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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

THREE YEARS OF TRANSGENIC COTTON IN AFRICA: WHAT ARE THE ECONOMIC GAINS? 
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In 1998, the African continent encountered a technological paradigm where it experienced the very first commercial release of a genetically modified (GM) crop in the form of Bt cotton in the Eastern Province of KwaZulu Natal, South Africa.  Despite the promises and excitements of this technological innovation, South Africa remains the only country in Sub-Saharan Africa to commercially grow GE crops, mostly Bt cotton. However, since the introduction of the Bt cotton NuCOTN 37-B with BollgardTM, small holder farmers in the Makhathini Flats have been hastily adopting this new variety to the extent that in 2001/2002 it comprised 93% of all seed sold.

This paper is part of a series of work carried out by The University of Reading (UK) in the Makhathini Flats since the adoption year and attempts to quantify producer gains for those opting for the new technology. Economic data on some 2200 farmers growing cotton from 1998 to 2001 were gathered and the adopters were compared with non-adopters. Analysis reveals that the adopters were gaining significantly in terms of higher yields and lower insecticide costs per hectare and per kilogram of seed sown, despite higher seed costs and climatic variations over the three growing seasons. Consequently, the adopters were enjoying higher gross margins. Further econometric analysis of production reveals that adopters were indeed more efficient than non-adopters. Although the larger farmers were the main beneficiaries in the first adoption year, smaller farmers gained in the following seasons, with the gains from adoption actually being proportionately greater for smaller producers. In an area with 60% female farmers, there were no gender disparities in terms of economic gains. However, the availability of credit was a major determinant of adoption and affected the dynamics of farmers growing cotton each year.

