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A Sustainable Cotton Industry



Soil, water, plants, air 
and animals are all 
part of what makes a
dynamic and healthy
cotton farming system. 
As custodians of the 
land, Australia’s cotton
farmers strive to find 
the delicate balance
between producing fibre
to clothe the world and
responsible conservation
of their resources.

For the last three decades, the Australian 
cotton industry has invested millions of dollars 
in improving its use of natural resources. 
These investments have been in research,
development and delivery, on the farm and
through the supply chain.

This enormous effort has paid off, with the
Australian cotton industry now recognised
internationally as a leader in sustainable cotton
production and a model for change in other
Australian agriculture industries.

A recent 2012 study “Australian Cotton Industry:
Third Environmental Assessment” tracked
improvements since 2003, and found the
industry’s major achievements to include:

• Development of an integrated research,
development and extension system
delivered to growers via an online Best
Management Practices program (myBMP)

THIS CHAPTER WILL LOOK AT 
FOUR IMPORTANT AREAS 
OF SUSTAINABILITY IN THE
AUSTRALIAN COTTON 
INDUSTRY: THE MYBMP PROGRAM,
WATER, BIOTECHNOLOGY AND
CLIMATE CHANGE.

• Substantial reduction in the use of chemicals,
particularly insecticides and herbicides and the
disappearance of serious off-farm impacts in
rivers and wetlands

• Major gains in water use efficiency calculated
at 3-4% per year

• Significant uptake of Integrated Pest
Management (IPM)

• Major advances in cotton grower’s attitudes
and action concerning natural resource
management on-farm, particularly deep
drainage, riparian vegetation management,
groundwater conservation and delivery of
ecosystem services

Report: Australian Cotton Industry: Third Environmental Assessment

Lesson: Studies in Sustainability: The Cotton Industry 
in Northern NSW and Southern Queensland

Blog: Cotton Pickin –
the Boggabri blog



MYBMP: MANAGING
THE ENVIRONMENT
ON THE FARM
myBMP is the Australian cotton industry’s
environmental management program, a voluntary
system for achieving best practice in the growing,
ginning and classing of cotton.

myBMP is a web based system that acts as a 
one-stop-shop for best practice and scientific
information. It links supporting knowledge, data and
resources to best practice principles and guidelines,
allowing growers, ginners and classers immediate
access to cutting edge research as well as support
from industry and extension staff when there is an
issue to solve or investigate.

THE BEGINNINGS
In the early 1990s, the Australian cotton industry
came under fire for its environmental performance,
particularly in relation to pesticide use. 
A coordinated response by the Australian cotton
industry did more than address the immediate
concerns - it transformed an entire agricultural
industry. Unfortunately, some of the negative
perceptions associated with this period of the
cotton industry haven’t been updated in some
people’s minds, particularly the older generations.
Cotton Australia and others continues to work hard
to change these outdated notions.

The first step in tackling pesticide use was to initiate
the first ever environmental audit of a whole
agricultural industry in the southern hemisphere. 
A major finding was that the Australian cotton
industry needed to improve its storage and
application of chemicals and to improve grower
education on these issues – thus, the Best
Management Practices program was formed.

INITIAL 
PROGRAM DESIGN
A three year, $6 million research project provided
the scientific basis for the initial Cotton Best
Management Practices (BMP) program. BMP
covered integrated pest management, on-farm
chemical application management, the storage and
handling of pesticides and petrochemicals, as well
as farm design and land and water management.
Best practices, risk assessments and action plans
for improvements were included in a paper-based
manual that growers worked through to identify
areas of risk and improvement and implement
action plans.

A NEW 
ERA 
FOR BMP
While the BMP system managed to completely
transform the farming practices of the cotton
industry, the industry decided it needed to put the
program on-line to make it easier to update and
use. The new, on-line myBMP system was
launched in 2009/10.

It allows growers and industry to access the latest
technical data, information and research, find
solutions to challenges and provide a wide variety of
tools to help growers operate at maximum efficiency.

Cotton farmers record, monitor and are audited in
11 key areas of farm operations:

BIOSECURITY: the avoidance, management
and control of pests and diseases

BIOTECHNOLOGY: for GM cotton varieties

ENERGY AND GREENHOUSE GASES:
efficient use of energy inputs like fuel and
fertilisers

FIBRE QUALITY: for growing the best quality
cotton possible

HUMAN RESOURCES: managing staff and
contractors

INTEGRATED PEST MANAGEMENT: for
weeds, pests and diseases

NATURAL ASSETS: managing vegetative and
riparian assets

PESTICIDE MANAGEMENT: pesticide storage
and use

PETROCHEMICAL STORAGE AND
HANDLING: petrochemical storage and use

SOIL HEALTH: ensuring healthy soils for the
long term

WATER MANAGEMENT: water quality,
efficiency of storage and distribution, dryland
and irrigated farming practices

There are many benefits to the cotton industry’s
commitment to sustainability through myBMP –
these include safer farm workplaces, healthier
natural environments, reduced input costs, 
better run farm businesses and improved
community health.

www.mybmp.com: a web-based resource for best practice in 
Australian cotton production for growers, researchers and industry

Case Study: meet the Brownlies, cotton growers at the 
cutting edge of Best Management Practices on their farm

Fact Sheet: Cotton’s myBMP Environmental Program

Cotton grower Andrew Watson from Boggabri NSW

The myBMP website is an online tool for growers
to assess and improve their farms


