued against the will of a considerable portion of 
countries, conjuring up future tensions between them and the Commission. In July 2005, the 
Commission suffered a decisive defeat in a conflict with MS, which highlighted the lasting deadlock, 
as the Environmental Council foiled the Commission’s attempt to initiate legal action against 
Austria, France, Germany, Greece and Luxembourg, who, disregarding the disapproving opinion of 
EFSA scientists, had maintained their “safeguard measures” against a number of GMOs. The voting 
demonstrated the widespread support for the noncompliant countries and exposed the continuing 
weakness of the regulatory framework which had been amended throughout more than eight years in 
order to cope with opposition.  

At the same time, international pressure on the Commission to align MS lingers on. Although today 
(late July 2006) no final verdict has been tabled yet in the WTO case, in February 2006, an 
intermediary report of the WTO Dispute Settlement Body proves the complainants right finding that, 
with the blockade on GMO approvals and the persistence of national safeguard bans in spite of 
positive risk assessment, the EU has violated the “undue delay” provisions of the Sanitary and 
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Phytosanitary (SPS) Agreement. While the ruling does not question the EU’s rigorous regulatory 
regime itself, it clearly denounces its malfunctioning due to MS recalcitrance and thus increases the 
Commission’s – legal – legitimacy in its future attempts to lift the national bans.  

Be that as it may, the framework is rightfully called one of the most stringent in the world, which 
suggests the question how synchronized European publics influenced its emergence. A sketch of the 
major factors and institutional mechanisms leading to that outcome begins with the observation that 
the policy process for biotechnology regulation closely corresponds to what Hellen Wallace (2000) 
dubbed the “regulatory mode” of governance, characterised by a particular interplay of European 
Institutions (Shaffer/Pollack 2004: 45-48): The Commission acts as designer and defender of 
regulatory objectives, mainly according to market criteria; through the Council MS direct 
harmonization efforts by agreeing to minimum standards; the EP, due to a gain in legislative powers, 
has increased its impact on the policy process which it attempts to influence in favour of non-market 
criteria; the role of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) is to ensure that rules are applied properly, 
and finally, the regulatory mode of European governance also provides opportunities for societal, for 
the most part economic actors to be consulted about and influence the regulatory process.  

The major actors shaping the evolution of the EU’s biotechnology regulation, however, are the 
Commission and MS through the Council of Ministers. In particular, MS, collectively able to control 
the approval process, could impose the moratorium on the Commission, which constitutes the first 
and probably most important factor contributing to the subsequent tightening of the regulatory 
framework. Again and again, the Commission’s efforts to restore the approval process were thwarted 
by MS, who persistently kept up the blockade pressuring for an ever more stringent framework. As 
an indirect result, the administrative and technical requirements following from its provisions, 
together with the fact that MS enjoy major prerogatives in the approval process, still makes the 
marketing of GM products and, even more, the cultivation of GMOs in agriculture, a possible but 
highly difficult task for potential applicants and will considerably encumber the introduction of agro-
food biotechnology in years to come. As pointed out before, the moratorium is a direct result of 
simultaneously mobilized national publics urging national governments to take up an oppositional 
stance at the supranational level, thus transmitting public pressure to the supranational decision-
making process.  

Secondly, regarding the shape of the regulatory framework, MS also directly influenced the 
amendment process through the Council of Ministers by reviewing framework directives and 
regulations. Here again, it was predominantly the blockade group and those countries imposing 
national safeguard bans, who in most cases had gone through political controversies, which 
pressured for a further tightening of the regulatory regime.(42)  

Thirdly, the EP had its part in both instigating institutional change in the Commission and ratcheting 
up biotechnology directives and regulations. Thus, the EP had considerable impact when, in 
February 1997, it criticized the Commission and threatened censure for its handling of the BSE 
issue. Subsequent institutional restructurings in the Commission, upgrading consumer and 
environmental policies, have to be seen against this backdrop. As to the setting and reinforcement of 
EU biotechnology legislation, the EP was continually involved in a bargaining process with the 
Commission and Council. From an, at first, discordant position it evolved into a supporter of strict 
regulation as the moratorium dragged on, pressing the Commission, in tandem with the Council, for 
further regulatory controls.(43)  

Fourthly, the ECJ had been involved, albeit to a minor degree, by mostly sanctioning the 
Commission’s legal position vis-à-vis MS or regions reluctant to comply with Community 
legislation.(44) Fifthly, the Commission, embarking on modes of “new governance,” held numerous 
“round tables” and “stakeholder forums” dealing with GMO-related issues, arguably aimed at 
creating input to the law making process. 
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Sixthly, the network of experts of the various national Competent Authorities and – after its 
inception – the EFSA, constituting the gate in the approval process, as well as the MS’ 
representatives in the regulatory committee constituted a deliberative forum going along with the 
amendment process, bringing up, discussing and elaborating regulatory provisions. Though it is not 
viable to assess the direct qualitative influence of each of these national expert groups, their positions 
on various product applications before and after the return to the approval process in 2004 in 
principle mirror their governments’ political attitudes and, accordingly, the degree of public 
controversy in these countries.  

