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Proposal of the European Commission
EU – Africa Partnership for the Cotton Sector

In February 2004, the European Commission (EC) presented a plan for a EU-Africa partnership to support the African cotton sector.  This proposal is to be seen in the context of the earlier proposed EU Aid Plan to Developing Countries Relying on Agricultural Base Products
.  Acknowledging the challenges the African cotton sector faces on the international market, the EU, stressing that the European cotton production has only marginal influence on the world market, proposes an aid plan for this particularly vulnerable sector of the West African economy.

1. Background of the cotton partnership
Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad and Mali presented in May 2003, a request to put the issue of West African cotton on the agenda of the negotiations of the Doha Development Round at the Cancun WTO Ministerial Conference of September 2003. It contained the following elements:

· A request to gradually face out all subsidies to the cotton production sector.

· As intermediary measure, a request for a financial compensation for those LDC-countries that suffered significant loss of export earnings due to subsidies to cotton production in the EU and the USA.

In response to the proposal, the EU agreed to look into a solution for the sector, but only within the context of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, “…the only context that will allow all members to come to a lasting and balanced agreement…”.  To the two major requests of the West African states, the EU responded:

· Referring to the new EU agricultural subsidy reform, the EU reminded that 60% of the EU subsidies to agricultural production will be shifted to direct aid to farmers, regardless the level of production.

· Special financial compensations cannot be considered, as this is not foreseen in the context of the WTO agreement on agriculture.

2. The EU-Africa Partnership to support the African cotton sector
The EU, acknowledging the genuine concerns of the African countries producing cotton, proposes to help those countries by means of a partnership aiming to support in an overall, structural and lasting manner the development of the African cotton sector.  The partnership would work out for each African country whose economy depends heavily on the cotton production, a specific and long-term solution.  The proposed partnership has two main objectives:

1. To obtain more equitable trading conditions on the international market:

· Taking as example the EU “Everything but Arms” (EBA) initiative
, the Commission thinks that all developed countries, including the South-East Asian countries, should open their markets to all agricultural products that are essential to economy of the Least Developed Countries (LDC), thus also cotton and cotton products.
· Developed countries and S.E. Asian countries should also end all subsidies in their countries for agricultural products that are essential for export of the LDCs.
· Technical assistance, as part of direct development aid, for the cotton sector should have a clear aim to develop the commercialization of the cotton products so as to improve the commercial and competitive position of the LDCs on the international cotton market.
2. Support of the African cotton growing regions through diversification:

Referring to the negotiations of the Regional Economic Partnership Agreements (REPA) between ACP and the EU, the Commission proposes to work out comprehensive regional action plans on mid- and long-term basis for a sustainable development of the cotton producing regions.  Diversification of the production is important encouraging the commercialization of emerging new or traditional agricultural base products in the cotton regions.

3. Critical reading of the Partnership proposal

· Concerning the fall in prices of agricultural products:
The concern of the EU for the ever lowering prices for agricultural products is shared by the international community and the NGO community
. However the proposed solutions of the EU are based on the free market philosophy.  At several occasions the Commission stated that: “Experience has shown us that intervention on the international markets does not redress structural unbalances on the markets for agricultural base products.”

· Concerning the reform of EU agricultural subsidies policy:
Presently a reform of the EU cotton sector is being discussed at the European Parliament. This reform will–according to certain analysts- not reduce the volume of the European cotton production. The total amount of aid to the European cotton sector will not decrease, as subsidies are “shifted” from aid to the production, towards direct aid to farmers for other implements, inputs or activities. One could say that the subsidies of the EU will just “change boxes”.  This reform made a Spanish MEP exclaim: “Is it ethical to use public money to subsidize farmers and to take away the livelihood of cotton farmers?”

· Concerning the Regional Economic Partnership Agreements (REPA) and “Everything but Arms”

The EU pointed out that under the “Everything but Arms Initiative”, cotton and textiles have already free access to the EU markets and that therefore the REPAs will not offer any new advantages.  If the EBA do offer the ultimate help from the EU, what is the additional benefit of the REPAs for African countries? And if the REPAs are supposed to facilitate regional integration and more South-South trade, why should the proposed cotton partnership be discussed country by country with the EU?

· The “Seville Declaration”
Worried about the worldwide fall in agricultural prices and the threat this poses to family farming enterprises, the West African farmers Organization ROPPA and the Spanish platform of farmers  COAG met in November 2003 in Seville (Spain). They affirmed:

· The necessity of an agricultural policy based on their fundamental rights to a healthy food supply, to work the land and to gain just wages for their work.

· They point out that the present market does not assure them these rights and that it is the public authority’s duty to protect their rights.

· To assure their rights as farmers, they demand the necessary regulatory instruments, especially a protection from imports and the regulation of the offer on the international market and a common undertaking from producer and consumer states to support equitable prices for agricultural goods that are essential for the export of Least Developed Countries.

· They stress that, though trade is important, it is not more important then their rights to live as farmers.

· They regret that the cotton sector has been misused by a strategy that aimed at pushing for more liberal farming policies.




AFRICA-EUROPE FAITH AND JUSTICE NETWORK


174,  rue Joseph II 


  B-1000  Bruxelles - Belgique


Tel. 32-2 234 68 10, Fax 32-2 231 1413


� HYPERLINK "mailto:aefjn@aefjn.org" ��aefjn@aefjn.org�   � HYPERLINK "http://www.aefjn.org" ��http://www.aefjn.org�








UPDATE





Agriculture


COTTON





March 2004








� See:  AEFJN Update Agriculture, March 2004/1


� “Everything But Arms” Initiative is a programme of the EU allowing access to the EU market for agricultural products from the ACP countries.


� See: Lowest Price, Just Price?, Forum for Action N°38, 2004/1
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