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Executive Summary

Cotton is a key sector in South Asia, and there is still room to improve the sector’s sustainability. 

Our mapping of voluntary sustainability standard (VSS) criteria and market potential shows that 

VSSs can help address three major sustainability issues: pest management, water conservation, 

and farmers’ incomes and prices. Policy-makers and standard-setting bodies can build synergies 

between policies and VSSs in many ways to improve the conditions of cotton production and 

boost intraregional trade. 

From 2008 to 2018, South Asia contributed about 30% to total global cotton lint production 

annually. The cotton textile sector is one of the key drivers of economic growth and employment 

in the region. Yet, despite its importance, cotton cultivation has led to significant environmental 

degradation and persistent social challenges that undermine the long-term sustainability 

of the sector. 

This report focuses on Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka as selected South Asian 

countries with a strong relationship with cotton. It analyzes the interplay between VSSs and 

trade agreements as potential policy tools to address pest management, water conservation, and 

farmers’ prices and incomes. The excessive use of agrochemicals aimed at pest management is a 

major threat to the environment and contributes to the high cost of cotton production. Water is 

also an important factor, given the high footprint of the sector. Farmers’ prices and incomes are a 

social concern, following the underpinning volatility of cotton prices and poor working conditions. 

There is market potential for the main VSSs operating in the cotton sector in South Asia: Organic, 

Fairtrade, Better Cotton, and the Responsible Environment Enhanced Livelihoods (REEL) 

Cotton Code. South Asia produced approximately 7.37 million tonnes (Mt), or 29%, of total 

cotton production in 2018, of which 1.66 Mt to 1.67 Mt were compliant with a VSS. As 90% of 

total cotton production in 2018 was genetically modified (GM), the Better Cotton standard and 

the REEL Cotton Code, which allow the use of GM cotton, have greater potential to expand than 

the Organic and Fairtrade standards. Organic and Fairtrade are limited to certifying non-GM 

cotton, which represents a much smaller fraction of the total cotton production in the region. 

The potential for expanding cotton produced under Better Cotton and the REEL Cotton Code 

represents about 5.4 Mt while expanding Organic- and Fairtrade-certified cotton is limited to 

300,000 tonnes.

The main VSSs operating in South Asian cotton markets—Better Cotton, Organic, Fairtrade, 

and the REEL Cotton Code—have grown markedly in recent decades. For instance, India has 

become the second-largest global purveyor of Better Cotton-certified cotton and the largest global 

purveyor of Organic-, Fairtrade-, and REEL-certified cotton. 

VSSs also have the potential to improve sustainability in the sector. Our analysis of the main 

VSSs’ production requirements against the identified issues of concern, together with a spatial 

analysis of VSSs, reveals that they require farmers and textile facilities to adopt more sustainable 

production practices with potentially far-reaching benefits for the region. Various studies have 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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shown that the implementation of VSSs’ requirements has led to improvements in agrochemical 

use, water conservation, and the incomes of South Asian cotton farmers and textile workers. 

Although they may vary in terms of approach and stringency, all the VSSs examined have 

requirements related to sustainable pest control, water conservation, and producer incomes. 

Furthermore, the spatial analysis reveals that they are, for the most part, implemented in South 

Asian cotton-growing regions that have the greatest need to reduce pesticide use, improve water 

conservation, and enhance productivity. 

VSSs do not operate in isolation within the region; there is some basis—albeit limited—for 

regional collaboration and cooperation through intraregional and bilateral trade agreements. Our 

analysis reveals that none of the trade agreements has specific provisions to support advancing 

sustainable production practices in the region. Moreover, there is a lack of national policies and 

legislation to address sustainability in the cotton sector, though general environmental policies 

and regulations in the region may have some impact on improving pest-management practices, 

promoting water conservation, and ensuring fair prices and incomes for farmers. 

In our recommendations, we conclude that policy-makers and standard-setting bodies can take 

several actions to create synergies between public policies and VSSs for coordinated action in 

South Asia. We offer ideas for policy-makers as well as standard-setting bodies. VSSs can support 

regional and national policies and collaboration to improve pest management, water conservation, 

and farmers’ prices and incomes in the South Asian cotton sector while boosting intraregional 

cooperation and trade.

In sum, to advance alignment between VSSs and policy in the region, we 

recommend the following:

For VSS-setting bodies:

• Develop targeted guidelines and training opportunities for farmers.

• Improve assurance systems and product traceability requirements to increase trust in 

certification and verification processes.

• Provide a platform for regional dialogues and action among different stakeholders.

• Build partnerships between standard-setting bodies as well as with private initiatives to 

increase their impact and efficiency.

For policy-makers in South Asia:

• Update sectoral, environmental, and labour policies to support best practices in sustainable 

production and VSS compliance.

• Strengthen sustainability provisions in trade agreements. 

• Generate domestic and regional demand for VSS-compliant cotton.

• Establish organic seed banks.

• Target the promotion of VSS compliance in specific regions as a tool to improve agricultural 

practices where they are needed most.

IISD.org
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Introduction

In this report, we examine the potential role 

of voluntary sustainability standards (VSSs) 

in addressing three major sustainability 

challenges for South Asia’s cotton sector: 

pest management, water conservation, and 

farmers’ prices and incomes. The report 

provides analysis and guidance for policy-

makers in South Asia on how they might a) 

use VSSs to boost intraregional trade and 

improve conditions in cotton production and 

b) use public policy and trade agreements 

to increase the impact of VSSs in the region. 

The findings and recommendations are 

also relevant to standard-setting bodies in 

cotton value chains.

In Section 1, we show why regional action 

on cotton is important for Bangladesh, India, 

Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, particularly vis-à-

vis production-level challenges related to 

pest management, water conservation, and 

farmers’ prices and incomes. We identify the 

main VSSs used in the cotton sector in South 

Asia—Organic, Fairtrade, Better Cotton, 

and the Responsible Environment Enhanced 

Livelihoods Code of Conduct (REEL Cotton 

Code)—and introduce the policy landscape in 

which they operate. 

In Section 2, we assess whether VSSs have a 

role to play in the region by evaluating the 

market potential for standard-compliant 

cotton in South Asia.

In Section 3, we examine whether the VSSs 

in the region address pest management, 

water conservation, and farmers’ prices 

and incomes a) through their production 

requirements and b) by operating in 

geographic areas where these issues 

are of concern.

In Section 4, we analyze the policy landscape 

in South Asia, describing the status of 

regional cooperation and trade policy as well 

as national initiatives related to the promotion 

of sustainable cotton production. 

Our recommendations address synergies 

between public policies and VSSs for 

coordinated action in South Asia. They offer 

ideas for policy-makers as well as standard-

setting bodies. They include ways in which 

VSSs could support regional and national 

policies and collaboration to improve pest 

management, water conservation, and 

farmers’ prices and incomes in the South 

Asian cotton sector. They also suggest ways 

governments in the region could leverage 

VSSs to address the sustainability of 

cotton production and boost intraregional 

cooperation and trade.

