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Looking At Research on Bt Cotton in Southern India

“Compared with the green revolution, where trust in public sec!
tor scientists was high and the negative environmental impacts of
the technologies became apparent only slowly, the gene revolution
has started on a more cautious footing” (Seshia and Scoones 2003).
Newell continues, saying that “In India, high levels of civil society
engagement and skepticism towards scientists, government and
industry combine with both highly uncertain and disputed risks
and benefits associated with biotechnology” (Newell, 4).

Interfacing this is the scar of colonialism, in which Indians
engaged in a highly organized and systematic deconstruction of
British rule. The Union Carbide Disaster in Bhopal in the 1970’s
proved that Indian Government could not always be trusted and
gave greater salience to activist claims that private interests, in par!
ticular those that originate from foreign multinationals, often put
the health and safety of citizens below the interests of the state and
the private sector. Despite India’s horrendous income and wealth
inequality, its democracy continues to be exemplary of pluralist
perspectives, a point adumbrated by the willingness of actors to
organize, advocate and demand political and social change.

With respect to biotechnology, Indian activists were fresh on
the heels of the government’s policy reforms and quick to oppose
the forward movement of biotechnology corporations. Well before
the issue of Bt cotton had mushroomed, activists were bringing it to
the public’s attention. In November 1998, a political leader in Kar!
nataka staged an attack for the media on Bt cotton trial plots; he had
previously made headlines after attacking the Cargill Seed Compa!
ny and a Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurant (Paarlberg, 100). But
by March 2002, “India became the 16th nation in the world to ap!
prove a genetically engineered crop for commercialization, albeit
provisionally and in the face of continuing opposition” (Bharathan
2000, Bunsha 2001 in Herring, 9). Opposition persisted in the con!
text of Bt cotton through charges of market fixing, though this time
initiated by activists in Brazil, Chad and other developing African
nations. In March 2005 a World Trade Organization appeals panel
found that the international cotton market was rigged “to the detri!
ment of poor farmers in poor nations” (Herring, 4).

mously difficult to grow and vital to Indian agriculture and the
economy. Cotton is a “pesticide treadmill” crop that farmers spend
heavily on in order to combat an abundance of predacious insects
(Stone 3). Cotton (Gossypium Hirsutum), which belongs to the
Mallow (Malvaceae) family, requires substantial inputs to produce
good yields. Costly fertilizer and scarce water is needed in large
amounts to ensure healthy and productive growth. Cotton farm!
ers in India, many already teetering on the edge of bankruptcy, are
forced to purchase these inputs should they wish to make any prof!
it. And, of course, many market variables affect the profitability of
cotton harvests.

Invariant of Bt cotton or non-Bt cotton varieties, it is a very in!
volved and expensive crop. India accounts for twenty-five percent
of the world’s cotton production. Currently, it has more land under
cotton cultivation than any other nation and five percent of India’s
total cultivatable land is used for cotton farming (Herring 2-3).
Cotton is grown in over 87 million hectares in India and ranks third
in the world’s cotton production (Siddaramaiah, B.S. and Srinivas,
B.V. 2). Successful cultivation of cotton requires a long growing
season, plenty of sunshine and water during the period of growth,
and dry weather for harvest. It can take more than 20,000 litres of
water to produce 1 kg of cotton; the equivalent of a T-shirt and pair
of jeans. Seventy three percent of global cotton harvest comes from
irrigated land (WWF). Cotton producing areas in India are spread
throughout the country. Panjab, Hariyana, Rajasthan, Maharastra,
Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Andra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Karna!
taka are the major cotton producing states (ibid). Farmers in these
areas are forced to engage in more aggressive methods to sustain
profitable harvests, with a heavy reliance on various inputs, espe!
cially environmentally harsh pesticides.

Rajendran’s examination of organic cotton viability states that
“Cotton productivity in India is quite low as compared to world
standards. The modern cotton production technology relies heav!
ily on the use of fertilizers and on chemicals to control insect pests,
diseases, weeds and growth regulators. Cotton cultivated on 5%
cultivable land consumes 54% of total pesticides used in Indian

"#$%0&'()*+,-#%+,.$/"+00#, 1#$(2$/(3(,$4,$%,.4+

Adding to the complexity of markets and bio!
technology policy, the challenges of growing cot!
ton in India, and the reasons why Bt cotton has be! T
come such a prominent issue has become clearer. -.-"'“'-_ Y
As I have shown above, India’s treatment of trans!
genic crops was not a cut and dry precautionary or
permissive approach. Rather, India adopted poli!
cies in accordance with the international transfor!
mation of economy; as globalization had a greater
impact on developing economies by encouraging
liberalized market models and preferring private
investment over public sector control, policies on
GMOs also became more liberal. But India’s pow!
erful democratic voice articulated the dissatisfac!
tion of activists who were opposed to genetically
engineered crops. At this time, I will look care!
fully at just what cotton means for India. What
factors accounted for farmer suicides in districts
like Warangal? Did Bt cotton exacerbate the tradi!
tion of debt-suicide? Furthermore, how difficult a
crop is cotton to grow and how necessary is it to
Indian agriculture and the economy?
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Simply put, the answer is that cotton is enor!
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Looking At Research on Bt Cotton in Southern India
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Spotlight
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Looking At Research on Bt Cotton in Southern India
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