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Brazilian Cotton: High-Quality Fiber

The article opens with a brief outline of the history of cotton
in Brazil, with emphasis on factors which put a premium on efﬁcient
production methods. Space is devoted to Brazilian cotton farmers’
ability to overcome the hurdles and challenges in the way of increasing
Brazil’s share of the world’s cotton market. The strength of cotton
farming as an agribusiness makes it a key element in the ﬁght against
poverty and in realizing Brazil’s potential for economic development.

T

he Portuguese discovered cotton in Brazil shortly after their arrival
in 1500. Europeans were quick to notice the advantages of this indigenous
cultivar over linen and silk, which were widely used in Europe at that time. The
cotton plant caught the attention of two priests, Manoel da Nóbrega and José
de Anchieta, who recommended to Portugal the establishment of a textile
industry.
Cotton has overcome many obstacles to its development since that
time. Dutch incursions into Brazil brought economic disruption in the northeast.
During the economic recovery that followed their departure, cotton crops gained
ground in the State of Maranhão and became the region’s top export item.
The history of cotton in Brazil has been a history of obstacles overcome.
Repeatedly hindered by numerous problems, the cotton industry managed
to survive various price-ﬁxing experiments affecting the economy, including
exchange rate and interest rate controls. Cotton rose to the challenges of bad
weather conditions and outbreaks of diseases and insect pests. It weathered
sudden changes in agricultural policy, such as sudden drops in tariff rates and
curtailment of credit.
Over the course of the past 20 years, outside recommendations that
Agriculture should be left to fend for itself in the market have been taken to
heart. Meanwhile, those who have made such recommendations have been
implementing policies that strongly support their own agricultural sectors. This
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has meant that Brazilian cotton, unprotected and unsubsidized, like many other
agricultural sectors, has been left to compete on non-level playing ﬁeld against
protected and subsidized cotton exported by other cotton-producing countries.
Overcoming economic obstacles appears to create healthy supply
chains. While the expansion of Brazilian cotton was fueled by efﬁciency, in other
countries it was propped up by powerful injections of government subsidies.
Addiction to subsidies naturally leads to weakness and inefﬁciency. That scenario,
however, has since changed.
The cotton industry improved its business and farming practices.
Brazilian producers are not at all like “cotton pickers.” They became agricultural
entrepreneurs, highly qualiﬁed in business management and in technology.
Their persistent efforts to produce a better product and improve productivity
have already yielded dividends.
Entrepreneurial know-how, a good grounding in scientiﬁc research and
ready availability of land and labor have combined to give Brazilian agriculture
the potential that has been fulﬁlled. Brazil’s Midwest—with tropical savannah
soils, which decades ago were dismissed as unsuitable for agriculture—has
become a huge source of production and supplier of international markets. The
photo below shows a white cotton ﬁeld in Midwestern Brazil.
In another 20 or 30 years the world’s population will grow from six
billion to over eight billion people. These additional people will all need food
and clothing.
The six billion people now living can increase their purchasing power,
and some of that increase is sure to be spent on additional food and clothing.
Where will those additional 2.2 billion people live? Some 95% of them two
billion in all, will live in developing countries. Who is going to produce for them?
Who is going to have that potentially proﬁtable market?
This is no trivial question. With high incomes and low population
growth rates, developed countries are not going to have the kind of market
growth they would need for signiﬁcant agricultural expansion if they rely solely
on their domestic markets. They must export to be able to grow. Developing
countries having productive capacity, such as Brazil, could take away export
markets from the developed countries. In order to not lose their markets, the
developed countries need to protect themselves with all sorts of farm and export
subsidies.
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This broadly outlines the greatest obstacle cotton has had to face. By
lasting as long as it has, Brazilian cotton has shown considerable strength of
ﬁber.

Brazilian cotton production trends
Figure 1 shows a sharp decline in Brazil’s cotton production acreage
from the late 1980s to the late 1990s. It also shows increases in farming and
productivity during the latter half of the 1990s. Production during these early
years of the 21st century was greater than it was during the late 1980s, despite
the much smaller land area. Increased productivity, shown in Figure 1, explains
how greater production has been obtained from less land.