IISD.org
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1.0 The Cotton Sector in South Asia
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1.1 The Importance of 
Cotton in South Asia

Cotton is intricately woven into the historical 

fabric of South Asia. The fibres and textiles 

produced in the region played an integral 

role in India’s freedom movement from 

Great Britain that eventually led to the 

establishment of India, Pakistan, and 

Bangladesh—countries that remain essential 

to the global cotton and textile sectors to 

this day. India and Pakistan have become 

two of the largest cotton lint producers and 

exporters in the world; this supports their 

domestic textile sectors. Bangladesh, which 

also produces raw cotton, and Sri Lanka 

have important textile-processing sectors, 

providing them with significant export 

earnings. As shown in Figure 1, South Asia 

contributed about 30% to total global cotton 

lint production annually from 2008 to 2018.

The cotton and textile sectors have 

contributed tremendous economic growth 

and employment to the region. In India, the 

Figure 1. South Asia’s contribution to global cotton lint production 

Note: Bangladesh’s production is so minimal that it is imperceptible in the graph.

Sources: Cotton lint data was obtained from the International Cotton Advisory Committee, 2022; VSS-

compliant cotton lint data was obtained from Meier et al., 2020. 
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textile sector accounts for 2% of GDP and 

15% of export earnings (Sood, 2021). Six 

million farmers cultivate cotton, and the 

textile sector provides direct employment 

for more than 45 million people and 

indirect employment for another 60 million 

people (Sood, 2021). In Pakistan, 1.5 

million farmers grow cotton primarily on 

less than 5 ha of land (Rehman, 2021). 

The textile sector is the largest industry in 

Pakistan, employing 10 million people and 

accounting for 8% of the GDP and 60% of 

foreign exchange earnings (Rehman, 2021). 

Although Bangladesh does produce some 

cotton lint, readymade garments are the key 

export for the country, representing 82% 

to 85% of its total export value (Hossain, 

2021). Sri Lanka’s textile sector accounts 

for around 46% of total exports in 2022 (Sri 

Lanka Expert Development Board, 2022) 

and provides 33% of the manufacturing 

employment in the economy (International 

Trade Administration, 2022).

Cotton is important to the region not only 

in terms of global exports but also in terms 

of intraregional trade. Much of the cotton 

produced in South Asia feeds the domestic 

and regional textile and readymade garment 

industries. While India is an important cotton 

lint exporter, the 1,366 textile mills in the 

country also use a lot of the cotton lint the 

nation produces. Pakistan’s textile sector 

Figure 2. Regional trade flows of cotton lint from 2016 to 2020, average trade 

volumes in kilograms 

Source: FAO, 2023.
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Figure 3. Regional trade flows in cotton yarn from 2016 to 2020, average trade 

volumes in kilograms 

Source: FAO, 2023.
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consumes the vast majority of domestic 

cotton production (FAS Islamabad, 2019). 

The integrated Pakistani cotton and textile 

sector consists of 1,050 ginneries, 430 textile 

mills, and 350 cottonseed crushers and oil 

refiners (FAS Islamabad, 2019; Rehman, 

2021; Shuli et al., 2018). While Bangladesh 

exports some of its cotton lint, most is taken 

up by its textile sector, which is composed 

of 433 spinning mills, 796 textile weaving 

mills, 246 dyeing and finishing mills, and 

around 6,502 registered and 527 unregistered 

garment and textile factories (Hossain, 

2021). Sri Lanka is not a key cotton grower 

and instead relies on imports from India and 

Pakistan to support its textile sector.

About 1 million tonnes (Mt) of cotton lint and 

yarn are traded every year in South Asia, which 

accounts for a 7% share of the global cotton 

and yarn trade (Chatham House, 2020). 

Cumulative trade flows have increased 10-

fold from 109,000 tonnes in 2000 (Chatham 

House, 2020). The cotton and textile sectors 

in all four countries import from each other. 

For instance, India exports nearly half 

(48%) of its raw cotton and 20% of cotton 

yarn regionally to Bangladesh, with smaller 

amounts going to Pakistan and Sri Lanka (6% 

and 2% of cotton yarn exports, respectively) 

(Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2022). 

Bangladeshi cotton imports are projected to 

increase by 41% by 2030. That same year, 

IISD.org
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Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India are expected 

to have the highest cotton mill consumption, 

alongside China and Vietnam (Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development 

& Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations [FAO], 2021).

South Asia is one of the least economically 

integrated regions in the world (World Bank, 

2022a): just 5.6% of its global trade in 2017 

was intraregional trade, compared to 50% in 

East Asia and the Pacific and 22% in sub-

Saharan Africa (Sinha & Sareen, 2020). The 

cost of trading in the region is exceptionally 

high due to protectionist policies, para-tariffs, 

high logistics costs, poor infrastructure, high 

informal trade, and low trust and political will 

(Sinha & Sareen, 2020). Regional integration 

allows countries to improve market 

efficiency, share the costs of public goods and 

infrastructure projects, and facilitate the flow 

of trade, capital, people, and ideas (World 

Bank, 2022b). In this context, the emergence 

of regional value chains for cotton textiles 

and clothing provides a basis for increased 

collaboration and intraregional trade among 

South Asian countries.

1.2 Three Major 
Challenges Related to 
Cotton in South Asia

Despite its importance in the region, 

cotton cultivation in South Asia has led to 

significant environmental degradation and 

persistent social challenges that undermine 

the long-term sustainability of the sector. 

This report focuses on three major challenges 

in the South Asian cotton textile sector at 

the level of cotton production: pest-control 

management, water conservation, and 

farmers’ prices and incomes.

1.2.1 Pest-Control Management

Considerable amounts of synthetic pesticides 

are used in cotton production in South Asia. 

India’s cotton sector consumes nearly 45% 

of all pesticides used in the country (Ward 

& Mishra, 2019). These pesticides can be 

hazardous to human health and biodiversity. 

The introduction of genetically modified 

(GM) cotton—varieties engineered to have one 

of two genetic traits, herbicide resistance or 

bollworm resistance—was largely motivated by 

a desire to counter the American bollworm’s 

damage to cotton plants. Initially, this resulted 

in lower amounts of pesticides used to control 

outbreaks, but the use of GM varieties has 

since led to an emergence of various sucking 

pests, which has caused increased use of 

pesticides to levels similar to those used before 

the introduction of GM cotton in South Asia. 

For example, the introduction of Bt Cotton 

in India led to a drop in pesticide use from 1 

kg/ha to 0.5 kg/ha from 2000 to 2006, which 

then rose back to 0.9 kg/ha by 2013 to control 

sucking pests (Karanthi, 2014, as cited in 

Ferrigno et al., 2017). 

