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Background

Cotton production and trade plays a central role in the economy and in the livelihoods of small farmers in West Africa.  Cotton represents around one-third of total export receipts and 60% per cent (up to 90% in the case of Benin) of agricultural export revenues.  The region is one of the most competitive cotton producers in the world. It produces good quality cotton with high yields, by international standards, and high ginning ratios. 95% of the production goes to export. It is estimated that over 10 million people in the region depend directly on cotton production and trade with millions more indirectly affected by the sector’s prospects.

Today, West African production suffers substantially from the impact of the 3.6 billion dollars of cotton subsidies provided by countries such as the United States, the European Union and China to their producers
. Overall less than 30’000 American cotton farmers receive more in subsidies than the entire GDP of Burkina Faso – a country in which more than two million people depend on cotton. Following recommendations from international financial institutions, the cotton sector in West Africa has undergone major restructuring and liberalization and benefits from very limited and sporadic state support. Since currently, West African countries do not have the capacity to diversify into other trading sectors, the survival of their cotton production depends directly on a major tightening, if not the complete elimination, of domestic support and export subsidies on cotton.

The appropriate forum to address this issue is the World Trade Organisation (WTO). Brazil has already challenged the US cotton subsidies and particularly those provided though the new Farm Bill, under the WTO dispute settlement mechanism
. Benin and Chad have joined the dispute as a third party while other West African countries continue to examine the dispute settlement option. A parallel avenue offered by the WTO consists in pursuing a systemic solution by eliminating all forms of trade distorting cotton subsidies including domestic support and export subsidies in the framework of ongoing agriculture negotiations under the Doha “Development” Round.

As we move towards Cancun, strengthening West African countries’ position on cotton will require political leadership, public awareness and coherent strategies on both the dispute settlement and the negotiating fronts. In other words, cotton must become a major and central issue in the WTO. While several initiatives already exist, the political, technical and organisational challenges they face are considerable, given the complexity of developing a case at WTO level, the under-representation of West African countries in Geneva, and the need for a broad alliance of stakeholders around a common position, with strong leadership from within the region. 

Objectives 

As a contribution to this process ICTSD, OXFAM and IDEAS Centre will hold a half-day dialogue on cotton subsidies and the WTO. The overall objective of the dialogue is to better articulate coherent and inclusive national and regional strategies on cotton and how to advance them at the multilateral level. More specifically, the dialogues will:

· Raise awareness among WTO Members and civil society actors on the problems facing West African Cotton growers and rural population at large due to cotton subsidies provided by a handful of WTO Members;

· Provide a platform to exchange information, coordinate relevant initiatives and identify strategic approaches that West African countries may wish to pursue at the WTO;  

· Provide a unique opportunity for Geneva-based West African negotiators to interact with relevant stakeholders including civil society and farmers organisations representatives; and

· Mobilize international expertise to advance West African countries sustainable development objectives in the cotton sector at the WTO.

Methodology 

The dialogue will be jointly organised by ICTSD, OXFAM and IDEAS Centre in close cooperation with regional partners including farmers organizations and West African NGOs including ENDA Tiers Monde. The dialogue will be organized and conducted as an open and informal process. The audience will comprise participants from the WTO symposium for civil society as well as WTO negotiators from both developed and developing countries. Discussions will be introduced by four succinct statements on key issues. Formal presentations will be kept to a minimum to allow enough time for a frank and open debate. 

Preliminary Agenda

1. Welcome remarks by organisers

2. Statements by resource persons:

· Kevin Watkins, OXFAM

· Eric Hazard, ENDA Tiers Monde*

· H.E. Amb. Samuel Amehou, Permanent Mission of Benin*
· François Traoré, UNPCB, Burkina Faso

· Ibrahima Malloum, Assocation of Cotton Industries of Africa*  

3. Open Dialogue

* To be confirmed













� These three countries have the highest levels of cotton subsidisation. For the period 2001/2001 the US has spent US$ 2.291 billion to the cotton sector through production programmes, China US$ 1.196 billion and the EU US$ 0.716 billion. Furthermore, in 2001/2002 the US provided assistance to the cotton sector through export programmes in the amount of US$130 millions, while China spent US$14 million during the same period (see 2002 report of the International Cotton Advisory Group “Production and Trade Policies Affecting the Cotton Industry“, viewable at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.icac.org/icac/Meetings/cgtn_conf/documents/icac_ccgtn_report.pdf" ��http://www.icac.org/icac/Meetings/cgtn_conf/documents/icac_ccgtn_report.pdf�)
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