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Demand for cotton is expected to remain
steady, despite stiff competition from
synthetic fibres, though the effects of the
current crisis due to COVID-19 might affect
demand in the short to medium term.
Cotton is the most widely used natural fibre in textiles,
accounting for one third of total fibres manufactured
worldwide.1 Well known for its versatility, performance,
and comfort, it can be used to create different types
of fabrics that are strong, water absorbent, and
comfortable.47 Its uses go beyond textiles, however.
The cotton plant yields lint and seeds that are
turned into fibre, edible oil, and animal feed.2 More
specifically, fibre is derived from cotton lint, with 64%
of fibre produced used in apparel, 28% used for home
furnishings, and 8% for industrial applications.2 Cotton

seeds are crushed to obtain cholesterol-free oil, which
is mainly used in cooking and as an ingredient in
cosmetics, pharmaceuticals, and personal care products,
along with other industrial applications, such as plastics
and rubber. Cotton seeds also produce a high-protein
meal used to feed livestock and poultry.47 According to
the World Wildlife Fund, “cotton is the most widespread
profitable non-food crop in the world.”4
Cotton supports the global textile mills market and the
global apparel manufacturing market that produces
garments for wide use, which were valued at USD
748 billion and 786 billion, respectively, in 2016.3
Furthermore, cotton supports a USD 3 trillion global
fashion industry, which includes clothes with unique
designs from reputed brands, with global clothing
exports valued at USD 1.3 trillion in 2016.4,5

Cotton compliant with voluntary sustainability standards (VSSs) accounted for at least 14.1% of
total cotton production in 2016.
Figure 1. Global cotton production trend 2009–201614
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Note:VSS-compliant production volumes refer to cotton produced in compliance with one or more VSSs. Conventional production volumes do not comply with any
existing VSSs. Production volumes that are defined as potentially VSS-compliant cannot be definitively listed in either category with the data currently available.

How many tonnes of cotton are certified by
each standard?
Figure 2. VSS-compliant cotton production
volumes in 201622
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Cotton represents the main source of livelihoods and
revenue for up to 1 billion people, out of which 250
million work in cotton processing and 100 million are
farmers who cultivate cotton. Approximately 90% of
these farmers grow cotton in less than 2 hectares (ha)
of land and are located in developing countries, mainly
in Central and West Asia, Southeast Asia, and Africa,
including in 30 countries that are considered Low
Human Development Countries (LHDCs) under the
Human Development Index (HDI).6 Cotton employs
close to 7% of the entire labour force in developing
countries.48
Cotton is an export crop, but its processing takes
place largely in the main producing countries, such as
China and India, to obtain textiles and clothes. Over
the past several years, there has been a global shift in
trading cotton yarn and human-made fibres, rather
than raw cotton, to increase the value addition of
domestic textile industries.12,49 In 2017, over 30% of
raw cotton produced globally—the equivalent of 8.8
million tonnes—was exported and was worth USD
13.5 billion.9,50 The largest exporting countries in 2017
for cotton (raw cotton, cotton yarn, thread and woven
fabrics: HS code 52) were China (USD 15.1 billion), the

