
 
 
AUSTRALIAN COTTON CONFERENCE 2026 — SESSION PREVIEW 

Thirty Years of Biotech Cotton: The Innovation 
That Saved an Industry 
A landmark session at this year’s Australian Cotton Conference will celebrate three 
decades of biotechnology — and reveal what the next 30 years could mean for 
growers, business and the future of Australian cotton. 

It is not often that an industry can point to a single moment and say: that is when 
everything changed. But for Australian cotton, 1996 was that year. The introduction 
of Bt (Bacillus thuringiensis) cotton — the first commercially grown genetically 
modified crop in Australia — marked the beginning of a biotechnology revolution 
that, quite simply, kept the industry alive. 

As the Australian Cotton Conference prepares to open its doors in August, one of its 
headline sessions will bring together leading voices to mark thirty years of this 
achievement, explore how it reshaped the industry, and look ahead to what gene 
technology could deliver next. 

Without It, We Probably Wouldn’t Be Growing Cotton Today 
That is not hyperbole — it’s the assessment of Ian Taylor, CEO of Cotton Seed 
Distributors, and a Foundation Conference sponsor. 

“If we hadn’t had that innovation at that time, the likelihood of us actually growing 
cotton today is probably pretty low,” he says. “I would say we probably wouldn’t be 
growing cotton today if we hadn’t adopted that technology.” 

The reason comes down to resistance. Before Bt cotton, the industry was battling 
devastating resistance to organophosphates, organochlorines and synthetic 
pyrethroids — chemical insecticides that had underpinned pest management for 
decades. By the mid-to-late 1980s, that resistance had gutted production. The 
lessons were brutal and long-lasting. 

When Bt cotton arrived in Australia in 1996, industry leaders were determined not to 
repeat those mistakes. The rollout was careful and deliberate: an initial 30 per cent 
cap on Bt cotton adoption, underpinned by world-class stewardship research led by 
CRDC, CSIRO, Cotton Australia and international experts. The result? Thirty years 
later, Australia is the only country in the world that has not developed resistance to 
any of the proteins in GM cotton. 



“That is an amazing feat,” says Taylor. “And it involves a number of the key 
organisations within industry who all worked together to make sure the technology 
worked for the long term. 

A Transformed Industry — And a Very Different Future 
The Conference session is not just a retrospective. Attendees will also get a forward-
looking view of where biotechnology is taking the industry next — and the picture is 
striking. 

Farming systems today are unrecognisable compared to 1996. The physiology of the 
crop, how it is managed — all of it has changed. And the next wave of trait 
introductions promises to go further still. New technologies are moving Australian 
cotton closer to a dramatically reduced-input production system, where many of the 
chemical products currently applied simply may not be needed. 

For business, that has direct implications for market access.  As international buyers 
increasingly scrutinise the use of highly hazardous pesticides, Australian cotton’s 
trajectory toward cleaner production is a powerful commercial story. 

Then there is fibre quality. Australia’s competitive advantage has long been premium 
fibre, but global competitors — most notably Brazil — are closing the gap. The 
response from Australia’s breeding programs is bold: a strategic push to produce 
longer, stronger fibre that can genuinely substitute for Pima cotton, the world’s 
benchmark for quality. 

“We want longer, stronger fibre. We are aiming for sub-Pima,” says Taylor. “It means 
we can start blending — and ultimately substituting — Australian cotton with Pima 
cotton. That is strategically where we are trying to get to.” 

Achieving that goal is a combination of conventional breeding advances and the 
emerging capability of gene editing — tools that, together, are giving breeders far 
greater precision to deliver what the market demands. 

Why This Session Matters for Every Delegate 
Whether you are a grower, researcher, agribusiness leader or industry service 
provider, this session offers something compelling: a rare big-picture view of how 
one critical innovation shaped everything that followed — and what the innovations 
now in the pipeline will mean for the next generation of Australian cotton. 

For those who lived through the insecticide resistance crisis, it is a chance to reflect 
on how far the industry has come. For newer entrants and next-generation farmers, 
it is a chance to understand the foundation on which their businesses stand — and to 
grasp the scale of what is coming. 

“For those next-generation farmers who in 30 years’ time will be handing the baton 
to somebody else,” says Taylor, “understanding how biotechnology is likely to impact 
systems is going to be important.” 