To sum up, the mechanisms bringing about resonance to public GM opposition in the EU’s 
biotechnology policy are essentially based on the prerogatives of MS’ governments. (Fig. 3) 
Certainly, resonance was enhanced by the institutional restructuring and policy reorientation of the 
Commission itself, which, in an attempt to cope with a European crisis of trust, upgraded consumer 
and environmental policies, to some extend, “greened” agricultural policy, and set out on a new 
discourse of participation, transparency and dialogue. To some extent, the Commission also coped 
with non-state actors as, for instance, retail trade which imposed its proper labelling rules based on 
criteria varying across MS. As diverse labelling criteria threatened to undermine the internal market, 
the Commission had to react by specifying and standardising labelling rules. (Levidow 2006 forthc.) 

Yet, national governments’ capacity to impose safeguard bans, to regulate the approval process and 
create interstate alliances in order to pressurize the Commission, and finally, to revise the 
Commission’s proposals in the Council and thus directly to influence the legislative process, are the 
main factors accounting of supranational resonance. Equally, the network of experts, dealing with 
the “scientific” layers of the approval process, on the whole translates MS’ political positions into 
regulatory concepts and decisions.  

Figure 3 

As compared to national governments, the other potential channels of influence for European publics 
have been much less effective. Most influential among them has been the EP which adopted an 
increasingly GM aversive attitude and, at times together with, at times against the Council, drove the 
Commission to adopt stricter rules. Finally, minimal if any impact can be attributed to demonstrative 
attempts to engage in “new governance.”  

9. Conclusion  
This article turns against chronic scepticism about the possibility of a political mass-public in the EU 
and offers clues as to how, in functional terms, such a public may materialize. An analysis of the 
European mobilization against agro-food biotechnology yielded evidence for the capacity of 
European publics to synchronously go through similar processes of opinion formation and, as a 
consequence thereof, to influence supranational decision-making, thus forcing dramatic turnarounds 
upon the EU’s policy-makers.  

It is stressed that the empirical account of the European anti-GM mobilisation does not provide 
evidence of a “fusion” of European publics.(45) To be sure, stimuli originating in one national arena 
might string a chord with others.(46) Whether this happens, however, depends on the latter’s 
proneness to react to these stimuli, thus on inherent actor-constellations, frames of relevance and 
other local contingencies. In both the long-term conflict over biotechnology and in their 
synchronised state national publics function as basic units of public debate, as discrete 
communication-communities with their individual horizon or relevance, their historically evolved 
systems of semantic references, their familiar voices and vested interests.  

Thus, on the one hand, the relative autonomy of European mass-publics testifies to the much 
lamented lack of a common public space in the EU, even suggests the persistence of national 
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fragmentation. On the other hand, however, the processes described above allow for tentatively 
optimistic conclusions. Since synchronized European publics create analogous problem definitions 
and corresponding political pressures, a normative assessment arrives at conclusions similar to those 
of Meyer’s, who, in his study of European political scandals, found the normative functions of mass-
publics information and control fulfilled. As to information, the intense media coverage on 
biotechnology faced many Europeans (often for the first time) with the issue, and the controversy’s 
high salience gave a strong stimulus to form an opinion. As to control, it is evident that the 
Commission’s policy making was under heightened scrutiny from national mass-publics (mass-
media), governments and countless “watch dogs”, which put the Commission under permanent 
pressure to grade up its consumer and environmental protection. Conversely, the third normative 
function of a mass-public – the creation of solidarity and identity, in this case at a European level – 
seems not to be met. While, for example, there is evidence for discourses linking local identity with 
regional cuisines and the idea of an unspoiled homeland both perceived as threatened by the 
intruding technology, there is less indication of Europeans feeling closer to each other because of 
their shared disdain for GM food.(47)  

While, at least in two essential respects, synchronised national publics can be considered functional 
equivalents of the normative desideratum of a European mass-public, this claim cannot as clearly be 
sustained for trans-national, deliberative publics. Certainly, the evolution of Europe’s biotechnology 
policy also illustrates the existence of such border transcending, deliberative publics. They 
materialize in the context of the EP, in the form of expert networks dealing with the technicalities of 
the reform process, are brought about by trans-nationally operating critical NGOs, and might be 
encouraged by mechanisms of “new governance” recently employed by the EU. Still, the 
expectations placed in these trans-national deliberative publics are not to be overstated as, neither in 
realistic nor in normative terms, the performance of these publics is convincing.  