United States (USD 7.6 billion), and India (USD 4.7
billion), while the largest importing countries in 2017
were China (USD 8.6 billion), Bangladesh (USD 5.3
billion), and Vietnam (USD 4.2 billion).7,8
Looking at demand and supply dynamics for the
commodity, cotton demand at the spinning mill, where
raw cotton is transformed into yarn, outpaced supply
from 2016 to 2018, resulting in a global shortage
during this period. There was a global cotton deficit of
approximately 1.5 million tonnes in 2018, which led
to a release of cotton stocks that had accumulated in
previous years, mainly by China, due to its policy to
stockpile in order to influence cotton prices.9 A drop
in cotton supply in China, India, and the United States
was due to adverse weather conditions, limited water
availability, and pest issues.9 This deficit is expected to
continue until at least 2025, though it might be balanced
slightly in the short term, depending on the extent of
the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on cotton demand.82
Going forward, the potential continuation of U.S.–China
trade tensions and the global economic downturn
caused by the lockdowns to contain the spread of
the novel coronavirus are two factors influencing the
projected deficits in cotton supply at the spinning
mill.10,11,52 The massive lockdowns during spring 2020
have impeded farm activity in India, one of the major
cotton producers, causing disruptions in the cotton
supply chain. There is also a shortage of labour in cotton
plantations since millions of migrant workers had to flee
to their villages. Cotton production in the country will
be seriously affected since April and June are crucial
months to begin sowing the summer rain-fed crops for
the next season.53 These disruptions might influence
projected deficits in the cotton supply.
Before the COVID-19 crisis, the cotton sector was
expected to grow steadily, driven primarily by the
demands of the textiles and apparel sector,2 with
this demand highly concentrated in the Asia–Pacific
region.55 In 2017, this region accounted for 61% and
37.1% of the global apparel manufacturing and retail
market value, respectively, followed by Europe. However,
these industries are very sensitive to population and
economic growth, which affects the ultimate demand
for cotton.13 Prior to the COVID-19 crisis, economists
projected the moderate growth of the cotton sector,
due to several supply-and-demand-related factors.12
On the demand side, the fierce retail competition from
more affordable synthetic fibres was a factor, especially
in developing countries that drive the per capita

consumption of textile fibres and where main population
growth is expected. Another factor is the potential
impacts of stock reductions on raising cotton prices.12,56
However, the current United States–China trade war
has fuelled uncertainty over the level and stability of
global cotton demand, since the United States is a major
importing country of textiles and apparel products
coming from China. Moreover, recent estimates of
global cotton demand have been revised downward as a
result of measures implemented to mitigate the health
effects of COVID-19.54
On the supply side, there are several factors that might
reduce cotton production levels, in turn influencing
the growth of the overall sector. As China and the
United States have experienced in the last decade,
the competition for growing more lucrative crops in
producing countries reduces the land area for cultivating
cotton and leads to recurrent stagnant yields.12 Despite
potential agricultural land constraints on the sector
that might affect supply levels, there are significant
opportunities to improve yields via better agricultural
practices and technological advances.13 For instance,
research shows that average global yields have increased
by almost 100% in the last 30 years due to these two
factors, going from 411 kg/ha in 1980/81 to 790 kg/ha of
cotton lint in 2013/14.57
The ultimate impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak on the
cotton and textiles industry are still uncertain. However,
the pandemic has already affected every link in the
cotton–textile global supply chain. Many factories and
businesses have closed due to public health directives,
which has led to cancellations and the suspension of
existing orders by many Western clothing brands. This,
in turn, is expected to damage cotton plantations and
textile factories from countries such as Bangladesh and
India.58,59,60 The research in this report was largely
conducted in a pre-COVID context, though its insights
into the cotton sector and its prospects can contribute to
planning in the post-COVID landscape.
If the situation stabilizes after the current lockdowns,
demand for cotton lint will be driven primarily
by Chinese spinning mills, as China “remains the
largest producer, consumer, and trader of textiles and
clothing in the world.”51 Indian mills are the secondlargest source of demand, though there are signs of
rapidly growing demand from spinning operations in
Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Vietnam.61 The demand
growth in those latter three countries is likely to be
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100 million farmers cultivate cotton
250 million people work in cotton processing
90% of farmers cultivate cotton on less than 2 ha