As importantly, hazardous chemicals are still 

being used. India and Pakistan continue to 

approve chemicals classified by the World 

Health Organization (WHO) as extremely or 

highly hazardous pesticides for use on cotton, 

while carbofurans, which have an acute or 

chronic effect on the human nervous system, 

are widely used in Bangladesh (Ferrigno et 

al., 2017; Hossain, 2018; Khan et al., 2011). 

1.2.2 Water Conservation

Water resources are under extreme pressure 

in South Asia due to growing populations and 

economies. This pressure is likely to intensify 

as climate change continues to affect regional 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf


IISD.org/ssi    7

Voluntary Sustainability Standards in South Asia

temperatures and precipitation patterns. 

The availability of water is very important to 

the South Asian cotton and textile sectors, 

as most cotton grown in Pakistan and 

northern India is irrigated and the textile 

sector requires water for fibre processing. 

Water consumption was identified as the 

greatest external cost (35%) associated with 

cotton cultivation in India due to excessive 

irrigation (an average of 1,800 m3 of water 

is used per ha of cotton) and domestic water 

scarcity (India experiences water scarcity for 

8–10 months a year) (Grosscurt et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, India’s cotton cultivation water 

footprint is the highest in the world, with 

an estimated 8,663 L/kg of cotton seed and 

20,217 L/kg of lint cotton, which is much 

higher than the global average of 3,544 L/

kg and 8,506 L/kg, respectively (Ward & 

Mishra, 2019). Water conservation is also an 

issue in Pakistan, where water use efficiency 

is very low compared to the rest of the 

world (Sahito et al., 2015). Most farmers in 

Pakistan use flood irrigation and dikes, which 

leads to over-irrigation (Zulfiqar & Thapa, 

2021). Water is also essential for the apparel 

industry in Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, with 

wet processing being among the most water-

consuming industries (Hussain & Wahab, 

2018). On average, more than 2,700 L of 

water is used to produce one cotton T-shirt 

(Drew & Yehounme, 2017).

1.2.3 Farmers’ 
Prices and Incomes

Providing South Asian cotton farmers with 

pricing certainty gives them some assurances 

associated with potential returns for their 

harvest. Indian cotton farmers have benefited 

from government minimum support prices 

for many years, and Pakistan has started 

implementing the same (Singh, 2019). 

Nevertheless, cotton prices can be improved 

in many ways, including by enhancing quality 

and yields. Cotton cultivation remains highly 

labour intensive in South Asia: 1 ha of cotton 

cultivated requires 190–225 days of labour 

per year in India (Singh, 2019). Almost one 

third of total cotton production costs in India 

is attributed to labour (Singh, 2019). Labour 

is often provided by the poorest landless 

segments of society (Singh, 2019), and 

workers are often paid less than minimum 

and living wages. Hired and family workers 

supporting conventional as well as VSS-

compliant cotton cultivation in India are often 

underpaid, with family workers earning EUR 

1,000 a year on conventional farms versus 

EUR 1,560 a year on VSS-compliant farms 

(Grosscurt et al., 2016). 

1.3 VSSs Operating 
in the Cotton Textile 
Sector in South Asia

VSSs have the potential to help tackle 

sustainability concerns in the South Asian 

cotton textile sector. VSSs are “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” (United Nations 

Forum on Sustainability Standards, 2013).

The main VSSs operating in the global cotton 

sector are Better Cotton, Cotton made in 

Africa, Organic, and Fairtrade, as well as the 

REEL Cotton Code. Four main international 

VSS systems operate in the cotton sector in 

IISD.org
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the South Asian region with varying levels of 

uptake: Organic, Fairtrade, Better Cotton, 

and the REEL Cotton Code. These VSSs 

include criteria related to pest management, 

water conservation, and prices and incomes, 

and, as such, could lead to improvements on 

these three issues of concern. VSSs operate 

at the intersection between trade regimes 

and production practices and can therefore 

bring together producers, policy-makers, 

and private actors to support work toward 

sustainability goals at a regional level.

The presence of VSSs in the South Asian 

cotton sector can be traced back to 

organically grown Indian cotton in the early 

1990s. Since then, India has become the 

largest Organic cotton producer in the world, 

with around 75% of all land dedicated to 

growing Organic cotton globally (Willer 

et al., 2021). The Organic standard’s lack 

of focus on addressing social issues in the 

cotton sector, such as forced and child labour, 

motivated the introduction of the Fairtrade 

standard in the Indian cotton sector in 2004. 

About 73% of the world’s Fairtrade cotton 

producers also held Organic certification in 

2015 (Ward & Mishra, 2019). The Fairtrade 

standard provides minimum price guarantees 

and requires price premiums to be invested in 

farming cooperatives and communities. Along 

with Organic cotton, India has become the 

top global purveyor of Fairtrade cotton. Small 

amounts of Organic and Fairtrade cotton 

have been produced in Pakistan over the 

last 2 decades, but the focus has yet to turn 

toward the implementation of the Organic 

or Fairtrade standards among Bangladeshi 

and Sri Lankan cotton farmers (Daya, 2021; 

Mancombu, 2021). 

1  Originally called the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), the organization rebranded to simply Better Cotton in 2021. 

The rapid uptake of GM cotton varieties 

in India and Pakistan greatly stifled the 

expansion of the Organic and Fairtrade 

standards, as they prohibit the use of 

modified varieties. The dominance of Bt 

Cotton in the Indian and Pakistani cotton 

sectors, which accounts for some 95% of 

cotton sown in both countries, has greatly 

facilitated the propagation of the Better 

Cotton standard, which allows cotton farmers 

to use GM varieties (FAS Islamabad, 2019; 

Singh, 2019). The Better Cotton standard 

was first implemented in India and Pakistan 

around 20101 and expanded rapidly due to 

the Better Cotton Fast Track Program. For 

instance, this program invested EUR 2.6 

million from 2010 to 2015 in India, which 

led to a 14-fold increase in Better Cotton-

verified farmers and a 30-fold increase in 

tonnes of Better Cotton lint (Ward & Mishra, 

2019). Today 1.46 million farmers in South 

Asia produce almost 2 Mt of Better Cotton-

verified cotton lint (Better Cotton, 2021b, 

2021a). The Better Cotton program has yet 

to expand into Bangladesh and Sri Lanka; 

possible reasons for the delay include the 

prioritization of food security in Bangladesh 

and organic agriculture in Sri Lanka. Cotton 

production is also very low in Sri Lanka. 

In both countries, the demand for cotton 

is significant, so there remains potential for 

Better Cotton expansion. 

The REEL Cotton Code, jointly established 

by CottonConnect and FLOCERT in 2010, 

is more flexible than a standard as it can be 

tailored to address specific sustainability 

issues—such as enhancing the role of women 

in the cotton industry, establishing farmer 

business schools, or implementing health and 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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safety measures in cotton ginning (Ward & 

Mishra, 2019). The REEL program is being 

implemented in India and Pakistan, where it 

offers training to cotton farmers and supports 

women working in the cotton sector.