COTTON PRODUCTION IN BRAZIL OVER TIME
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Technological progress was responsible for Brazil’s transformation from
a net importer to an exporter of cotton. This has led to important increases in
employment, income and hard currency revenues, all of which are necessary for
Brazil’s development. For the same reasons, Brazil needs to increase its share of
the global export market. This will help diminish poverty in Brazil.
What was the driving force behind the sharp contraction of acreage
under cultivation during the early 1980s, which nevertheless made possible
the restructuring of farming in the latter 1990s? In the 1980s, Brazil’s cotton
plantations were overrun by boll weevils. In combating the destructive insect
and its harmful effects, farmers spent enormous amounts on insecticides, which
robbed the crop of its proﬁtability. Nor was spraying an effective pest-control
method. The overhead was high, the crops damaged and paltry.
During those tough times of high production costs, Brazilian cotton
farmers also faced unfair competition from subsidized cotton overseas. This
occurred because there was a sudden cut in the cotton import tariff. From one
year to the next, the import tariff on cotton went from 55% to 10%, and was
done away with entirely after the second year.
The most drastic contractions of acreage planted in cotton occurred in
the Northeast and South-Southeast regions. Northeastern acreage contracted
from approximately 1.2 million hectares to 200,000 hectares. How many badly
needed jobs were lost in that region? How many families were plunged from a
digniﬁed poverty into a hopeless misery? What amount of suffering was visited
upon thousands of families who depend on cotton farming? None of this was
quantiﬁed, but it can well be imagined.
The tragedy, which was not felt in the nation’s urban and political
centers, was the result of exposing that sector to unfair competition from rich
producers in countries that subsidize cotton, due to a trade policy that failed to
pay attention to a sector that generates so much employment.
Falling production in the Northeast, in Paraná (the country’s largest
producer at the time) and São Paulo was offset by increased cotton production
in the center-west region of Brazil, especially the state of Mato Grosso. Large
farms in that region, which have high technology, increased their planting of
soybeans, corn and cotton. Growth in productivity, quality and market sales
was obtained through investment in seeds, farming, processing machinery and
equipment, as well as management.
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Subsidized cotton’s entry into Brazil had forced domestic producers to
become more efﬁcient. The obstacles to be overcome were many: an overvalued
currency, high interest rates and production costs, no import protection and
even a prohibition against high-quality exports. How can one break into new
markets with inferior quality cotton? Today, that has all been overcome and
Brazil is on its way to becoming a key player in international markets.
Acreage devoted to cotton in Brazil has gone from about 2 million
hectares to 700,000 hectares in just one single decade! Previously the third
largest exporter, Brazil has become the world’s largest importer of cotton. It has
been individual effort on the part of Brazilian entrepreneurs that has brought
recovery to the industry. There is no indication that any special program was
created to rehabilitate cotton farming. Of course, there were programs for
agriculture in general, to beneﬁt those who resumed cotton farming in the
center-west region. One program that facilitated the purchase of machinery and
equipment—no small task with high interest rates and an overvalued currency—
was very important to the recovery process.

Quality Trends
Several attempts were made to put Brazilian cotton on a competitive
footing in terms of quality in the global market. Brazilian farmers tried to improve
the quality of everything, including special care in planting, crop treatment,
harvesting, milling, and all phases of commercialization. In every area farmers
did what they could to bring Brazilian cotton quality up to the highest world
standards.
Two general approaches were used in an effort to get Brazilian cotton
accepted on international markets. One was the introduction of HVI (High
Volume Instrument) cotton classiﬁcation, which gives information about the
ﬁber that is important to international buyers. Length, strength, color and several
other aspects important to buyers are identiﬁed electronically, giving traders
greater security. Introduction of these machines is accelerating and will facilitate
commercialization of Brazilian cotton.
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Cotton factory