fuelled by their lower labour costs and import tariffs,
as well as less demanding environmental regulations
than China.12,13,51 For similar reasons, Chinese and
Indian textile factories have also started to move their
operations to African countries, a trend that might
increase in the near future.51 Pre-COVID estimates
suggested that cotton prices were expected to be lower
relative to 2015 and fairly stable until 2027, due to
government interventions in cotton-producing countries
to ensure the crop’s competitiveness versus synthetic
fibres.12 The continuation of United States–China
trade tensions might keep the pressure on prices in the
medium term, especially given concerns over the longterm viability of the “phase one” trade agreement signed
between Beijing and Washington in early 2020.62,83 In
March 2020, cotton futures prices hit a 10-year low, as
preventive measures to contain the spread of COVID-19
forced textile manufacturing companies to close and
clothing retailers to shutter their stores.63
The increased adoption of VSSs by cotton producers
is another notable development in the cotton market
over the past decade. In 2016, 14.1% of the market was
made up of VSS-compliant cotton, while accounting for
only 1% in 2009. Meanwhile, cotton that was potentially
VSS-compliant represented 0.8% of the market. By
comparison, conventional cotton production accounted
for 85.2% of the market, showing that there may still be
significant room for growth in VSS uptake.14

Major social and environmental issues affect
the sustainability of the cotton sector.
The market advisory firm Mordor Intelligence predicts
that global cotton consumption will experience a 3.1%
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) from 2019
to 2024, indicating moderate growth of the sector as
mentioned above, though again not accounting for
the COVID-19 impact.2 This projection takes into
consideration cotton pricing estimates, which are
influenced by cotton stockpiling, mainly by China,84 as
well as subsidies, trade agreements concerning cotton,
and global production forecasts. The medium to long-
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term effects of the current economic downturn remain
uncertain, but growth projections for 2020 might be
adjusted downward.
However, the cotton sector faces important sustainability
challenges at the growing stage that cannot be
overlooked. On the economic side, the sector already
faces significant price volatility due to several factors,
including the effects of cotton stockpiling programs
and the high vulnerability of cotton production to
flooding. Between the 1990s and approximately 2014,
China purchased a significant amount of cotton as a
price support mechanism to its farmers when prices
fell below a set floor, which contributed to an increase
in global prices. China releases its stock to keep prices
stable and deal with supply shortages, as it has happened
since 2015.9,56 Moreover, farm cotton prices tend to be
low, adversely affecting producers’ livelihoods. These
prices are often the result of unfavourable trade terms
and high subsidies provided to cotton producers in
some developed countries and emerging economies,
notably the United States, China, and Russia.64,85 As
a result, less-developed producing countries cannot
offer product-specific support to cotton farmers losing
competitiveness in the market, and the farmers end
up selling their produce at unfavourable prices. In
West Africa, where cotton is an important cash crop,
recent research has found a direct correlation between
a decrease in cotton prices and an increase in farmer
poverty levels.57 While some of West Africa’s cottonproducing countries—including the “Cotton-4,” Benin,
Burkina Faso, Chad, and Mali—have long sought
negotiated reforms to the World Trade Organization’s

(WTO) farm subsidy rules in relation to cotton, the
WTO’s agriculture talks on cotton and other subjects
have advanced slowly and intermittently in recent
years.86
On the environmental side, cotton production has a
track record of water-intensive management practices.
It is estimated that more than half of cotton land
area is irrigated by methods that are often inefficient
in their water use. This leads to a considerable
reduction in groundwater levels, causing water
stress in some regions.65,66 Cotton production also
requires heavy pesticide use: the sector is responsible
for the application of 16% of insecticides and 6.8%
of herbicides globally.67 These chemicals wash into
water sources, contaminating them. In response to the
high use of pesticides, the last couple of decades has
seen the cotton sector introduce genetically modified
(GM) cotton seeds that tend to be more pest-resistant.
Many farmers have become dependent on these seeds,
despite their higher input costs and the impacts on
farmer debt levels.68 In some reported cases, the use of
GM seeds has also had negative impacts on the quality
of the cotton, which has prompted some cotton farmers
to move away from them.87
In addition, several social issues have been reported
concerning cotton plantations, including low wages
paid to workers and some documented cases of slave
labour.69,70 Leading cotton-growing countries also
report cases of informal cotton workers, no compliance
with safety and health standards, and the use of child
labour in cotton operations.71 In light of these concerns,
growing cotton in a more sustainable manner becomes
imperative for the sector to improve its economic, social,
and environmental performance, and its potential to
offer a viable livelihood strategy to millions of farmers
and workers that are employed in the cotton sector.
Synthetic fibres overtook cotton as the main textile
fibre at the turn of the century and remain its main
competitor. Cotton fibre has not been able to compete
with low synthetic fibre prices. Nevertheless, fossil
fuel-derived synthetic fibres such as polyester and
nylon involve a high level of greenhouse emissions in
the extraction of oil and processing of the fibres. As a
result, they currently do not offer the same properties
and potential to reduce their environmental footprint
as the cotton fibre does when produced sustainably.72
National climate change policies to reduce emissions,
such as Nationally Determined Contributions defined