These four VSSs do not operate in isolation 

and are not the only tools that target cotton 

with the aim of addressing the three above-

mentioned challenges at the production 

stage. VSSs operate in a wider policy 

context that includes regional cooperation 

efforts, trade agreements, and national 

legislation, all of which can also shape value 

chain operations and how cotton is grown. 

They are increasingly being referenced 

and integrated into public policy measures 

to build synergies and achieve common 

development goals. As South Asian countries, 

individually and as a region, aim to advance 

the Sustainable Development Goals, VSSs 

can play a role, particularly with regard 

to Goal 12 on responsible production 

and consumption (Bissinger et al., 2020; 

Kosolapova et al., 2023).

1.4 Regional Cooperation, 
Trade Agreements, and 
Policies in the Sector

While South Asia is considered one of 

the least integrated regions in the world, 

some initiatives aim for greater integration. 

These include the establishment of regional 

organizations such as the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation 

2 India has signed the most FTAs (15) and recently engaged in new negotiations, including with the European Union. 

Bangladesh has four, Sri Lanka six, and Pakistan nine. https://aric.adb.org/database/fta

(SAARC). Integration in South Asia through 

SAARC has resulted in shared goals and 

areas of cooperation that include agriculture, 

environment, and trade. 

Regional integration efforts have also 

resulted in the implementation of free trade 

agreements (FTAs), such as the Agreement 

on the South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA). 

In parallel, countries in the region have 

also signed bilateral trade agreements 

among themselves.2 However, intraregional 

trade remains low, and there is still room 

for promoting further trade among these 

countries while also addressing common 

environmental and social concerns. 

Governments are also taking on national 

initiatives that highlight their interest in VSSs 

and the growing overlap between private and 

public efforts to improve the environmental 

performance of cotton operations and the 

growth of VSS-compliant production. We 

see this in government promotion of VSSs in 

India and Pakistan, for instance, through the 

implementation of Better Cotton projects and 

legislation such as India’s Agriculture Export 

Policy, which includes the promotion of 

organic exports and the National Programme 

for Organic Production. 

In this report, we focus on VSSs and explore 

ways that governments in the region can 

maximize the impact of voluntary standards 

to address the identified issues of concern in 

the cotton sector and expand VSS-compliant 

production through trade. 

IISD.org
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2.0 VSS Cotton Production and 
Market Potential in South Asia
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2.1 VSS Production Trends

VSS-compliant cotton accounted for about 

23% of total global cotton production in 

2018 (see Figure 4) (Meier et al., 2020) and 

almost 25% in 2019 (Meier et al., 2021). 

Most VSS-compliant cotton is produced 

under the Better Cotton standard (5.2 Mt), 

while cotton produced under the Organic 

(0.18 Mt) and Fairtrade (0.05 Mt) standards 

as well as the REEL Cotton Code (0.02 Mt) 

represent much smaller volumes (Granger 

lovacchini et al., 2020; Meier et al., 2020). 

South Asia accounted for almost 30% of 

all conventional and VSS-compliant global 

cotton production in 2018 (see Figure 4). 

Cotton farmers are less likely to comply 

with more than one VSS due, in part, to 

the rapid proliferation of GM cotton in the 

region. The exception to this rule applies to 

the Organic and Fairtrade standards, which 

are complementary, as neither allows GM 

production. Around 65% of all Fairtrade-

certified cotton was also Organic-certified in 

2018 (Granger lovacchini et al., 2020).

South Asia produced 1.6 Mt of VSS-

compliant cotton in 2018, representing 22% 

of total regional cotton production (see 

Figure 5). All South Asian VSS-compliant 

cotton production comes from India and 

Pakistan, which represent 13% and 54% 

of their respective domestic production. In 

2018, most VSS-compliant cotton was grown 

Figure 4. Global and South Asian VSS-compliant cotton lint production in tonnes 

Note: The figure does not include potentially VSS-compliant cotton for South Asia as there is very little 

multiple certification in cotton. Farmers who are VSS compliant are mostly certified by either Better Cotton 

or Organic. There is some multiple certification between Organic and Fairtrade in India, but it represents 

very small volumes.

Sources: Cotton lint data was obtained from the International Cotton Advisory Committee, 2022; VSS-

compliant cotton lint data was obtained from Meier et al., 2020.
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Table 1. South Asia cotton lint production in 2018 (in tonnes)

Country
Total 

cotton lint
Better 

Cotton Organic Fairtradea REELb

Bangladesh 34,567 0 0 0 0

India 5,661,000 652,000 
(12%)

85,530 
(2%)

43,154 
(0.8%)

14,885 
(0.3%)

Pakistan 1,670,000 906,000 
(54%)

0 77b 
(0.005%)

1,775 (0.1%)

Sri Lanka 0 0 0 0 0

South Asia 7,365,567 1,558,000 
(21%)

85,530 
(2%)

43,231 
(0.6%)

16,660 
(0.2%)

aFairtrade production data for Pakistan were obtained from Granger lovacchini et al., 2020.
bREEL production figures were obtained from Granger lovacchini et al., 2020.

Source: All other source data from Meier et al., 2020.

Figure 5. South Asian conventional and VSS-compliant cotton lint production 

Sources: Cotton lint data was obtained from the International Cotton Advisory Committee, 2022; VSS-

compliant cotton lint data was obtained from Meier et al., 2020.
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under the Better Cotton standard (1.56 

Mt), followed by Organic (85,530 tonnes), 

Fairtrade standards (43,231 tonnes), and 

the REEL Cotton Code (16,660 tonnes) 

(Granger lovacchini et al., 2020; Meier et 

al., 2020) (see Table 1). The trend toward 

VSS-compliant cotton lint production has 

grown over time. 