First, there is hardly any hint at a tangible political impact of the Commission’s recent “new 
governance” policy.(48) Secondly, it is difficult to determine an independent political impact of the 
expert networks involved in the policy process. As a general rule, the groups of experts who handle 
the scientific portions of the approval procedure under the Deliberate Release directive and comment 
on the amendment process advocate the positions of their states. The scientific positions they adopt 
in supranational arenas are functions of the institutional context they operate in, which is shaped by 
national preferences. Further, the expert networks dealing with GMO risk assessment obviously fail 
to meet the normative expectation on a deliberative public, namely the attainment of consensus. In 
fact, the scientific component of the Union’s “comitology” was as ineffective in its quest to come to 
binding decisions as was its political branch, the Council.  

Thirdly, certain critical NGOs operating at the supra-national level cultivate somewhat less 
exclusive, deliberative, supra-national publics by observing policy developments and communicating 
them to the broader audience. The specialised nature of this information nonetheless confines this 
audience to the interested few. Further, NGOs operating in Brussels form only a small segment of 
Europe’s “multi-level” anti-GM movement. (Ansell et al. 2003: 29-30) As outlined above, while 
main oppositional groups are trans-nationally organised and operate at various levels of the 
European political system, as a basic strategy, the movement embarks on the mobilisation of national 
publics through which they influence national governments and, through these, the EU decision 
system. The movement’s focus on strategies of mass-mobilisation at the national level, involves a 
logic of polarisation and escalation as, for example, epitomized by the activist styles of the 
Confédération Paysanne, which further diminishes the validity of the normative argument for 
deliberative supra-nationalism.  

The EP, finally, constitutes the most important focus of a trans-national deliberative public. Keen to 
present itself as voice of the “European people” and to show political clout vis-à-vis Commission 
and Council, the EP, indeed, to some extent co-shaped the Union’s biotechnology policy. 
Nevertheless, in spite of its enhanced constitutional prerogatives, the EP’s impact on the policy 
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process clearly stays behind that of MS’ governments through the Council. Finally remains a 
normative reservation against elitism and exclusivity, which pertains to all the forms of deliberative 
public listed above, from supranational expert networks to professional NGOs and the EP.  

At any rate, the fact that the major momentum underlying the EU’s policy change derives from 
mobilised mass-publics forecloses the adoption of deliberative democracy as normative framework. 
The factual behaviour of mass-publics is a far cry from the open dialogue envisioned by advocates of 
deliberative democracy, and the expectation that deliberative policies, occasionally adopted by MS 
in an attempt to cope with public unease, will substantially alter this condition appears all too 
optimistic.  

Unsurprisingly, given the concurrence of mass-publics and nation-state, the central mechanism 
through which synchronised mass-publics impact upon EU decision making hinges on national 
governments, which take “their” publics’ oppositional pressures to the supranational level. As 
mentioned, there is no one-to-one link between national mass-publics and governments’ positions in 
the supranational arena. Some countries which had gone through intense debates have not adopted an 
actively oppositional policy in the EU, while other governments did so in the absence of acute public 
controversy. In the main, however, MS’ supranational policies correspond with issue definitions 
materializing in national public arenas.  

If we recognize the crucial role of this state-mediated mechanism in the EU’s response we cannot 
overlook its contentious character. The Union’s current biotechnology policy is marked by major 
splits; splits between oppositional and promotional MS, and much more so, splits between the 
Commission and the group of oppositional MS. Manifestations of the latter are, for example, the 
political moratorium and the stalemate with national safeguard bans, which are maintained by MS in 
opposition to repeated calls by the Commission for them to be lifted. This split, as well as the 
division among MS, are also highlighted by the fact that, after the lifting of the moratorium, none of 
the approvals was based on a consensus or, at least, clear majorities among MS.  

Indeed, the Union’s response to public pressure against agro-food biotechnology is accompanied by 
a veritable power struggle between Commission and oppositional MS. The wrangling is reflected in 
the Commission’s attempt to concentrate the approval process in the EFSA, as the thus achieved gain 
in regulatory efficiency means a loss of MS’ influence at the expert level. An attempt of the 
Commission to curb MS’ obstructive capacity, which was thwarted by MS and the EP, was its 
proposal to remove the safeguard clause from the regulatory framework. (Shaffer/Pollack 2004: 35) 
The Commission suffered an even more serious defeat in summer 2005, when failing to rally support 
for initiating legal action against the MS which uphold their safeguard measures contrary to the 
opinion of EFSA scientists.  

Notwithstanding these tensions and the fact that the formation of the EU’s biotechnology policy goes 
along with protracted self paralysis and muddling through, the process constitutes a supranational 
response to European publics’ opposition. The fact that this response (or its slowness) conjured up a 
trade confrontation with the major biotechnology exporters, with small chances for a success of the 
EU, is a sign of the weight of this policy change and the high international stakes involved. 
Nevertheless, even the Union’s new biotechnology policy runs the risk that, due to ongoing and 
conspicuous contention between MS and Commission and due to the Commission’s long term goal 
to render possible the marketing of agro-food biotechnology, input legitimacy wont materialize – at 
least in terms of public perception. Output legitimacy, in turn, will depend on the efficacy of the 
regulation, particularly its capacity to provide a robust labelling regime accepted by consumers, and 
the further expansion of agricultural biotechnology in the EU.  