Progress toward sourcing more sustainable cotton.
Figure 3. Major apparel manufacturers and retailers consuming cotton, their sustainable sourcing
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by countries that have ratified the Paris Agreement,
may level the playing field between synthetic and
natural fibres, providing an opportunity to increase the
production of sustainably grown cotton. For this reason,
the cotton sector needs to become more sustainable to
better compete and ensure its durability.
To improve the sustainability of cotton production,
the sector must deal with both price instabilities and
market uncertainties concerning supply and demand
trends, as well as major issues affecting the sector’s
social and environmental performance, including its
carbon footprint.16 Cotton can be a significant source
of greenhouse gas emissions; this exacerbates climate

change, which in turn has its own detrimental effects
on the sector. Cotton is grown in many arid and semiarid regions, which are projected to experience more
erratic weather patterns, affecting cotton production.
Among these weather-related shocks are water deficits,
flooding, and increased pest outbreaks. For instance, an
extended drought in the U.S. State of Texas resulted in
USD 2.2 billion in cotton crop losses in 2011.17 On the
other hand, a modelling study conducted to assess the
climate change impacts on cotton production in India
found that it will have a negligible effect on productivity
at the national scale.18 Different actors and initiatives,
including VSSs, are working to address some of these
issues concerning cotton to improve its sustainability

performance and its potential to be a decent source of
livelihoods for millions of farmers and workers.

Sustainable cotton could be competitively
advantageous but requires mobilizing the
textile supply chain.
Although VSSsA have been present in the cotton
sector since the 1990s, they only started capturing a
significant share of cotton production as of 2014.19,20
The emergence of single-sector VSSs focused on
cotton, including Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) and
Cotton made in Africa (CmiA), has led to a significant
expansion of VSS presence in the cotton sector. VSScompliant cotton offers consumers more sustainable
cotton-based products, enabling them to support more
socially conscious and environmentally friendly cotton
production practices. Perhaps the most important
contribution of VSSs to maintaining the viability of
the cotton sector is the mobilization of all parts of the
cotton supply chain to address complex sustainability
challenges. As mentioned previously, these challenges
include increasing prices paid to cotton farmers and
wages to workers; reducing price volatility, pesticide
use, water consumption, and GM seed dependence; and
eliminating forced and child labour.16,21
VSSs provide guidance and often resources for cotton
farmers to engage in production practices that address
these challenges, which can result in more sustainable
and profitable outcomes for them. For instance, VSSs
operating in the cotton sector use their principles
and criteria to require that cotton operations apply
water conservation measures, such as the development
and implementation of a water management plan or
measures to improve the efficiency of water extraction
and irrigation methods. They also require that
farmers avoid the use of hazardous chemicals while
encouraging the incorporation of integrated pest
management practices. To comply with a VSS, cotton
producers must ensure a minimum and sometimes a
living wage for workers and respect basic labour rights,
such as free labour.20,73 Recent evidence of certified
BCI cotton farms in India showed that these use 19%
less pesticides than control groups while obtaining
higher yields by 9%.74 According to Textile Exchange, a
non-profit association of textile companies and retailers,
A

