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The commercialization of genetically engineered crops began in the US in the 1980s and its global promotion has escalated in the last 10 years.

Some of the major crops that are commercially grown soybeans, corn, rapeseed, cotton, tobacco and potatoes, with the largest areas grown with GM crops being in the US accounting for 70% of the worldwide sowing of GM crops or 29 million ha followed by Argentina (5.8 mil ha or 14%) and Canada (4 mil ha or >9%). In China (3%), the GM tobacco covers between 1 and 1.3 mil ha with limited sowings of GM cotton started in 1998. In Europe, Spain ranks first followed by Romania, France, Portugal and Ukraine. 
Of the 41.5 mil ha sown in 1999, 53% were soybeans, 27% corn, 9% cotton, 8% rapeseed and 0.1% potatoes. These crops have been genetically modified to be more resistant to pests or/and tolerant to herbicides. 
Biotechnology, especially agriculture biotechnology, is being promoted aggressively. In a speech presented in Barcelona in early July 2002, the US Secretary of Health and Human Services, Tommy Thompson said that biotechnology has resulted in ‘healthier foods’ and is better for the environment and could ‘improve food yields in the developing world and feed more than three billion people in the next three decades’ and that promotion of biotechnology will be one of the key themes the US will bring to the WSSD.
These are similar claims that other biotech protagonists have been putting forward. They have also projected that the 21st century is the era of biotech with all the promises of food security and sustainable agriculture and the billions of dollars to be made but a major study by the EU which, after having reviewed the available economic literature, came to the conclusion that the results have been mixed and that more research needed to be conducted. 

The EU report on the economic impacts of GM crops (2002) found that acceptance of GM crops by farmers the US, Canada and Argentina, was driven mostly by ‘expectations’ of profitability and that GM crops ‘do not prove to be significantly more profitable than conventional counterparts’ – profitability is expected to be derived at in terms of increase in yield and/or cost savings. Other acceptance factors of more importance were performance (other than by yields) and convenience of GM crops, in particular for herbicide tolerant varieties. The monetary aspect is secondary or indirect such as savings from use of pesticides or reduction in labour costs. 

However, even the expectation of higher yields is an illusion, as shown in the case of Round-up Ready (RR) soybeans in the US (The soybean is genetically engineered to be resistant to the herbicide glyphosate). Studies showed that in most field trials the GM crop shows lower yields than the conventional varieties. According to Benbrook, the average yield drag across all varieties tested was 3.1 bushels an acre or 5.3%, adding that in some areas of the Midwest, the best conventional variety sold by seed companies produces yields on average 10 percent or more higher than comparable Roundup Ready varieties.
He concluded that the RR soybean yield drag and technology fee impose a sizable indirect tax on the income of soybean producers, ranging from a few percent to over 12 percent of gross income per acre.

In addition, RR soybean does not reduce pesticides use, but instead increases its use and thus could eat into profits. In 1998, farmers growing RR soybeans used 2 to 5 times more herbicide per acre, compared to the other popular weed management systems used on most fields planted with conventional varieties.

And should GM crops be adopted by all farmers as its protagonists would like to see? Not so, according to a Purdue University study which found that higher-priced Bt corn seed, combined with lower corn borer infestation levels and other issues such as refuges and market segregation, makes GM corn less attractive to farmers. Hence farmers in the Eastern Corn Belt which adopt Bt corn would be less likely to recoup the cost of planting transgenic Bt corn in a region where the incidence of  corn borer destruction is generally lower. 

The introduction of GM crops not only potentially increases costs, whether directly or otherwise to their growers, it can also have financial repercussions on other farmers as well in the form of indirect costs.  

A study commissioned by the EU Commission showed that farmers, both organic and conventional farmers, would face high additional costs if GM crops are commercially grown on a large scale in Europe. 

The study on the co-existence of GE and non-GE farming found that commercialisation of GE oilseed rape and maize and to a lesser extent potatoes will increase costs of farming for conventional and organic farmers at a range between 10 and 41 per cent of farm prices for oilseed rape and between one and nine per cent for maize and potatoes.

The EU study states that in oilseed rape production the co-existence of GE and non-GE crops in a same region, even when "technically possible", would be "economically difficult" because of the additional costs and complexity of changes required in farming practices in order to avoid genetic contamination. 

Both organic and conventional farmers would probably be forced to stop saving seed and instead buy certified seed, because of the increased risk of GE impurity for seeds that have been exposed to field contamination. 

The study predicts that smaller farms would face relatively higher costs compared to larger entities, and that cultivation of GE and non-GE crops in the same farm might be unrealistic even for larger farms. 
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