2.2 Market Potential for VSS 
Cotton in the Region

2.2.1 Better Cotton

The Better Cotton standard is well positioned 

to continue expanding in South Asia, as it 

can be applied to GM and non-GM cotton-

farming operations. The dominance of GM 

cotton in India and Pakistan and newly 

introduced GM cotton in Bangladesh mean 

that most South Asian cotton production can 

only comply with VSSs that allow modified 

varieties to be used (Mancombu, 2021; Singh, 

2019; Subramani, 2021). Consequently, 

Better Cotton has the potential to further 

expand cotton lint by 5.8 Mt based on 

2018 South Asian production figures.3 The 

most recent production figures published 

on Better Cotton’s website indicate that 

around 1 million Indian cotton farmers 

produced a little over 1 Mt of Better Cotton-

certified cotton, while approximately 460,000 

Pakistani cotton farmers produced almost 

0.95 Mt (Better Cotton, 2021b, 2021a). 

The Better Cotton standard does not 

require major changes to cotton production 

approaches, as it focuses on improving yields 

and quality, as well as implementing cost-

3 Total South Asian cotton lint production in 2018: 7,365,567 tonnes; Better Cotton lint production in 2018: 

1,558,000 tonnes = 5,807,567 tonnes of additional potential Better Cotton lint production (see Table 1 for figure 

sources).

saving measures such as integrated pest 

management (IPM), using organic fertilizers 

and water-conservation techniques (Singh, 

2019). Better Cotton farmers in South Asia 

reported better yields (an additional 11% 

in India and Pakistan) and profitability 

(an additional 22% and 38% in India 

and Pakistan, respectively) compared to 

conventional cotton farmers in the region 

(BCI, 2019b). This bodes well for expanding 

the Better Cotton standard in South Asia, 

as inferior cotton fibre yields and quality 

have persisted (Singh, 2019). Furthermore, 

the level of awareness associated with child 

labour was mostly advanced among South 

Asian Better Cotton farmers, meaning the 

majority could distinguish between acceptable 

support provided by children on the farm and 

hazardous child labour (BCI, 2019b).

While the Better Cotton standard has great 

potential for expanding further into the 

South Asian cotton sector, it is oriented 

toward meeting mass market demands, and 

its cotton production standard, assurance 

system, and chain-of-custody requirements 

are shaped to achieve this objective. The 

Better Cotton program relies on improving 

cotton profitability by enhancing yields 

and production cost-saving measures as 

opposed to offering farmers minimum price 

guarantees and/or price premiums. This 

could be problematic for South Asian cotton 

farmers seeking to access more lucrative 

markets. The Better Cotton standard is based 

on a continuous improvement model where 

farmers are encouraged to join the program 

with the promise that their cotton operations 

will become more sustainable over time. 

IISD.org
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The Better Cotton approach to assurance 

is based on self-reporting, which is verified 

by third parties on a sample of Better 

Cotton farmers. This less-costly approach 

has made the standard more accessible 

compared to other VSSs, such as Organic 

and Fairtrade, which require a more stringent 

level of standard compliance via third-party 

certification (Singh, 2019). The Better 

Cotton chain-of-custody model consists of 

product segregation to the gin and mass 

balance beyond the gin (Better Cotton, 

2022). A Better Cotton Claim Unit is issued 

and moved up the supply chain for every 

kilogram of ginned Better Cotton lint (Better 

Cotton, 2022). These units are tracked via the 

Better Cotton Platform, which follows how 

Better Cotton lint is bought and sold as it is 

transformed into final products. In this way, 

supply chain stakeholders can inform their 

customers how much Better Cotton-certified 

cotton they sourced while maintaining their 

business models. 

2.2.2 Organic

Expanding the Organic and Fairtrade 

standards in the South Asian cotton sector 

is an entirely different dynamic than for 

Better Cotton, as both Organic and Fairtrade 

prohibit the use of GM varieties. This means 

that if GM cotton continues to dominate the 

Indian and Pakistani cotton sectors, Organic 

and/or Fairtrade cotton production could 

only expand by an additional 0.3 tonnes 

of cotton lint based on 2018 production 

figures.4 Efforts are underway to expand 

global Organic cotton production as some 

4 Percent (5%) of Indian and Pakistani cotton lint production that was non-GM in 2018 (366,550 tonnes) plus total 

Bangladeshi cotton lint production (34,567 tonnes) minus Organic cotton lint production in 2018 (85,530 

tonnes) minus percent of cotton lint production in 2018 certified as Fairtrade only (35% of Fairtrade cotton 

production) (15,130 tonnes) equals 300,456 tonnes of additional potential Organic/Fairtrade cotton lint production. 

textile companies aim to maintain sufficient 

supplies to meet the steady and growing 

demand for Organic cotton-based products 

(Ward & Mishra, 2019). To this end, the 

Organic Cotton Accelerator started operating 

in India in 2016 to expand its Organic cotton 

production (Dorsey, 2016; Ward & Mishra, 

2019). The accelerator now works with more 

than 20,000 Indian Organic cotton farmers, 

linking them to companies seeking to secure 

their Organic cotton supplies (Cropin, 

2021). A major challenge they aim to address 

is access to Organic cotton seed supply, 

which remains difficult for farmers. Small 

amounts of Organic and Fairtrade cotton 

were being grown in Pakistan from 2002 to 

2009, reaching 289 tonnes, and efforts are 

ongoing to resurrect this production with 

15,000 tonnes of certified Organic cotton lint 

planned for 2021 (Mowbray, 2019). 

Despite having compatible government 

policies and significant demand, Organic 

cotton has yet to find a foothold in 

Bangladesh, as cotton farmers are primarily 

smallholders with limited resources to 

pay certification costs (Daya, 2021; Tabib, 

2016). The Bangladeshi government has 

tended to focus on food security due to the 

country’s limited cultivable land, emphasizing 

food crops over cotton (Tabib, 2016). 

Organically grown cotton can also result 

in lower yields, as the standard prohibits 

synthetic agricultural inputs (Seufert, 2019). 

Challenges reported by Indian Organic 

cotton farmers include sourcing non-GM 

cotton seeds, establishing adequate internal 

control systems, meeting certification costs, 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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and no having assured premiums (Singh, 

2019). Despite these potential disadvantages, 

Organic cotton farming provides flexibility, 

as farmers can easily switch to growing other 

Organic-certified crops, which is not the case 

for farmers compliant with VSSs focused 

on cotton, such as Better Cotton or the 

REEL Cotton Code.

To counter Organic farming certification 

costs, participatory guarantee schemes 

(PGSs) have emerged in the South Asian 

cotton sector as a more affordable way for 

farmers’ organic farming to be recognized. 

PGSs provide an alternative to costly third-

party certification and focus on offering 

organic products to local markets (Willer 

& Lernoud, 2016). With the exception of 

India, which has a PGS platform and various 

organic farming support programs in place, 

PGSs are not widespread in the South Asian 

cotton sector (Agriculture Post, 2021). As 

of 2019, there were 25 PGS organizations 

in India, two each in Bangladesh and Sri 

Lanka, and none in Pakistan (International 

Federation of Organic Agricultural 

Movements [IFOAM] & FAO, 2019). 

Although some PGS organizations in India, 

such as the Deccan Development Society 

in Andhra Pradesh, are involved in enabling 

Organic cotton cultivation, for the most part, 

they focus on growing food crops for local 

markets as opposed to growing cash crops for 

export (IFOAM & FAO, 2019).

5 As much as 33% of Organic cotton sourced by large global retailers tested positive for GM cotton in 2010 

(Singh, 2019).

6 GOTS specifies that products must contain at least 95% Organic cotton to be labelled “Organic” or at least 70% 

Organic cotton to be labelled “made with Organic” (Ward & Mishra, 2019).

