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Land Use and Cotton Production

By the middle of the century, there may not be enough
arable land on earth to grow the amount of food and
fiber needed to meet the demands of our surging global
population. By 2050, the global population is expected to
reach 9.6 billion." So, if we can't produce more land, how
can the world double and then triple its output of foods
and fibers over the next 25 years?

How much land does it take to grow cotton?

Not a lot when considering all agriculture. Grown in 80
countries or more, cotton uses only 0.7% of the world’s
agricultural lands, which include meadows and pastures
commonly used for livestock grazing, and cropland.? Itis
also important to remember that cotton produces both
food and fiber to help meet these growing demands.

Not only does cotton use less land than many crops, it

also produces two valuable products, fiber and seed.
Cottonseed is a valuable feed for dairy cows and is also
crushed to provide cottonseed oil for human consumption.
Beyond the seed, other cotton co-products—such as gin
byproducts, stalks, hulls, and seed meal—can be used for
animal feed, biofuels, bioplastics, biochemicals, and soil
amendments, offering a range of practical applications
across agriculture and industry.3* In 2022, cotton used

2% of the world's cropland and represented 2.1% of global
farm-gate value for crops.? Nearly 24 million growers are
directly involved in growing cotton globally.
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Is cotton more productive and land-efficient today than in
the past?

Yes, thanks to scientific advancements in seed varieties®
irrigation technologies, crop protection, and nutrient
management, cotton production has become both more
efficient and more productive.’ For instance, in 1980 it took
over 1.9 hectares (4.7 acres) to produce one metric ton of
cotton fiber in the U.S.. By 2024, only 1.02 hectares (2.5 acres)
were required.’® Over the past four decades, U.S. cotton
growers have increased their land use efficiency by 30% (see
figure 4)."" Further, U.S. cotton planted acreage has remained
relatively unchanged during this period, even as yields have
continually increased (see figure 5). Globally, cotton lint yield
has more than doubled since 1970, rising from 380 kg/ha to
862 kg/hain 2024.7

How are cotton growers increasing their soil health?

To enhance soil health and reduce environmental impact,
cotton growers worldwide are increasingly adopting
conservation practices such as reduced tillage and winter cover
cropping. These methods can improve soil structure, increase
moisture retention, and reduce erosion. In Australia, more

than 80% employ reduced tillage and nearly 50% incorporate
cover crops.’*Increasing conservation adoption trends are also
occurring in U.S. cotton production, where more than 60% of
U.S. cotton growers use both no-till and cover crops (see figure
6) to reduce soil erosion*—underscoring the industry’s growing
commitment to sustainability.

Are cotton farms a monoculture or is cotton grown in a
rotation with other crops?

Cotton is commonly rotated with many other crops such as
peanuts and soybeans.” Rotating peanuts and soybeans can
help fixate nitrogen in the ground, reducing fertilizer needs for
cotton production.’ In addition to rotational crops, many
producers plant a cover crop (such as wheat or cereal rye) in
the winter which protects the soil from erosion, increases soil
moisture retention and soil organic content, that in turn may
reduce crop fertilizer and irrigation water needs.? Beyond that,
cover crops can also control weeds and reduce insect pressure.'’

For more information on cotton and land use,
visit cottontoday.cottoninc.com
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