Can we expect similar events of synchronisation and supranational responsiveness to occur in other 
policy fields? The answer is tentatively positive, even though the European mobilization against 
agro-food biotechnology features a peculiarity which underlies its outstanding impact but is not 
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necessarily to be found elsewhere – the pertinence of consumer policy.  

Biotechnology policy evolved along with European consumer policy, which, in fact, became its main 
driving force. Consumer demands – for product safety and the “right to know” – provided 
biotechnology opponents with their major political lever, since, as virtually everybody is a consumer, 
consumer advocates can base their claims on a maximum of popular support. Moreover, the high 
salience of consumer concerns in the affluent Western European societies considerably extended the 
oppositional camp to include, for example, retailers and segments of the food industry. Coping with 
a series of food crises, at last, the Commission had to significantly step up its consumer policy which 
inevitably had consequences for its stance towards agro-food biotechnology so that, today, the main 
pillars of the new regulatory regime – precaution, labelling, traceability – are all consistent with this 
upgraded policy. In short, the co-evolution of consumer and biotechnology policy is key to 
understand the unparalleled impact of synchronised public mobilisations on political decision-
making in the EU, and any consideration as to whether a similar process could take place, has to take 
this fact into account. At any rate, a strong element of unpredictability as, in important respects, this 
development owes itself to contingent events, above all the BSE crisis.  

Then again, there are structural conditions and long-term trends operating in the process described 
above which allow for a tentatively positive assessment. As major factors accounting for 
synchronisation, the analysis suggests structural coupling of European publics, brought about by the 
Common Market, and the operation of trans-national critical actors, effectively capitalising on the 
opportunity structure of the EU. (see Fig. 3) In these respects, therefore, we face “a self-constituting 
dynamic of a European public sphere,” (Trenz/Eder 2004: 5) and to the extend to which market 
integration and the expansion of civil actors’ operational range are continuous trends we might 
expect similar synchronisation events in the future.  
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(1) The debate on the normative significance of „the public“ in the context of democratic theory is a 
classical one and from its beginnings knew sceptical tones too. (e.g. Lippman 1925) Nevertheless, 
for the purpose of this argument the public is regarded as a necessary, albeit insufficient, condition of 
democracy. 

(2) For further accounts on mass-publics prompted by political scandals see Trenz 2000 and 
Eder/Kantner 2000. 

(3) Which is why, in the following, the term “mass-public” will be used in plural where appropriate. 

(4) There is general agreement that mass media and speakers, who seek to influence the mass media, 
frame issues in the public sphere, act as agenda-setters, and actively shape public opinion, exert an 
influence on the policy process, either directly through elections, the media and opinion polls, or 
indirectly through the opinions of actors and interest groups which are brought to bear directly 
through lobbying. 

(5) Less attention is paid to the “actual” preferences of the audience, usually measured by opinion 
polls. While, as survey researchers tend to suggest, these measures are indicative of the “true” public 
opinion, methodological and epistemological reservations left aside, we can assume that the extent, 
to which unpublished or unnoticed public attitudes influence the policy process, is negligible. What 
counts is not “the true” but the publicly communicated, or “reified” public opinion. (compare 
Bourdieu 1979, Gamson 2004) 

(6) The most intense debate, which arose in Sweden. (Fjæstad et al. 1998: 134-6) Only a minor and 
local controversy erupted in France due to a planned risk-laboratory. (Bonneuil 2000) 

(7) “Gentechnik Volksbegehren“. 

(8) Surprisingly, in Germany, the eighties “Mecca” of an organised critique against biotechnology, 
no remake of the old controversy took place. (Hampel et al. 2001: 192, 202, Jasanoff 2005: 139-143) 
Yet, most of Europe’s conflicts and the most intense among them occurred in publics, which never 
had been critical of the subject before. Switzerland, by contrast, experienced a broad public 
controversy around the national referendum on biotechnology in 1998. Since, however, initiatives 
for the plebiscite date back to 1993, the Swiss controversy must be considered outside the general 
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European dynamic. (Bonfadelli et al. 2001: 282-3)  

(9) Protesting the government decision, in February 1997, Axel Kahn, prominent head of the 
beforehand almost self-ruling Comission du génie biomoléculaire, resigned, thus attracting public 
attention. (Roy 2000, Kempf 2003: 93-102, 141-144) 