7 According to the GOTS 2020 annual report, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka were among the top 10 

countries with certified facilities with 2,994; 1,584; 391; and 126 facilities respectively.

Organic cotton farmers also benefit from 

textile and chain-of-custody standards 

that support maintaining the integrity 

of Organic cotton fibres as they are 

converted into final products. This is of 

great importance, as Organic cotton is 

susceptible to being contaminated with GM 

cotton.5 Manufacturers and retailers are also 

concerned with maintaining this integrity to 

ensure the final product sold to consumers 

complies with Organic requirements. The 

Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS) is 

a processing standard working from ginning 

to the end product, in which a product must 

contain at least 70% Organic cotton to be 

considered compliant (Ward & Mishra, 

2019).6 South Asia has the largest number 

of GOTS-certified facilities in the world, 

reaching 5,095 facilities by 2020 (Textile 

Exchange, 2021).7 Bangladesh ranks second 

in terms of the total number of GOTS-

certified facilities (GOTS, 2020a), while Sri 

Lanka had the greatest growth rate in GOTS 

certification in 2020, at 103% (GOTS, 

2020a). GOTS has led to major social and 

environmental improvements in South Asian 

textile facilities, such as meeting minimum 

health and safety standards and requiring 

wastewater treatment for any wet textile-

processing facilities (Ward & Mishra, 2019). 

The Organic Content Standard (OCS) is 

a chain-of-custody standard that focuses 

on non-food products containing organic 

material to ensure that claims associated with 

their organic content are accurate; products 

must have a minimum of 95% of organic 

IISD.org
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material to be labelled OCS 100 and at 

least 5% of organic material to be labelled 

OCS Blended (Ward & Mishra, 2019). The 

OCS, managed by the Textile Exchange, 

specifies that each stage of the supply 

chain must be certified via on-site audits 

and document reviews for companies to 

receive scope certificates (Textile Exchange, 

n.d.). Certification bodies issue transaction 

certificates to buyers and sellers as Organic 

cotton moves up the supply chain. For a 

final product to receive an OCS transaction 

certificate, all previous transaction certificates 

along the supply chain must have been issued 

(Textile Exchange, n.d.). As of 2020, there 

were 2,947 OCS-certified facilities in South 

Asia (Textile Exchange, 2021).8 

2.2.3 Fairtrade

Along with Organic cotton, there are signs 

that Fairtrade cotton could expand in South 

Asia, though limitations remain. Due to their 

complementarity, Organic and Fairtrade 

cotton have, for the most part, gone hand in 

hand in many parts of the world. Like the 

Organic standard, Fairtrade prohibits the 

use of GM varieties (Fairtrade International, 

2014, 2019). Fairtrade cotton is well 

established in India, with about 40% of the 

Fairtrade cotton value chain located in the 

country (Ward & Mishra, 2019). There were 

around 25,000 Indian Fairtrade-certified 

cotton farmers in 2018 (Ward & Mishra, 

2019). On the other hand, Fairtrade cotton 

production standards have only just begun 

penetrating other South Asian cotton-

producing countries. The first Fairtrade 

8 The Textile Exchange’s Organic Cotton Market Report 2021 says that Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka were 

in the top 10 countries, with 1,313; 1,279; 316; and 39 OCS certified facilities, respectively (Textile Exchange, 2021).

9  A cotton intervention price of INR 5,000 for 40 kg of cotton was set by Pakistan in 2021 (Ahmed, 2021).

and Organic cotton-farming cooperative 

was established in 2015 in Pakistan, which 

produced 77 tonnes of Fairtrade cotton in 

2020 (Ethletic, 2016; Granger lovacchini 

et al., 2020). Despite significant domestic 

demand for textile and apparel production, 

efforts to promote Organic and Fairtrade 

cotton cultivation in Bangladesh have not 

been successful. The proliferation of GM 

cotton, which has come to dominate the 

Indian and Pakistani cotton sectors, limits the 

expansion of Fairtrade cotton in South Asia.

Fairtrade’s focus on addressing social 

sustainability issues has motivated its 

adoption among South Asian cotton farmers. 

The Fairtrade minimum price guarantee and 

premiums offer farmers and wage workers 

fairer returns for their efforts. However, 

Fairtrade’s minimum price guarantee has 

limited influence in the South Asian cotton 

sector, as government minimum prices 

exceed the Fairtrade minimum in both India 

and Pakistan: the former has long offered a 

minimum support price to its cotton farmers, 

and the latter recently started offering similar 

support (Ahmed, 2021; Singh, 2019).9 

Nevertheless, Fairtrade’s premiums—which 

must be invested back into cotton-farming 

cooperatives and communities—have been 

beneficial. In 2019, for instance, Indian 

Fairtrade cotton farmers generated a little 

over EUR 1.3 million in premiums, which 

were reinvested in farming cooperatives and 

communities. Furthermore, a 2014 impact 

study found that Fairtrade certification was 

economically advantageous for 60% of Indian 

cotton farmers (Ward & Mishra, 2019).

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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Fairtrade has traceability requirements that 

are specific to fibre crops, including cotton. 

Supply chain stakeholders operating under 

the Fairtrade sourcing program model must 

report their Fairtrade cotton purchases and 

sales to the Fairtrade system, and spinners 

operating under this model must produce 

signed purchase contracts with ginners before 

the equivalent yarn is sent out for delivery 

(Fairtrade Foundation, 2022). Fairtrade’s 

Fairtrace online system tracks and verifies 

Fairtrade cotton volume transactions along 

supply chains, providing a chain of custody 

from farmer organizations to commercial 

partners (Fairtrade Foundation, 2022). 

Companies are required to enter Fairtrade 

cotton transactions in the Fairtrace system. 

These cotton chain-of-custody and 

traceability requirements offer companies 

opportunities to label end products as 

produced using Fairtrade cotton.

Fairtrade International’s new Textile 

Standard and program, introduced in 2016, 

aims to improve the sustainability of the 

textile sector from seed cotton to finished 

product (Ward & Mishra, 2019). The Textile 

Standard is based largely on Fairtrade’s 

Hired Labour Standard and allows Fairtrade 

to cover the entire textile supply chain from 

cotton ginning to final products, such as 

readymade garments (Wight, 2020). It also 

allows Fairtrade to work toward improving 

the lives of textile workers and preventing 

catastrophic outcomes associated with 

disregarding worker quality of life and health 

and safety, such as was found to be the cause 

of the Rana Plaza tragedy in Bangladesh 

(Fashion Revolution, 2016). Purecotz 

10 Total South Asian cotton lint production in 2018 (7,365,567 tonnes) minus REEL-certified cotton lint production 

in 2018 (16,660 tonnes) equals 7,348,907 tonnes of additional potential for REEL-certified cotton lint production (see 

Table 1 for figure sources).

became the first sewing operation in India 

to become Fairtrade-certified in accordance 

with the Textile Standard in 2020 (Wight, 

2020). The Fairtrade Textile Standard is 

also being applied in Bangladesh and Sri 

Lanka, allowing for South Asian textile value 

chains to work toward becoming completely 

Fairtrade-certified (Jayasooriya, 2021; Sri 

Lanka Apparel, 2021). 

