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Cotton farmer Bambio Dambo and his family. Photo by Joseph Opoku Gakpo

When cotton traders in Burkina Faso announced in 2015 that they were phasing out the cultivation of genetically
modified cotton, they attributed it to losing 50 billion CFA (US$89.5 million) in five of the seven seasons the
nation had grown the variety.

The GM seeds were producing cotton with shorter fibers, which produces a lower quality fabric, so trading
companies had to discount their prices on the international market.  As a result, they directed farmers to stop growing
GM cotton and return to conventional varieties. But the profits of trading companies and mills aren’t the only
consideration. A national study has shown that the introduction of GM cultivars in Burkina Faso led to a 22 percent
increase in yield over conventional cultivars and farming households recorded an average profit gain of 51 percent.
Now, they have lost all that.

Though the companies were able to put a dollar value on their losses, what was the real cost — from the perspective
of cotton farmers — of the decision to abandon GM crops? I traveled to Burkina Faso to find out.

At Kiere, in the Hounde District of Burkina Faso, five hours drive from the capital Ouagadougou, Bambio Dambo
took me around his cotton fields. The plants looked very unhealthy, with dried up leaves marked with holes.



The voracious bollworm destroys 35 percent of Burkina Faso's cotton crop. Photo by Joseph Opoku
Gakpo

“The insects attack the leaves and the capsules,” Dambo explained. “They chew the inside part of the capsules and
you may never know they are there. If you have one here, it means all the field is already gone. It can destroy up to
100 percent of the fields.”

Dambo said he didn’t see this type of damage two years ago, and many years before that, when he planted GM
cotton seeds that were genetically engineered with genes from the Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) bacteria to make them
inherently resistant to the bollworm pests. These voracious insects destroy up to 35 percent of all non-GM cotton
produced in West Africa. The result is that Dambo and his colleagues are now losing a lot more money due to pest
attacks.

“When I planted GM cotton in 2014, I made 40,000 CFA (US$80) per hectare. Last year, I made a profit of only
10,000 CFA (US$20) per hectare when I planted conventional seeds. In fact, in 2015, the last year we grew GMO, I
made a total income of 3 m CFA (US$5,370). In 2016 when we grew conventional, I made total income of 575,000
CFA ($1,029),” he said.

“This has affected my income. But I have a responsibility to take all my nine children to school. So I will have to
look for a loan from traders and my friends to be able to send them to school,” Dambo lamented.

The cotton companies expect their profits to shoot up as they get premium prices for their longer fiber products on
the international market, following the re-introduction of conventional seeds. But the ordinary farmer is losing
thousands of CFA. Dambo’s story is no different from what Karboe Guile, a farmer with 80 hectares of cotton fields,
told me. I couldn’t help but engage him in a conversation because he’s a giant of a man, and his imposing size makes
him easily noticeable.

Following the phasing out of GM seeds, Guile said he is now investing a lot more money in laborers who spray
pesticides on the fields. With GM seeds, they sprayed the fields twice every season. But with conventional seeds,
they spray more than eight times.
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Farmer Karboe Guile in his cotton field. Photo by Joseph Opoku Gakpo

“Things were right with Bt cotton,” he said. “Same cannot be said of conventional crops. Six persons are enough to
take care of a hectare of GM cotton fields. With conventional, you will need at least 30 persons. And each person
you hire will cost you 1000 CFA (US$2) a day.”

In order to cut down on labor costs, some farmers now use their children in the fields, a practice that appears to
threaten the efforts invested in the global campaign to stop child labor. “There is a huge problem of man power,”
Guile disclosed. “Sometimes, we need to use children as young as 12 years on the field because there is a lot of work
that needs to be done and everyone needs to be involved. The children get cold, cough and sneeze terribly when they
spray the pesticides.”

Some farmers are struggling to take care of their children as a result of the move to abandon GM cotton. “With the
conventional, it is costing too much and that is why most of us cannot take care of our family and so we need to go
beg for food from other family members and also take loans to pay for school fees. Usually, there is hardly enough
food for the family,” he lamented.  

Edgar Traore, who is with the Open Forum on Agricultural Biotechnology (OFAB), is convinced that the move to
phase out GM cotton was a terrible one. “The decision to reverse was commercially influenced. If they had consulted
researchers we would have advised them to keep the Bt because what they were losing in terms of Burkina being
labeled as having long fiber cotton, I think they may have gained in terms of better health, less pesticides, less labor
and also time being lost that could have been used to grow other crops,” he said.

“If you evaluate the gain to the other side, you may see that the 50 billion CFA that they say they lost for seven years,
they would have gained even more than that…. And I was really surprised that reduction of fiber by 1.6 mm can
bring the whole country, which is a leader in cotton production, to reverse 100 percent to conventional cotton. I
doubt that the conventional is doing better in terms of fiber,” he said.