(10) Technically: Directive 90/220/EC. In Austria, the decision to invoke this “safeguard measure” 
under Article 16 of the Directive was taken by the Minister of Health amidst utmost public uproar on 
the issue. (Seifert 2003: 183-185) In Luxembourg, by contrast, a parliamentary majority, 
outspokenly critical of biotechnology, drove the decision. (Phone interview Norbert Campagna, 
27.9.2004, see also: Campagna 1996)  

(11) After 1999, Germany, Great Britain, and ultimately, in 2005, Hungary invoked safeguard 
measures under the same safeguard clause of the Directive 90/220/EC. In 2000, also Italy invoked a 
like safeguard procedure, however under Article 12 of the Novel Foods Regulation, to ban the sale of 
food products containing ingredients from four varieties of GM maize. (Ansell et al. 2003: 25-26) 
Great Britain and Italy later revoked their bans. 

(12) Later on, in 2000 and 2001 respectively, Austria and Belgium joined the blockade group. 
Although, by summer 1999, Austria was among the staunchest opponents of agricultural 
biotechnology it refrained from joining the alliance in the beginning, as it deemed the case-by-case 
principle, contained in the Directive on Deliberate Releases, violated by the action. Belgium, by 
contrast, was among the latest countries to undergo a public controversy over biotechnology and thus 
to reconsider its supranational stance; in summer 1999, the scandal over Dioxin-contaminated food 
scattered public trust in authorities and had a considerable part in the subsequent change of 
government which, for the first time in Belgian history, allowed for participation of the Belgian 
Greens. (Interview Sebastién Denys, CAGE, 29.9.2004, Brussels) 

(13) While the connection between modern biotechnology, i.e. gene transfer between unrelated 
organisms, and reproductive cloning, which is a reproductive technology, is an arbitrary and 
“unscientific” one, it was, nevertheless, taken for granted in public discourse. 

(14) Though, by the end of the nineties, opposition to agro–alimentary biotechnology came to drive 
political debate in Italy as well, the prominence of ethical doubts surrounding advances in human 
reproductive technology remained a standing feature of the Italian discourse – arguably due to the 
influence of Catholicism in Italy. (Pers. comm., phone Agnes Allansdottir, 5.10.2004)  

(15) BSE for “Bovine Spongiform Encephalitis”. 

(16) The mad cow disease has not been the first food-scare in Europe but, while former food crises 
had unfolded within national publics, for economical, logistic, legal and political reasons, BSE 
became the first food-scare of a clearly European dimension. 

(17) While the EU had already authorised Monsanto’s „RoundUp-Soya-Bean“, which arrived in 
October 1996, a herbicide-resistant maize brand of CibaGeigy (later Novartis and Syngenta 
respectively) arriving in December had not even been authorised. Moreover, both food-components 
were not covered by the Novel Food Directive, still under dispute in late 1996, so that foods 
containing them would not be labelled either. 

(18) The campaign, starting in Holland, Germany and Switzerland, involved the dramatic blocking 
of soy and maize shipments in a number of harbours and the lobbying of food industry to ban GM 
ingredients. Public resonance considerably varied among countries. While in Austria the Greenpeace 
campaign added fuel to an already burning controversy, in France and Great Britain it met with still 
embryonic debates.  
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(19) Since 1997, Greenpeace remained active throughout, pushing government for ever more 
restrictive policies. (pers. com., phone George Sakellaris 18.11.2004) 

(20) Global 2000 is customarily associated with the international NGO Friends of the Earth – beyond 
Greenpeace the most fervent rival of biotechnology in the global arena. 

(21) For an account of the wide and complex network of mostly environmental and agricultural 
organisations militating against GMOs in Italy see Ansell et al. 2003: 24-29. 

(22) Particularly the Irish and French opposition resorted to the latter approach, which the 
Confédération Paysanne most effectively combined with acts of civil disobedience, thus highlighting 
a conflict between illegality and illegitimacy. (Joly et al 2000: 37-38, 51-56, Kempf 2003: 151-153) 

(23) From February until April 1999, UK retailers, ASDA, Marks’s and Spencer, Sainsbury’s, Co-op, 
Waitroseand Tesco gave such guarantees. (Schurman 2004: 25) 

(24) The new mood of dialogue with the public is not a consequence of the GMO-controversy alone. 
Other contextual factors equally account for the seeming “opening up” of government. Thus, both 
Blair and Jospin, who headed a governing coalition with Les Verts, had proclaimed to “modernize” 
government and democracy respectively, putting emphasis on stakeholder and citizen participation. 
Moreover the politicization of food-safety in the wake of a series of food crises brought with it a 
demand for resuming trust in public institutions. For critical perspectives see: Irwin 2001 and Rayner 
2003. 

(25) With main prerogatives remaining with the MS though, as, for instance, the setting up of 
coexistence and liability regimes. 