The Fairtrade Textile Program has focused 

on building capacity for the uptake of the 

Fairtrade Textile Standard in South Asia by 

interacting with relevant non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), unions, and vocational 

schools in India and Bangladesh (Fairtrade 

International, 2021a; Fibre2Fashion, 2017). 

Fairtrade International has also made inroads 

in the South Asian textile sector, particularly 

in Sri Lanka (Sri Lanka Fairtrade, 2014). 

By requiring textile companies to source 

Fairtrade cotton and other responsible 

fibres, the Textile Standard may contribute 

to increased demand for and expansion of 

Fairtrade cotton in South Asia.

2.2.4 REEL Cotton Code

The REEL Cotton Code, developed 

by CottonConnect in partnership with 

FLOCERT, has great potential to expand in 

the South Asian cotton sector, as it applies to 

non-GM and GM cotton (Granger lovacchini 

et al., 2020). The REEL Cotton Code has 

the potential to expand by 7.3 Mt of cotton 

lint based on 2018 South Asian production 

figures.10 The flexibility it provides to adopt 

tailor-made projects to meet corporate 

objectives could also draw interest from 
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the private sector. The implementation of 

the REEL Cotton Code is preceded by 3 

years of training on sustainable cotton-

farming practices offered by the REEL 

Cotton program (Ward & Mishra, 2019). 

Farmers applying the REEL Cotton Code 

are verified first by the local partner, then by 

the CottonConnect Monitoring, Evaluation, 

and Learning team. They then undergo 

external verification by third-party verifier 

FLOCERT. REEL Cotton can be traced from 

farmer to retailer; the REEL program uses 

documentary traceability with the help of 

Tracebale, a real-time transaction-monitoring 

system, along with physical verification of 

the product using records and processes 

(i.e., farmer procurement booklet entries, 

procurement receipts, invoices, and bills of 

lading) to verify the information entered 

into Tracebale (CottonConnect, 2021b). 

The REEL Cotton Code seeks to improve 

the lives of cotton farmers in India and 

Pakistan (Granger lovacchini et al., 2020). 

Implementation of the REEL program 

in India in 2014 and 2015 led to average 

improvements in yields and profitability 

of 22% and 58%, respectively, based on 

information collected across REEL projects 

(Ward & Mishra, 2019).

2.3 Conclusion: 
VSSs have market 
potential in South Asia

South Asia produced about 7.37 Mt of 

cotton, or 29% of the global total, in 2018, 

of which 1.66 Mt to 1.67 Mt was compliant 

with a VSS. The expansion potential of 

the Better Cotton, Organic, and Fairtrade 

standards, as well as the REEL Cotton Code 

in the South Asian cotton sector, is largely 

dictated by the predominance of GM cotton 

in the region. Given that about 90% of total 

cotton production in 2018 was GM, the 

Better Cotton standard and the REEL Cotton 

Code, which allow the use of GM cotton, 

have greater potential to expand than the 

Organic and Fairtrade standards. Organic and 

Fairtrade are limited to certifying non-GM 

cotton, which represents a much smaller share 

of total cotton production in the region. The 

potential to expand cotton produced under 

Better Cotton and the REEL Cotton Code 

represents about 5.4 Mt, while the potential 

for Organic and Fairtrade-certified cotton is 

limited to 0.3 Mt.

Furthermore, the Bangladeshi agricultural 

sector is oriented toward supporting domestic 

food security as opposed to growing crops 

with lower productivity potential, such as 

Organic cotton. Nevertheless, Organic- 

and Fairtrade-certified cotton production 

may be good candidates for Sri Lanka, 

which supports a large textile sector and 

has prohibited the cultivation of GM crops 

on the island. 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf


IISD.org/ssi    19

Voluntary Sustainability Standards in South Asia

3.0 VSSs’ Potential to Enable a  
More Sustainable South Asian 
Cotton Sector
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Figure 6. South Asian jurisdictions where the Better Cotton and Organic standards were 

implemented in 2020 

Sources: Better Cotton, 2021a, 2021b; Textile Exchange, 2021.

The projected growth in VSS markets 

discussed above indicates that the VSSs 

operating in the South Asian cotton 

sector have the potential to improve the 

sustainability of the sector. To better 

understand this potential, we

1. Analyzed the production requirements 

of the main VSSs in the sector to see 

if they address the three key issues of 

concern in the South Asian cotton 

sector: pest-control management, 

water consumption, and farmers’ 

prices and incomes.

2. Conducted a spatial analysis to 

determine if VSSs in the South Asian 

cotton sector operate in areas of the 

region where pesticide use is high, 

water is being depleted, and cotton 

productivity is low. This involved 

mapping and examining three spatial 

datasets relative to where Better 

Cotton, Organic, Fairtrade, and the 

REEL Cotton Code are implemented 

to draw more informed conclusions 

on their potential to address pesticide 

use, support water conservation, and 

enhance productivity.
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Figure 6 shows where the Better Cotton and 

Organic standards were being implemented 

in the South Asian cotton sector in 2020. 

The Better Cotton standard was being 

implemented in the Indian states of Gujarat, 

Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Punjab, 

Rajasthan, Telangana, and Karnataka, 

as well as the Pakistani provinces of 

Sindh and Punjab. According to Textile 

Exchange (2021), the Organic standard was 

implemented in the 2019/20 growing season 

across the following Indian states, ordered 

by production volumes: Odisha (38,226 

tonnes), Madya Pradesh (31,339 tonnes), 

Maharashtra (23,577 tonnes), Gujurat 

(20,714 tonnes), Rajasthan (8,588 tonnes), 

Tamil Nadu (877 tonnes), Telangana (497 

tonnes), Karnataka (426 tonnes), and Uttar 

Pradesh (0.4 tonnes). In the same growing 

season, Pakistan produced 2,026 tonnes of 

Organic cotton lint and Sri Lanka cultivated 

Organic cotton on 2,525 ha (Research 

Institute of Organic Agriculture [FiBL], 

2022a; Textile Exchange, 2022). 

