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Biotech crop acreage continues to increase worldwide even as some special 
interest groups lobby for GE bans.   
 
Worldwide biotech crop value reached $44 billion in 2003-2004 in the five countries accounting 
for about 98 percent of all biotech crop hectares and values (1 hectare = 2.47 acres). The 
leading five countries in global biotech crop value in 2003-2004 were the United States, 
Argentina, China, Canada and Brazil.  
 
Table 1.  Top Biotech Crop Producing Countries (2003-2004)1 
 
Country    Crop Value Produced (billions) 
United States   $27.5  
Argentina    $8.9 
China     $3.9 
Canada    $2.0 
Brazil     $1.6 
 
Worldwide, four biotech crops, soybeans, cotton, corn and canola, accounted for virtually all of 
the biotech values and planted area.  In the United States, soy, corn, and cotton were the main 
GE crops planted in 2004.  Figure 1 shows the estimated U.S. acreages for soy, cotton, and 
corn for 2004. 
 
 
Figure 1.   USDA Biotech Planting Estimates for 2004. 
 
   

 

 
But adoption of GE crops is not confined to these five countries.  Eight other countries have 
significant acreages of commercial biotech crop production: South Africa, Mexico, Australia, 
India, Romania, Spain, Philippines, and Uruguay.  Biotech crops have a cultural and agronomic 
fit and are being readily adopted in developing countries around the world. 
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Figure 2.  Global Area of Biotech Crops, 20032 
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In spite of this rapid and expanding adoption, there have been recent efforts by anti-GE 
coalitions to ban the planting of GE crops in some California counties through use of the 
initiative process.  Four California counties had anti-GE crop initiatives qualify for inclusion on 
the November 2004 ballot.  The ballot initiatives were defeated by the voters in three counties 
(Butte, San Luis Obispo, and Humboldt) by fairly wide margins, but the Marin County initiative 
was passed by the county’s voters by a similar significant margin.  The demise of the anti-GE 
initiatives in Butte and San Luis Obispo counties is noteworthy because these counties are, to a 
greater than lesser degree, agriculture counties.  Had the voting public approved the initiatives 
in these two counties it would have sent a chilling message to agriculture producers in other 
areas of the state and to the politicos in Sacramento.  Too, it would certainly have embolden the 
anti-GE special interest groups to further, more far reaching attempts at banning GE crops.  
That these initiatives were defeated in agriculture counties should help solidify the position that 
California agriculture producers do not want others to limit their choices of crop production tools.  
Some farmers and ranchers noted that it was the attempt by non-agricultural outsiders to foist 
their agenda and philosophy on what was best for agriculture, as the biggest reason for the 
initiative’s failure. 
 
Other people within the electorate have expressed concerns about the initiative process more 
generally.  Since the inception of the initiative process in 1898 in South Dakota, citizens have 
been placing laws on state ballots.  Unfortunately, the initiative process has recently been the 
tool of special interest groups who have been unable to get their special interest addressed by 
the state legislature.  Sometimes the initiatives are so poorly written that they may be 
unconstitutional, contradict other laws or initiatives, and require evaluation by the courts.  
Special interest groups have learned to manipulate the initiative process, and some initiative 
campaigns are not above “selling” their initiative using less than factual information.  Pulitzer 
Prize-winning historian Jack Rakove believes that, “the smaller the group, the more dangerous it 
is” noting that it takes relatively few signatures to get recalls and initiatives on the ballot3.  
 
Chief Justice Ron George of the California Supreme Court recently deplored the contemporary 
process itself as something that, although it began as a people's remedy, has been transformed 
into a tool of special interests4.   What special interest groups constitute the backers of anti-GE 



 

 

initiatives is open to discussion; however, a cursory internet search shows some organic grower 
associations, anti-technology, anti-agriculture, and anti-pesticide groups have statements or 
positions of support on their web sites.  A closer look reveals that some groups offer specific 
advice on how to take an anti-GE initiative from concept to reality. 
 
Problems resulting from the initiative process in California are compounded at the county level 
when we take into account the economic realities of an open market; production costs and 
selling prices of crops grown in different but adjacent counties. 
 
Certainly there are some lessons to be learned from the successes and failures of the recent 
anti-GE initiatives.  How do the anti-GE special interest groups sell their message?  What tactics 
have been utilized to their benefit and how are those opposed to these initiatives responding 
effectively?  These and other questions will be addressed during the presentation. 
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