(26) Media prominence of various oppositional NGOs has been measured by Ansell et al., content-
analysing the comprehensive Genet on-line archives. (Ansell et al. 2003: 7-14) 

(27) The anti-GMO campaign of 1996 was the first one Greenpeace International decided to launch 
at the European level even though the idea had been discussed for several years within the 
organisation. Particularly the Swiss and French experts had accumulated expertise since the early 
nineties and advocated a pan-European approach, a first attempt, however, to organise a common 
strategy failed in 1994. In March 1995, a first cooperation of local Greenpeace offices brought 
together the British, German, Swiss, and EU offices in (remarkably successful) protests against the 
EU-Directive on the legal protection of biotechnological inventions. However, only later in the same 
year, when in became clear that, in 1996, a first, massive wave of GM products was to enter the 
European market, the decision to prepare a European campaign was taken. (Interview Isabelle 
Meister, Greenpeace, 6.7.2005, Zurich, see also: Ansell et al. 2003: 14-19) 

(28) In fact, the quarterly “FoEE biotech mailout,” published by Friends of the Earth Europe (FoEE) 
since 1995, ranks among the best investigated, up to date sources on the subject of biotechnology 
policy. (http://www.foeeurope.org/GMOs/) 

(29) For the Via Campesina see http://viacampesina.org, for the CPE http://www.cpefarmers.org. 

(30) Which, for instance, explains the fact that protest events staged by NGOs in Brussels are less 
frequent and acrimonious than those in the national arenas. (Ansell et al. 2003: 32) 

(31) In Austria, the unyielding stance of the highly influential tabloid Neue Kronen Zeitung 
regarding biotechnology constitutes a fact not to be ignored by Austrian policy-makers. (Seifert 
2003:167-189) The British mobilization against GM-food in February 1999 was very much media-
driven, with the Guardian and tabloids like the Daily Mail and Mail on Sunday, the Express and 
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Express on Sunday, and the Independent on Sunday acting as chief campaigners. (POST 2000: 14-
15, 41-48) 

(32) In fact, the successful staging of acts of civil disobedience, and the – often awkward – reactions 
of state authorities, provided the ground for an unprecedented upsurge in popularity of the 
Confédération, which, in the national elections to the chamber of agriculture in 2001, rose to 27 %, 
from 21 % in 1995. For the beforehand unknown farmer and activist José Bové, the decision of the 
farmer’ organization to embark on anti-GMO campaigning set the course for a rise to international 
celebrity. (see: Heller 2002, Martin 2005a) 

(33) The group’s major thrust is directed against neo-liberal globalisation, as embodiment of which 
GMOs are perceived. It took off after the spectacular meeting of the “Altermondialistes” in the 
Larzac in August 2003, attracting over 200.000 sympathizers. Besides the Confédération Paysanne, 
it comprises associations like Attac or G10 Solidaires. (www.monde-solidaire.org/index.php) In 
summer 2003, 22 out of 55 test sites were “mowed,” in the subsequent year, it was 27 out of 48. 
(CD-Rom research Le Monde) As to the anti-globalisation movement in France see: Agrikoliansky et 
al. 2005, as to the role the Confédération plays in it see: Martin 2005b. As to the series of court 
trials, provoked by acts of vandalism on GM test sites, and their impact on French public debate see: 
Marris et al. 2004: 18-37.  

(34) In the course of the state funded “field-scale evaluation programme,” conducted from 1998 to 
2003, out of 282 test sites 52 sites were vandalised, mostly causing only minor damage however; 
only six trials had to be discontinued. (Turner 2004: 228) 

(35) In June 1997, the Commission adopted Commission Directive 97/35, overturning the rules on 
GM labelling in the Novel Foods Regulation. In September of the same year, Commission 
Regulation (EC) 1813/97, requiring labelling of foods produced from GM soy and maize varieties, 
which had been approved prior to the Novel Foods Regulation having taken effect. In May 1998, the 
Council passed Regulation 1139/98 ratifying an unambiguous label for GM food. In January 2000, 
the Commission enacted Regulation (EC) 50/2000 on food and food additives, and Commission 
Regulation (EC) 49/2000, established a threshold of 1 % above which food containing GM 
ingredients due to adventitious admixture had to be labelled. 

(36) Neither the White Paper on Food Safety nor the Communication on the Precautionary Principle 
are responses to the European GMO controversy only. They reflect a general change in the Union’s 
policy orientation in the fields of food safety, risk assessment and risk management, coping with an 
internal crises of legitimacy as well as challenges raised by a changing global policy-environment. 

(37) “Directive 2001/18 /EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 March 2001 on the 
deliberate release into the environment of genetically modified organisms and repealing Council 
Directive 90/220/EEC.” Among other new hurdles to the approval process, the directive entails 
mandatory post-market monitoring, a requirement to ensure labelling and traceability at all stages of 
the placing on the market, a restriction to approvals to a maximum of ten years, an obligation to 
consult the EP on authorizations, and the possibility for the Council of Ministers to adopt or reject a 
Commission proposal by qualified majority. The directive entered into force by October 2002 but 
MS proved reluctant to transpose it into national law. In 2003, the Commission initiated a lawsuit 
against eleven MS for non-compliance. In summer 2005, backed by judgements of the ECJ, the 
Commission decided to continue legal infringement procedures by issuing first warnings to 
Germany, France and Greece.  

