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Potato GMOs: What’s up in Belgium?
Introduction and Purpose Statement
Despite global advancements, European Union (EU) policymakers continue to argue over market regulation of genetically modified organisms (GMOs).  Policymakers’ uncertainty is directly reflected in uncertainty among the EU public (Drott, Jochum, Lange, Sklerka, Vach, & van Asselt, 2013; Jacob & Schiffino, 2011).  Agricultural knowledge is weakest among urban populations (Frick, Birkenholz, Gardner & Machtmes, 1995), so agricultural education programs should inform urban students about European agriculture and biotechnology (Plonski, 2008).
Mass communication continues to evolve (McQuail, 2005).  The functionalist theory describes media as an outlet for communication to serve the society in relation to the environment and culture.  The media functions in society include “providing information about events and conditions in society and the world” and “providing support for established authority and norms” (McQuail, 2005, pp. 97-98).  The purpose of this study was to examine the Belgium potato crises event and determine perceptions and awareness of GMOs among a sample of the public in regards to media exposure, risk awareness and political preferences in decision-making.  Two objectives guided the study: (1) assess participants’ perceptions and knowledge of GMOs and associated risks; and (2) determine participants’ perceptions of the potato event.  
Methodology
A qualitative study measured perceptions and awareness of GMOs based on the potato event.  Belgian scientists (n = 5), farmers (n = 4), general consumers (n = 10) and an activist (n = 1) participated in individual interviews (n =20) from May through July 2012.  A structured interview guide was developed with 20 questions and reviewed for face and content validity by a panel of four experts with experience in agricultural communications and/or who served on the student’s honors program committee.  Snowball sampling guided participant selection, with initial participants recommending other potential participants.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed in NVIVO 9 software, and coding of the content in its original context lead to identification of emergent themes (Creswell, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Purposive sampling, interview notes, transcription coding, use of thick description, and the NVIVO 9 audit trail provided study trustworthiness and dependability.  The use of participants’ reflections of the potato event and GMOs in Belgium supported credibility of the findings in this study.
Results, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Key words, phrases, and opinions stated by the respondents during interviews lead to identification of emergent themes.  Ten emergent themes occurred: 1) variation in GMO definitions; 2) economic concerns; 3) environmental concerns; 4) media influence; 5) government involvement; 6) public perceptions/opinions; 7) potato event impact; 8) perception of medical biotechnology; 9) awareness of GM food; and 10) health concerns.  All respondents recognized a GMO was engineered for a specific purpose such as higher yield, lower costs, and less negative environmental impact.  Respondents were more concerned with economic effects of GMOs than environmental or health risks.  This study’s findings support the idea that uncertainty among the public is a reflection of uncertainty among the various levels of EU government (Drott et al., 2013; Jacob & Schiffino, 2011).  Respondents expressed the need for more scientific communication, rather than relying fully on media to communicate GMO issues effectively.  Future recommendations include making information easier to access and understand.  Because Belgium’s population is mostly urban, agricultural education programs should be of high priority in secondary school curriculum (Plonski, 2008; Frick et al., 1995). Accurate GMO information through educational campaigns to Belgium consumers is critical.
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