
 

June 18, 2018 

 

Office of Pesticide Policy 

Regulatory Public Docket (28221T) 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 

Washington, DC  20460 

 

RE: Docket ID Number EPA-HQ-OPP-2017-0617 

 

Dear Ms. Gibson: 

 

The National Cotton Council (NCC) appreciates the opportunity to provide comments to the 

Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Scientific Advisory Panel (SAP) regarding 

“Resistance in Lepidopteran Pests to Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) Plant Incorporated Protectants.”  

The NCC recognizes the impact of pest populations evolving resistance to pest management 

products and has actively engaged in promoting awareness and educational materials to NCC 

membership.  However, the NCC does not agree with EPA’s assertion of regulatory authority 

and urges EPA to recognize the distinction between individual and population resistance.  

Similarly, NCC urges EPA to recognize that scientific/academic principles are not absolute and 

do not easily transfer to regulatory and legal obligations.  Although the NCC does not agree with 

EPA’s claim of authority regarding resistance management, the NCC is pleased to see the SAP 

members possess multiple, diverse expertise, including historical understanding from before the 

introduction of Bt traits and the decisions made at that time.  The NCC would ask the SAP 

members and EPA to consider the historical experiences with the Bt-trait products that have 

provided cotton production with over 20 years of broad scale, significant reduction in foliar 

applications targeting Lepidopteran pests.  The NCC agrees that the frequency of fields reporting 

unexpected survival of Helicoverpa zea larvae and associated damage has increased.  The NCC 

agrees that there has been an increase in the frequency of Bt cotton fields (excluding VIP) 

requiring foliar insecticide applications.  However, the NCC would remind the SAP that upon the 

introduction of Bt cotton, Heliothis virescens was the major lepidopteran pest of cotton that 

required multiple applications with different modes of action due to H. virescens' rapid resistance 

development.  Few producers see H. virescens today unless they plant non-Bt cotton.  The NCC 

believes that the significance of the agricultural history prior to Bt introduction, and the 20-plus 

years of large scale experience must be considered. 

 

The NCC is the central organization of the United States cotton industry.  Its members include 

producers, ginners, cottonseed processors and merchandizers, merchants, cooperatives, 

warehousers and textile manufacturers.  A majority of the industry is concentrated in 17 cotton-

producing states stretching from California to Virginia. U.S. cotton producers cultivate between 

9 and 12 million acres of cotton with production averaging 12 to 18 million 480-lb bales 

annually. The downstream manufacturers of cotton apparel and home furnishings are located in 

virtually every state. Farms and businesses directly involved in the production, distribution and 
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processing of cotton employ more than 125,000 workers and produce direct business revenue of 

more than $21 billion.  Annual cotton production is valued at more than $5.5 billion at the farm 

gate, the point at which the producer markets the crop.  Accounting for the ripple effect of cotton 

through the broader economy, direct and indirect employment surpasses 280,000 workers with 

economic activity of almost $100 billion. In addition to the cotton fiber, cottonseed products are 

used for livestock feed and cottonseed oil is used as an ingredient in food products as well as 

being a premium cooking oil. 

 

The NCC understands the complexity of the “Charge Questions” presented to the SAP.  For 

several years, the NCC has hosted a closed session, half day meeting at the NCC’s annual 

Beltwide Cotton Conferences for the academic community to meet with the Bt registrant 

representatives and discuss many of these topics.  The NCC agrees that one of the overarching 

questions for resistance monitoring is, "Are we measuring what we are intending to measure?".  

For instance, a lab colony selected to be resistant to a toxin in order to identify a genetic marker 

often dies when placed on an actual field plant.  Resistance that occurs in a field one year may 

not occur the next.  Is that due to fitness costs?  Is that due to dispersal? Is that due to 

environmental factors that influenced Bt protein expression? 

 

A second challenge is recognizing which pests are being discussed for which crop.  Resistance 

management in cotton has not been a failure for H. virescens in cotton.  But we must remember 

one of the basic principles of ecology – an ecological niche.  If an abundant resource is available, 

something will utilize it.  Using weed control as an example, the NCC notes that fields often 

have multiple weed species, some with very low densities.  Low density weed species, while not 

desirable, are seldom the focus in the weed management program.  However, the low-density 

species may be the first to demonstrate resistance.  Because the surviving weed was not among 

the focus species of concern, it is possible that scouting overlooks the surviving plant due to the 

focus on other species.  Such challenges raise issue with mandated legal resistance management 

obligations and can change significantly between regions.  One national mandate seldom 

addresses the needs of various diverse regions. 

 

EPA has acknowledged that resistance is present, although usually at a low frequency of 

individuals, prior to the introduction of the pesticide.  Such was the case with H. zea with the 

initial introduction of Bt cotton.  The NCC believes this demonstrates that resistance is a 

biological process already present and could evolve as the dominant frequency of the population 

even in the absence of the pesticide selection pressure.  One could argue that the difference 

between “tolerance” and “resistance” is whether most of the population was controlled when the 

pesticide was first introduced.   
 

  



 

 

Page 3 of 3 

 

The NCC understands and acknowledges broad use creates broad selection.  The NCC supports 

scientifically sound resistance management that minimizes compliance mandates at the field 

level.  Additionally, the NCC encourages the SAP to weigh the impacts, by crop, for not having 

Bt Lepidopteran traits.   

 

Thank you for allowing the NCC to provide comments to this important SAP addressing 

“Resistance in Lepidopteran Pests to Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) Plant Incorporated Protectants.”   

 

Respectfully, 

 
Steve Hensley 

Senior Scientist, Regulatory and Environmental Issues 

National Cotton Council 

 