(38) Regulations “1829/2003/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 September 
2003 on genetically modified food and feed” and “1830/2003 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 22 September 2003 concerning the traceability and labelling of genetically modified 
organisms and the traceability of food and feed products produced from genetically modified 
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organisms and amending Directive 2001/18/EC.” For a comprehensive review of the new regulatory 
system see Christoforou 2004. Missing and highly contentious key elements of the European 
regulatory system are, firstly, coexistence and liability policies, which have to be settled at the 
national and regional level, and, secondly, legislation establishing thresholds for so called 
"adventitious or technically unavoidable" traces of GMOs in non-GM seeds. Debates on the latter are 
going on since 2003, the latest suggestions for the highly controversial threshold levels not requiring 
labelling range from 0,3 % for maize and rape seed and 0,5 % for all other crops. 

(39) Conversely, the push for access to the technology from the European agro-industrial lobby grew 
weaker in the late nineties since, due to GM aversive retailer policies, farmers and companies selling 
GM crops in Europe are at a disadvantage. 

(40) On 19. July 2004 Monsanto's herbicide resistant maize NK 603, on 8. August 2005 Monsanto's 
insect resistant maize MON 863, on 31. August 2005 Monsanto’s herbicide resistant oil seed rape 
GT 73, on 3. November 2005 Pioneer’s herbicide and insect resistant maize 1507, and 16. January 
2006 Monsanto’s insect resistant maize MON 863 X MON 810. 

(41) Therefore, in June 2006, at the instigation of the Austrian Presidency, experts from EFSA, the 
European Commission and MS met to discuss the first pending GM crop submissions for cultivation, 
and also the Council of Environmental ministers on June 27th debated the issue – without, however, 
arriving at any commonly agreed on scheme on how to move ahead. 

(42) There are, however, exceptions that prove the rule. A case in point is Great Britain. As one of 
the countries which had experienced a heated controversy, after at first tentatively joining the 
opposition front by invoking a safeguard measure, the UK later changed its course at the 
supranational level to increasingly advocate the lifting of the moratorium and less restrictive 
regulatory provisions. Something similar holds for Ireland. Conversely, Germany, where GM 
opposition in the late nineties did not attain the same level of intensity as in the eighties or later 
elsewhere in Europe, joined the opponents’ alliance. Countries like Belgium and Portugal displayed 
inconsistent behaviour, at times supporting the GM opponents, at times opposing them. 

(43) This became evident, for instance, in the Parliament’s demands for tighter restrictions regarding 
labelling requirements and thresholds on GMO traces in conventional products in the co-decision 
procedure on the Food and Feed as well as Labelling and Traceability Directives.  

(44) Examples are the rulings of the ECJ against those countries who failed adopt and communicate 
national legislation to give effect to Deliberate Release Directive, providing the Commission with 
the legal basis to initiate legal infringement procedures against these countries. Another example is 
the EJC’s recent dismissal of Upper Austria’s law to ban all cultivation of GM crops to protect 
organic and conventional crops from GM contamination. In this case legal proceedings had been 
initiated by Upper Austria. (Seifert 2005) Besides, also oppositional NGOs addressed the ECJ at 
several reprisals in order to raise attention. From 1998 to 2003, they brought 18 cases related to 
GMOs before the ECJ.  

(45) Conversely, there are indications of linguistic and cultural influences crossing national 
boundaries. It is probably not a coincidence that the first wave of debate in Switzerland in the late 
nineties took place in the country’s German speaking part. Similarly, the later mobilization in France 
began earliest in the region of Alsace culturally influenced by neighbouring Germany. (Chavot et al. 
2004) Similarly, in the late nineties and early two-thousands, it was mainly Belgium’s Vallon region, 
strongly influenced by French media, to undergo controversy. (Interview Sebastién Denys, CAGE, 
29.9.2004, Brussels) 

(46) The Pusztai affair in the UK, which made it to the headlines in a number other European 
countries, could serve as a case in point. As preliminary evidence indicates, however, the event 
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raised public attention mostly in those countries which were already undergoing controversy 
themselves. 

(47) For a study examining the link of national and regional identity and aversion against GM food 
see: Grabner/Kronberger 2003. 