a pair of jeans manufactured with organic cotton uses
1,982 gallons less water, compared to jeans made with
conventional cotton.103 This has a positive impact
on water conservation at cotton plantations. Despite
the positive results obtained by plantations growing
VSS-compliant cotton, challenges persist. For example,
there have been cases reported in India where organic
cotton has been contaminated with GM cotton, due to
cross-pollination and the distribution of contaminated
seeds.75,76 This has prompted several actors, including
the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (Fibl),
the Organic Cotton Accelerator, and IFOAM Organics
International, to define strategies to mitigate cotton
contamination. They are also working to provide
organic farmers with guidelines and tools that
encourage continuous improvement in maintaining the
integrity of organic cotton.
On the supply side, VSS-compliant cotton has grown
significantly in recent years, experiencing a CAGR of
approximately 48% from 2009 to 2016 and accounting
for at least 14% of cotton production overall. Organic,
BCI, CmiA, and Fairtrade are the main VSSs in the
cotton sector by production size. In 2016, at least 3.2
million tonnes of cotton was VSS-compliant, valued
at USD 7.5 billion.14,22 This value is derived from the
average producer prices per country, as reported by
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO), which is then applied to the volume of
VSS-compliant cotton produced per country.14,22
Most of the VSS-compliant production, at approximately
48%, comes from Asia (China, India, and Pakistan) and
Brazil (32%), with some important volumes coming
from Africa (Cameroon, Ivory Coast, and Zambia)
and the United States. The proliferation of GM cotton
has limited the expansion of some VSSs in the sector.
Organic, Fairtrade, and CmiA all prohibit the use of
GM cotton as part of their production standard. BCI is
currently the only VSSs of note in the sector that allows
its farmers to grow GM cotton. Despite the potential
benefit that GM cotton offers farmers, such as pest
resistance, the seed dependence mentioned above has
led many organizations to be wary of its use. Some
organizations, like the Organic Cotton Accelerator, are
working diligently with cotton supply chain stakeholders
to enable organic cotton to be more competitive with
GM cotton.

The United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards defines VSSs as “standards specifying requirements that producers, traders, manufacturers, retailers or
service providers may be asked to meet, relating to a wide range of sustainability metrics, including respect for basic human rights, worker health and safety, the
environmental impacts of production, community relations, land use planning and others.”102 To review the purpose of various VSSs and the set of requirements
producers need to comply with under each scheme, please access SSI reviews at www.iisd.org/ssi
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On the demand side, VSS-compliant cotton is starting
to capture more market share. The eight largest brands
selling cotton-based textiles purchased at least 0.8
million tonnes of cotton in 2017, accounting for an
estimated 3% of total global cotton consumption (at the
mill). From this total, over 0.4 million tonnes was VSScompliant cotton. Based on the sourcing commitments
of these eight leading brands selling cotton-based
textiles, and assessing these against current cotton
sourcing information, an additional 0.4 million tonnes of
sustainable cotton could be consumed by 2025.23 These
sourcing commitments aim to meet growing consumer
preferences for more sustainable products, as well as
lower supply and potential reputational risks concerning
the cotton sector, given its environmental and social
footprint.15,24,25
From a supply chain management perspective, companies
in the textile and apparel sector are aiming to improve
the identification of raw materials and inputs used
when growing and processing cotton and to make this
information visible through the multi-tier supply chain
with the use of technology. Issues of special interest

include confirming preferred materials, such as organic
cotton, non-GM cotton, or recycled cotton; measuring
carbon emissions and water consumption levels; and
identifying suppliers and links across the supply chain. By
sourcing VSS-compliant cotton, brands aim to mitigate
different supply risks by leveraging cotton-growing
requirements, data collection efforts, traceability, and
labelling systems that VSSs have established through
the cotton supply chain. From a market development
perspective, sustainable sourcing commitments from
cotton-based textile companies are also driven by
consumer preferences for purchasing eco-friendly
clothes and homeware, mainly in Europe and the United
States.15 For instance, estimates by Textile Exchange
suggest that the consumption of products made with
organic cotton increased globally by almost 70%—
reaching a retail value of USD 1.6 billion in 2015—and
demand for organic cotton apparel is expected to
outpace supply in the coming years.15,77 CmiA and BCI
also reported sales growth in their respective standardcompliant cotton in 2018, driven by increased demand
from retailers and brand members. For BCI, this increase
was 45% over the prior year.88,89,90

