Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the Sustainability in the global cotton chain, adopted by the Commission on 26 June 2013
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 110(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on International Trade (INTA)
2.
EP reference number: B7-0092/2013 / P7_TA-PROV(2013)0099

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 14 March 2013

4.
Subject: Sustainability in the global cotton chain

5.
Background of the resolution:
The EU is considering membership of the International Cotton Advisory Committee (ICAC) and Parliament will need to give its assent before membership can take place. As a contribution to this discussion, but also as a means to highlight its concerns on child and forced labour as well as on the use of pesticides and insecticides and its interest in safeguarding the cotton sector in Europe, the Parliament has issued this resolution on sustainability in the global cotton chain.

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The European Commission welcomes the resolution on the Sustainability in the global cotton chain, as it invites the European Commission to continue its work on accession to ICAC. The resolution gives strong backing to enable the EU to raise a range of issues that, if addressed by ICAC, will improve the situation of those working in the sector in developing countries and ultimately lead to a more sustainable and equitable cotton industry.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

DG DEVCO, which has particular responsibility for the accession of the EU to ICAC, has been involved and consulted during the drafting process. It considers that membership of ICAC will deliver on the issues that Parliament highlights. In particular, ICAC has a good track record in performing its role as a vehicle to promote market development and transparency in the cotton sector. It also has a role in fostering best practices and in providing statistical information, and it offers a forum for policy discussions on cotton at a global level. Membership of ICAC will allow the EU to put forward its concerns on issues such as labour conditions and the degree to which plant protection products (pesticides) are used, their risk management and how to address their potential environmental effects. It will also give European growers, ginners, traders and researchers a forum within which to air their concerns.

Point 5: Regarding support to national and regional cotton strategies, the Commission provides such support through development assistance and Aid for Trade, in particular in response to requests from partner countries themselves, and if this is considered to be in line with the country’s own national development agenda. The EU also supports the Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF), a multi-donor programme which has the general task of supporting Least Developed Countries to be more active players in the global trading system. Funding is also provided through the EU-Africa Partnership on Cotton, which was established in 2004 to address the concerns of African cotton value chains.

Point 7: The Commission fully shares Parliament's views on a holistic and co-ordinated approach to the root causes of child labour as the most effective way to tackle this issue. The Commission remains committed to continue to implement such an approach, as outlined in its 2010 Staff Working Document "Combating child labour" (SEC(2010) 37). The Commission also reaffirms its commitment to address slavery or forced labour concerns, in accordance with its international obligations and the existing legal framework.

Point 14: The Commission notes that existing experiences on traceability initiatives indicate that a general traceability mechanism does not seem to be a promising avenue to address the issue of child/forced labour. Concerns notably arise with regard to its effectiveness and practical feasibility, including the following aspects: 1) the need to respect WTO rules on non-discrimination, meaning that a traceability system related to products produced by child/forced labour would need to apply to all countries; 2) efficient traceability would work best when very simple supply chains and few economic operators are involved, the product is simple (e.g. with very few components) and when a market is totally transparent and the information on the origin of products is fully available; 3) all significant importing countries or potential importers should participate in the scheme – otherwise trade flows would simply shift away from countries requiring traceability to others that do not; and 4) certification and control systems need to be exhaustive and are therefore very costly, thereby becoming challenging to Least Developed Countries and other poor economies.

However, the Commission will continue to follow closely initiatives and developments on this issue, including initiatives by the private sector and international organisations.

Point 19: The Commission welcomes the call to create an effective global labelling scheme guaranteeing cotton production without the use of child labour.

Point 23iii): The Commission fully agrees on the importance of reacting swiftly to cotton export restrictions and similar actions which lead to excessive price volatility. The Commission has reacted swiftly and decisively when such situations have arisen in the past, and it will continue to do so in the framework of its commitment to strive for international raw materials markets that operate in a free and transparent way.
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