(48) „ The adoption of these governance modes … has been quite limited, with … stakeholder 
forums having only a limited impact on EU decision-making. References to these governance modes 
appear primarily as responses to legitimacy challenges to EU decisions about risk management, as 
opposed to genuine alternative modes of governance.“ (Shaffer/Pollack 2004: 48) 
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Figure 1 
Public conflicts over modern biotechnology 1970-2004 

 

In Fig. 1, three different shades of grey correspond to variations in estimated conflict intensity within 
national conflicts. Light grey reflects either merely regional conflicts (the conflicts around risk 
laboratories in France and Sweden in the seventies, for example) or such of low intensity in latency-, 
up- or downswing-phases. Dark grey or black fields indicate highs or climaxes of media-attention 
and political controversy respectively. Estimations of conflict intensity are based on non-quantitative 
inferences, taking into account media intensity as well as pertinent policy events and largely fall 
back on an extensive research of the available literature including a number of quantitative studies 
on public opinion, policy and media-content. Fig. 1 serves as a heuristic device to summarize the 
long-term evolution of European public debates. It does not claim to objectively represent conflict 
intensity. (For a general critique of the positivist approach to public opinion see Gamson 2004) Nor 
does it suggest the theoretical necessity to take the year as natural unit since phases of controversy 
might span months or years alike. Nor does Fig. 1 claim to measure conflict intensity across national 
publics since sources mostly refer to national controversies and at times are not comparable. 
Variations in intensity rather mirror the temporal patterns of national conflicts. Sources: A number of 
national contributions in Durant et al. 1998 and Gaskell/Bauer 2001 and independent analyses of 
longitudinal quantitative media-materials up until 2002. These materials result from two consecutive 
European network projects bringing together research groups from Austria, Denmark, France, 
Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. The data include 
content-, policy- and survey-analyses which provide a high degree of standardisation and 
comparability. As quantitative data on media activity mostly end around 2002, assessments of 
subsequent years had to be based on other sources. First, on current in-depth accounts of the 
controversy: For Austria Seifert 2003: 201-107, and Seifert 2005, for France Marris et al. 2004: 5-7, 
29-37, for Germany Boschert/Gill 2004: 8-9, 15-16, Greece: Sakellaris/Chatjouli 2001, Italy: 
Allansdottir et al. 1998, 2001, and Ansell et al. 2003: 24-29, Spain. Tàbara et al. 2004: 21-24, 57-59, 
the Netherlands Schenkelaars Biotechnology Consultancy 2004: 13-19, and for Denmark Toft 2004: 
4-6, 13-14. Second on CD-ROM or online-research in the digital archives of Le Monde for France, 
the HR-Net archives (www.hri.org/cgi-bin/news-search) for Greece, the Irish Times online 
(www.ireland.com) for Ireland, and the Neue Zürcher Zeitung for Switzerland. Finally, personal 
communication with national experts completed the picture. On France: Claire Marris, Pierre-Benoît 
Joly and Christophe Bonneuil (all in Paris, May 2004), on Ireland: Brian Motherway (e-mail, 
22.9.2004), on Italy: Agnes Allansdottir (phone 5.10.2004), on Greece: George Sakellaris (phone 
18.10.2004). 
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Figure 2 
Intensity of media coverage in Austria and Great Britain 1990-
2002 

 

Fig. 2 plots intensity of media coverage of biotechnology in Austria and the UK on the time axis. 
Data are derived from a longitudinal sample of elite media, provided by the EU-funded project "Life 
Sciences in European Society" coordinated by George Gaskell and Martin W. Bauer at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science; (old.lse.ac.uk/Depts/lses/outline/overview) The Austrian 
sample is based on the daily broadsheet Die Presse and the weekly broadsheet profil, in the UK the 
daily broadsheet The Independent was used. Selection of articles is based on key words referring to 
biotechnology like DNA, gene engineering, biotechnology, genome. The graph "media intensity" 
reflects the total number of articles per year, irrespective of their content. The variable "political 
accountability" defines the subset of articles chiefly dealing with political actors and events. It thus 
serves as an indicator for the degree of political controversy in both countries. To provide 
comparability of samples among the two countries, absolute numbers of articles are plotted relative 
to respective years of maximal intensity, which was 1998 in Austria and 1999 in the UK. 
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Figure 3 
Mechanisms of supranational responsiveness to synchronised 
national publics  

 

Fig. 3 summarizes the main channels by which synchronized publics can influence supranational 
decision making, as exemplified in the case of biotechnology. National publics might, to varying 
degrees, respond to stimuli synchronized through structural coupling and coordinative trans-national 
actors. To varying extent, national governments prove responsive to public arenas and carry 
recalcitrant national postures to the supranational level. MS governments exerted the most tangible 
effect by forming an alliance to block further GMO approvals thus ratcheting up biotechnology 
regulations designed by the Commission. These proposals next go through common decision-making 
by Council and European Parliament. At the same time, Commission proposals reflect international 
pressure from trading partners and free trade agreements. Resulting policies and regulations feed 
back into the structural make up of the EU, thus tightening structural coupling of European publics. 
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