In addition to leveraging traditional markets in
Europe and North America, the best opportunities
for expanding sustainable cotton consumption could
lie in emerging economies, where demand for more
sustainable products is expected to rise among end
consumers.15,26 The textile and apparel sectors are
positioning themselves to capitalize on growing
consumer sustainability demands by developing
and offering more sustainable products and better
communicating their sustainability goals.27 Nevertheless,
consumers often consider conventional cotton-based
products as sustainable, in comparison with other
natural fibres such as wool, silk, and human-made fibres,
which could limit the uptake of VSS-compliant cotton
products.28 This pervasive lack of information among
consumers regarding the environmental and social
issues concerning cotton could be addressed through
awareness-raising efforts, including education and
communication campaigns.28

Expanding sustainable cotton needs to focus
on large cotton-producing countries as well as
LHDCs, but China remains key.
Expanding sustainable cotton production will require a
continuing focus on large cotton-producing countries,
as well as cotton-producing LHDCs. To effectively
grow VSS-compliant cotton, the considerations listed
above—such as market dynamics influenced by synthetic
fibres, poor farm prices, the proliferation of GM versus
non-GM cotton, water stress and contamination, and
potential climate change impacts—need to be carefully
considered. Nevertheless, as one of the largest producers,
exporters, and importers of cotton, China remains the
key player to significantly expand global sustainable
cotton supply and demand.29
Although VSS-compliant cotton production is currently
experiencing a greater growth trend than the overall
sector, its continued expansion may require moving
into countries that currently do not have VSS-compliant
cotton production, such as Uzbekistan, Argentina, and
Greece.14 Uzbekistan could be especially challenging, as
labour rights abuses have continued in the cotton sector
despite efforts by their central government to improve
the situation.30,31 Addressing this challenge will require
VSSs to work closely with Uzbekistan’s government to
find acceptable solutions.
Another core consideration in assessing opportunities
for expanding VSS compliance in the sector is the

human development level of cotton-producing countries,
as assessed by the HDI. Out of 90 cotton-growing
countries in 2016, 29 were ranked as LHDCs under the
HDI, and 11 of these LHDCs produced VSS-compliant
cotton. These LHDCs accounted for 6% of the total
cotton grown in 2016 and were responsible for 6% of
the total VSS-compliant cotton produced worldwide that
same year, according to our analysis. There have been
promising signs of growth in VSS-compliant production
among these LHDCs: looking at the 2010–2016 time
period, VSS-compliant cotton production in LHDCs
increased at a CAGR of approximately 42%. Of these,
CmiA was the VSS with the largest volume of cotton
production coming from LHDCs, followed by organic,
BCI, and Fairtrade in 2016.
Expanding VSS-compliant cotton production in LHDCs
could result in important environmental and societal
development benefits via the adoption of more sustainable
agricultural practices, such as lower synthetic pesticide use
via the adoption of integrated pest management and the
improvement of health and safety and labour rights for
cotton workers and smallholder farmers. These VSSs, paired
with complementary and fair trade policies, could have the
potential to contribute to lifting millions out of poverty and
be an important development vehicle within cotton-producing
LHDCs when properly implemented.
There are promising signs of VSS expansion potential
among countries that are already producing significant
shares of the world’s cotton and have begun to adopt
VSSs. The top cotton-growing countries, which
include India, China, and the United States, offer good
prospects for increased sustainable cotton production,
followed by Pakistan and Uzbekistan, considering their
total cotton output and the existing presence of VSSs. In
terms of the opportunities for expanding VSS-compliant
cotton production in LHDCs and the potential for
maximizing sustainable development outcomes, the
countries that show the most significant prospects for
growth in light of their share of total cotton production,
the presence of VSSs, and their HDI value are Mali and
Burkina Faso. These are followed by Benin, Nigeria,
and Sudan, according to our analysis based on 2016
figures.14 However, unfair international trade rules
concerning production-support subsidies implemented
by main producing countries might need to be reformed
to support fair trade competition. In addition, support
programs for cotton-producing LHDCs should be
established to maximize their benefit from VSScompliant markets. The smallholder cotton farmers in