The second line of approach was to amend the cotton grading law. Until
recently there were two grading laws for cotton; one for the domestic market
and the other for exports. Neither of these laws applied standards normally used
in the world’s cotton trade. Government and farmers worked together to draft
new legislation to meet the needs of both the domestic and export markets.
It is now easier for a buyer in Asia or Europe to know what kind of cotton he
is buying from Brazil, because the deﬁnitions and standards are the customary
ones.
Farmers also sponsored visits to the cotton-producing regions of Brazil
so that international buyers could get to know our farming and milling methods.
This made the buyers more aware of the high level of professionalism of Brazilian
farmers and exporters. Business relations develop and trade tends to increase
when everything is done correctly, from the farming through full performance
of the agreements.
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Future Competitiveness
All of the main cotton producing and exporting countries have entered
the age of biotechnology. Genetically modiﬁed varieties are in widespread use
in the United States, Australia, India, China and many other countries. It would
be presumptuous indeed to think that only in Brazil are government authorities
careful about human health and the environment. Nor is it true that only Brazil
lacks information sufﬁcient in quantity and quality to serve as a basis for making
a ﬁnal decision on the use of genetically modiﬁed cotton. This would be the
same as saying that our scientists are poorly informed, which is not the case. Our
scientists are very well informed and know that, in the case of cotton, there are
beneﬁts to both human health and the environment.
What is not feasible is to continue relying only on conventional varieties
of cotton while competing with the countries named above and other advanced
countries that use genetically modiﬁed cotton. The modiﬁed varieties allow very
large reductions in the cost of pesticides. One estimate is on the order of $300
per hectare in savings. This is a large enough amount to mean the difference
between remaining an exporting country and giving up the market. Many
stakeholders would apparently prefer to see Brazil in the role of an importer.
The Brazilian National Biosafety Committee (CTNBio) has taken steps
to authorize the use of genetically modiﬁed varieties of cotton. The well-funded
campaign against this regulatory authorization will in the meantime continue
unabated.

Opening Up Markets
One of the goals of cotton farmers is to capture markets outside Brazil.
With a production capacity greatly in excess of domestic demand, exports
are necessary to step up production, create jobs and generate hard currency
revenue for Brazil. Increasing employment and earning hard revenue currency
through exports are both important for the development of our country. Brazil
must safeguard its potential for exporting all agribusiness products without
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Weaving

unfair competition from parties who will stop at nothing, including health rules
designed to curb imports.
Agribusiness offers Brazil opportunities for Brazil to grow and improved
the living conditions of its people. Cotton is one of the agribusiness products with
great potential for generating employment. Walking away from the opportunity
to export cotton and other products because of unfair competition from wealthy
nations would be a dereliction of duty in the face of an opportunity to advance
Brazil’s social and economic development. Where agriculture advances, the
Human Development Index (HDI) grows enormously. We must make use of this
potential for reducing poverty and integrating the marginalized population into
the development process. Brazilian cotton is certainly an important factor in that
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process.
The private sector has improved, and now works closely with the
government. Expectations are high.
The task before Brazil’s government and agricultural sector is to improve
the opportunities for producing those products that the country can produce
competitively. In the case of cotton, Brazil produces good quality ﬁber offered
on the market at attractive prices. The country is now considered one of the
suppliers of good cotton ﬁber. Large international buyers know the farming
regions, the mills that process the product and the individual farmers. Business
relations have already been established and the best indication of this is that the
market has begun purchasing Brazilian cotton futures.
Cotton industry efforts to improve product quality through special
care in all stages of production and commercialization are in harmony with
Brazil’s interests in expanding markets and earning hard currency revenue, while
increasing employment in Brazil. The Brazilian textile industry has been deeply
engaged in working to compete in international markets. To accomplish this,
both producers and government authorities must unite to face the challenges that
are obstacles to developing Brazil’s cotton production. Despite the difﬁculties,
the quality and competitive pricing of Brazilian cotton create conditions that
bode well for the nation’s development of that industry. This is an opportunity
not to be missed, because international buyers are beginning to understand
the medium and long-term advantages of being able to depend on Brazil as an
important supplier of good cotton ﬁber.

Based on the original text elaborated by
ABRAPA (Brazilian Association of Cotton Producers)
President: Jorge Maeda
Internet: www.abrapa.com.br
Telephone: +55 (61) 3425-2762

AGRIBUSINESS IN BRAZIL
109

PROJETO FINALIZADO INGLÊS .indd 109

12/31/69 9:38:08 PM