US agricultural firm Monsanto introduced the variety in collaboration with local Burkina Faso scientists. Its vice
president in charge of technology, Robert Fraley, said the partnership was inspired solely by good intentions.

“Our commitment to Burkina was to enable local breeding organizations to use the Bt technology that we have
developed to help protect against some of the challenging insect problems,” he said. “The technology for insect
control worked great… Farmers want this technology. When the technology is properly developed, it does amazing



things. And farmers in particular need these tools.”  

But Civil Society Groups like the Coalition for the Protection of the African Genetic Heritage in Burkina Faso
opposes the use of GMOs. They say communities need to protect their genetic resources, and Bt cultivars will not
allow for that.  

But the farmers say they believe it is about time their interests are prioritized above that of all other groups. “When
they asked us to vote, we said we don’t want conventional back. We want GMOs,” said cotton farmer Soro
Mahmoud. “But they didn’t listen to us. We should be making the decisions on these issues not them.”

In South Africa, where Bt cotton is being cropped, farmers are producing an average of 2,900 kilograms of cotton
per hectare. But in Burkina Faso, it’s less than half that, at about 1,300 kg per hectare. The role of Bt cotton in
contributing to South Africa's high productivity cannot be over emphasized — an advantage that is currently
unavailable for Burkina Faso farmers. Though the cotton companies may be excited about a return to their premium
prices, the farmers who are struggling to cope pay the price.
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Damo  • 2 months ago> Guest

" As I emphasized previously regarding Bt cotton, it’s a rich man’s technology which assumes
optimum conditions and highly expensive inputs of fertilizer, irrigated water, and pesticides in
order to work"

That is not untrue.

However, it is also not untrue for non-Bt cotton.

Shall I continue to dissect this, or are you going to stick by this blog?
 3△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

 • Reply •

Damo  • 2 months ago> Guest

Well, it is certainly a different perspective. One full of half truths and lies.
 2△ ▽
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JoeFarmer  • 2 months ago> Guest

Way to go, Bob! You managed to link to a source that had exactly zero factual information.

Monsanto disdains plant breeding except for transgenic traits? Are you familiar with Seminis?
Now tell me who owns Seminis.

Your brain must be like a walnut rattling around in a bushel basket to believe the stuff you link to
and type.
 9△ ▽

 • Reply •

Eric Bjerregaard  • 2 months ago> Guest

Only took me a few seconds to find a lie in your bunk source. " Monsanto always has disdained
every aspect of agriculture and plant breeding except for its transgenic traits" They sell and
develop non-GE seeds and even organic.
 8△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

 • Reply •

JoeFarmer  • 2 months ago> Guest

"It's a nuanced statement."

Not even close. It's complete nonsense and factually inaccurate.
 7△ ▽

 • Reply •

Eric Bjerregaard  • 2 months ago> Guest

You said "disdained" I doubt they disdain their own business. Plus I never said
Pro-organic.
 3△ ▽

 • Reply •

Damo  • 2 months ago> Eric Bjerregaard

Remember, he is a dropout. You can't expect him to understand his own
vocabulary.
 3△ ▽

 • Reply •

Eric Bjerregaard  • 2 months ago> Damo

Yes, thanks. We should all try to be gentler with this immature puppy.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Damo  • 2 months ago> Guest

It is a nuanced statement. you are pretending that we are either all-in or not in at
all. There is a spectrum of choice. Monsanto doesn't disdain agriculture--it is their
customer base.
△ ▽
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 • Reply •

mem_somerville • 2 months ago

More pesticide. More kids in fields. The future GMO haters want.
 11△ ▽

 • Reply •

lf  • 2 months ago> mem_somerville

right on point that is exactly how agriculture was 100 years ago
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Wackes Seppi • a month ago

In French here:

http://seppi.over-blog.com/...
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Barry Piper • 2 months ago

Have other countries that use Bt cotton had the same short fiber problem? I haven't heard anything
about this except in BF.
△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

 • Reply •

Eric Bjerregaard  • 2 months ago> Guest

correct, They are working on getting the longer fibers that are preferred. GE cotton will return
there.
 1△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

 • Reply •

Ag Boy  • 2 months ago> Guest

Because most inventors create the perfect product the first try. Yeah, right.
 14△ ▽

 • Reply •

Damo  • 2 months ago> Guest

"Why didn't they do it from the start and avoid this fiasco?"

Who is "they" in this question?
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Eric Bjerregaard  • 2 months ago> Guest

Why are you asking a farmer in Florida about decisions made by people he has
never met?
△ ▽
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Burkina Faso's GMO cotton mistakes won't be
repeated in Africa, stakeholders say
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Eric Bjerregaard  • 2 months ago> Guest

I read an article several months ago. It said they are working to breed for longer
fibers. I don't remember a time line.
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