Asia dominates the production and consumption of cotton. A large share of China’s cotton
production is for domestic consumption.
Figure 5. Trade flows of the largest cotton-producing countries in 2016, in tonnes13,78,81
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Note: These five countries represented 77.45% of total cotton lint production in 2016. The percentage in brackets for each country represents the proportion of the total
volume of cotton exported in 2016 by the five countries. The percentage in brackets of each region represents the proportion of the total volume of cotton lint imported in
2016 from the 5 countries.

the main producing countries continue to experience
poverty, and pursuing greater VSS compliance might
contribute to improving their livelihoods.32–34
Cotton is a fibre with a human face, and there are many
important issues to address to improve its competitiveness
and sustainability. For instance, yield disparities between
the largest producing countries, China and India (1,800
kg/ha versus 500 kg/ha), are striking; poverty among
cotton farmers is rampant; child and forced labour are
ongoing; and the proliferation of GM cotton creates seed
dependencies on corporations. The near disappearance
of the Aral Sea is an example of the cotton water
mismanagement legacy, and its cultivation consumes
10% of agrochemicals despite being grown on 2.5% of
the world’s agricultural land.16,35–39 Coordinated action
from governments, buyers, producers, VSSs, and industry
associations is needed to address these major issues that
affect the cotton sector.

VSSs have been instrumental in stimulating
collaboration across the cotton supply chain to turn
the sector around.40 BCI is enabling sustainable
cotton to become mainstream: with increased sourcing
commitments from brands, their goal is to have
30% of all cotton produced be BCI verified by 2020.
CmiA focuses on vulnerable African smallholders,
while organic supports non-GM cotton farmers in
eliminating pesticides, and Fairtrade provides farmers
with guaranteed minimum returns and premiums.41
As a whole, these VSSs have established an ecosystem
of complementary priorities that has enabled them to
reach and work with 2.6 million cotton farmers across
the globe to move the sector toward sustainability.42–46
Clearly, VSS will continue playing an important role
in ensuring that cotton fibre remains competitive and
sustainable in the textile sector.

FIGURE 3 ESTIMATIONS MADE FOR CALCULATING SOURCING VOLUMES OF COTTON FOR THE FOLLOWING
COMPANIES:
C&A Group
•

Purchase Volume Total 2017 (120,000 tonnes):
This figure was obtained through personal
communications with a team member of the
Global Circular Economy team, in 2018.

•

Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (81,600 tonnes): This figure was obtained
by taking the 53% of VSS-compliant cotton
purchased (including BCI and organic)91 from the
total sourcing volume, as reported by the company
in 2017.

Marks and Spencer
•

Purchase Volume Total 2017 (46,939 tonnes): This
figure was obtained from the average cotton
consumption reported by the company in 2018.97
This data was used as a proxy for 2017. The data
source has been updated for the most recent
year (2019), and 2018 data is no longer available.
We kept 2018 data for consistency with data
illustrated from other buyers.

•

Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (23,0000 tonnes): This figure was obtained
by taking the 49% of VSS-compliant cotton
reported by the company in 2017 (it includes BCI,
Fairtrade, organic, and recycled)98 from the total
cotton used in the same year.

H&M
•

•

Purchase Volume Total 2017 (200,000 tonnes):
This figure was obtained from an industry insider,
who estimated that overall cotton used by the
company was around 200,000 tonnes a year, in
2012.92 This data was used as a proxy for 2017.
Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (118,000 tonnes): This figure was obtained
by taking the 59% of VSS-compliant cotton
purchased by the company in 2017 (including BCI,
organic, and recycled)93 from the total sourcing
volume estimated for the same year.

Nike
•

Purchase Volume Total 2017 (70,065 tonnes):
This figure was obtained by converting 70 million
kilograms of cotton used in 2017, as reported by
the company,99 into tonnes.

•

Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (37,881 tonnes): This figure was obtained
by converting 37.8 million kilograms of VSScompliant cotton used in 2017, as reported by the
company,99 into tonnes. (This includes organic,
BCI, and recycled.)

Inditex
•

•

B

Purchase Volume Total 2017 (188,332 tonnes): In
2016, the company reported the production of 36.7
million pieces of clothing made with 5,000 tonnes
of organic cotton.94 This ratio (pieces of clothes/
used cotton) was used to estimate the total
volume of cotton used for the production of 1.38
billion pieces of clothing in the market, as reported
by the company in 2016.95 This figure was used as
a proxy for 2017.
Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (7,977 tonnes): This figure was estimated by
converting 58.7 million organic cotton garments
released in the market, as reported by the
company in 2017,96 into tonnes of cotton, by using
the ratio described above.

Such as Inditex and Otto Group (see estimations for these companies)

Otto group
•

Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (28,035 tonnes): This figure was obtained
from the company’s Annual Report 2017–2018.100
It includes CmiA and organic cotton.

Tchibo
•

Purchase Volume Total 2017 (20,625 tonnes):
This figure was obtained by taking the volume of
VSS-compliant cotton in 2017, estimated below,
which represents 80% of total purchases by the
company in 2017, to calculate the 100%.

•

Purchase Volume Standard-Compliant Certified
2017 (16,500 tonnes): This figure was estimated by
calculating the average volumes of VSS-compliant
cotton sourced by the company, according to the
leaderboard of organic and preferred cotton from
Textile Exchange in 2018.101 We assumed that
Tchibo’s sourcing volume is in the range of 5,000–
28,000 tonnes, compared to sourcing volumes
from similar companies listed in the rankings.B
As per communications with the sustainability
team (2018), Tchibo sourced an estimated 80%
of its total cotton purchases from sustainable
sources in 2017.
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The Sustainable Commodities Marketplace Series provides a market performance overview
and outlook for key agricultural commodities that comply with a number of voluntary
sustainability standards (VSSs), focusing on global sustainable consumption and production.
Each year, the series focuses on a different overarching theme, with individual reports for
that year devoted to providing a market update for a chosen commodity. These reports
are designed to be accessible and relevant for a range of audiences, including supply chain
decision makers, procurement officers, policy-makers and producers. The series builds on The
State of Sustainable Markets 2018: Statistics and Emerging Trends, a joint publication from
IISD, the International Trade Center (ITC), and the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture
(FiBL), which examines over a dozen sustainability standards for various commodities.
This Global Market Report analyzes recent trends in cotton production, consumption, trade
flows, and other relevant areas. The report also emphasizes the potential for expanding
VSS-compliant production in Low Human Development Countries, given factors such as
share of global cotton production, VSS presence, and Human Development Index value. It
uses 2016 data across all three factors, given that this is the latest year with data available
for VSS-compliant cotton when conducting the analysis. By comparing the growth rates
and patterns of standard-compliant versus conventional consumption and production
of cotton, this report provides insights on how sustainable and conventional markets are
performing at a global level, along with highlighting which countries have the potential to
produce more VSS-compliant cotton.
The State of Sustainability Initiatives (SSI) is an international transparency and capacitybuilding project that aims to improve strategic planning and sustainable development
outcomes related to VSSs. It does so by providing in-depth, credible, and needs-based
information on VSS characteristics, market performance, and potential contributions to
addressing development challenges.
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