The map indicates that VSSs operate in 

the largest cotton-producing jurisdictions 

of South Asia, which in 2020 included 

the Indian states of Gujarat (1.513 Mt), 

Maharashtra (1.479 Mt), Telangana (918,000 

tonnes), and Karnataka (493,000 tonnes), 

as well as the Pakistani provinces of Punjab 

(1.073 Mt) and Sindh (467,000 tonnes) 

(Agriculture Marketing Information Service, 

2020; Cotton Corporation of India Ltd., 

2020). It can be assumed that Fairtrade 

and REEL Cotton Code production fell 

in the jurisdictions identified on the map 

due to their smaller production volume: 

around 15,000 tonnes of cotton lint were 

11 Globally Harmonized System Category 1a substances are known human carcinogens, mutagens, or reproductive 

toxicants based on human evidence, while Category 1b are presumed to be so based on animal studies.

strictly Fairtrade certified, and about 16,000 

tonnes were produced in accordance with 

the REEL Cotton Code in 2018 (Granger 

lovacchini et al., 2020).

3.1 Pest-Control  
Management

3.1.1 Requirements Analysis

Examining the VSS production requirements 

associated with pest-control management 

reveals that they all limit synthetic pesticide 

use to varying degrees (see Table 2). Some 

VSSs prohibit their use, while others specify 

which ones are permissible for cotton 

cultivation. All VSSs operating in the South 

Asian cotton sector require the adoption of 

IPM, which typically requires monitoring pest 

and pest predator populations to determine 

when to intervene and prioritizing other 

pest-control measures over synthetic pesticide 

use. Table 2 summarizes the pest-control 

management requirements for the VSSs 

examined, which are discussed in detail in the 

subsequent paragraphs.

Except for the Better Cotton standard, all 

VSSs examined require the immediate 

banning of toxic pesticides as prescribed by 

international conventions and WHO 1a and 

1b substances.11 The Better Cotton standard 

requires the immediate banning of toxic 

pesticides as prescribed by international 

conventions and phasing out of WHO 1a 

and 1b substances over time. The Organic 

standard is the only VSS examined that 

prohibits the use of synthetic pesticides.
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Table 2. VSS requirements to limit and prevent synthetic pesticide use

VSS examined

Better Cotton

Organic

Fairtrade

REEL 
Cotton 
Code

Small 
farms

Medium-
sized 
& large 
farms

Small-
scale 
producer 
org.

Hired 
labour

Synthetic pesticide use

International 
banned 
substances are 
not used.

check check check check check check

WHO 1a and 1b 
substances are 
not used. 

History History check check check check

Synthetic 
pesticide use is 
recorded.

check check Ban check check check

Synthetic 
pesticide use 
must be reduced.

Ban Ban check Ban Ban
check

Synthetic 
pesticide use 
is completely 
prohibited.

Ban Ban check Ban Ban Ban

Integrated pest management

Pest and 
pest predator 
monitoring.

History check Ban 3 check check

Other pest-
control 
measures 
prioritized 
over synthetic 
pesticides.

History check check 3 check check

To be implemented:    check  immediately,   3  within 3 years,   History  over time,   Ban  not covered.
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Consequently, it does not have a criterion 

requiring producers to record pesticide use: 

“Record keeping requirements or other 

requirements related to certification are not 

within the scope of this standard” (IFOAM, 

2014). With the exception of the REEL 

Cotton Code, none of the VSSs examined 

have requirements for reducing synthetic 

pesticide use over time. All four VSSs require 

cotton farmers to adopt IPM measures. 

However, the Organic standard does not 

require pest and pest predator monitoring, 

though it does require the establishment of 

suitable habitats for pest predators as well as 

the release of natural pest enemies (IFOAM, 

2014). Better Cotton requires small farms 

to adopt pest and pest predator monitoring 

and to prioritize other pest-control measures 

over synthetic pesticide use over time. The 

Fairtrade Small-Farm Producer Organization 

standard requires small farms to adopt these 

measures within 3 years.

The Better Cotton standard has one principle 

dedicated to crop-protection measures 

that requires the development of an IPM12 

program, specifies pesticide restrictions, and 

details safe pesticide storage, application, 

and disposal measures. The Better Cotton 

standard requires the adoption of an IPM 

program that must include measures to 

maintain healthy crops, prevent pest buildup, 

enhance pest predators, and manage pest 

resistance. Cotton farmers are prohibited 

from using pesticides listed by the Stockholm 

Convention, the Montreal Protocol, and 

the Rotterdam Convention. They are also 

required to phase out pesticides with active 

12 IPM adopts a more holistic way of preventing pest damage.

13 “In some major developing world cotton producing countries, such as India and Pakistan, cotton production 

accounts for over 50% of all pesticides used in agriculture—despite covering just 5% and 15% of primary cropland 

respectively” (Environmental Justice Foundation & Pesticide Action Network UK, 2007, p. 12).  

ingredients known to be highly hazardous, 

carcinogenic, mutagenic, or reprotoxic, such 

as WHO 1a and 1b substances. Pesticides 

must be stored safely to prevent human 

and environmental harm. Workers applying 

pesticides must be trained, healthy adults 

who are not bearing children or nursing, and 

they must use personal protective equipment 

when applying pesticides. Spent pesticide 

containers cannot be reused and must be 

disposed of safely.

The Organic standard prohibits the use of 

synthetic pesticides and requires farmers 

to use biological, mechanical, and physical 

means to prevent pest damage (IFOAM, 

2014). The standard requires, first and 

foremost, the selection of plant varieties that 

are resistant to pests and diseases. Substances 

specified by the standard—such as neem, 

coffee grounds, and copper salts—can be used 

when biological, mechanical, and physical 

measures are insufficient to stave off pests. 

Exceptions may be granted under extreme 

circumstances. None of the substances used 

can be carcinogenic, teratogenic, mutagenic, 

or neurotoxic (IFOAM, 2014). Prohibiting 

pesticides in cotton farming is an important 

opportunity for South Asia, where the amount 

of pesticides applied per area of cotton 

farmed is one of the highest in the world.13

The Fairtrade Small-Scale Producer Group 

and Hired Labour standards both require 

the adoption of IPM by either providing 

training or receiving guidance from IPM 

experts (Fairtrade International, 2014, 

2019). The application of pesticides must be 
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minimized based on sound pest and disease 

knowledge. Training must be provided on the 

safe handling, use, and storage of pesticides, 

and personal protective equipment must be 

used. Buffer zones must be in place between 

where pesticides are sprayed and human 

activity areas. Proper facilities and measures 

must be adopted for storing and disposing 

of pesticides to prevent human health and 

environmental impacts. Fairtrade prohibits 

the use of pesticides that are on its red list 

and permits the limited use of pesticides on 

its orange list, though they must be phased 

out over time (Fairtrade International, 2014, 

2019). Fairtrade farmers are also required 

to minimize the use of herbicides via weed 

prevention and control measures.

The REEL Cotton Code requires cotton 

farmers to adopt IPM, in which pesticides 

and herbicides must be used only as a last 

resort (CottonConnect, 2021a). The focus 

is on crop health and monitoring pest and 

pest predator populations. Using border 

and trap crops, establishing pest predator 

habitats, and using pheromones and 

organic repellents, such as neem extracts, 

are some of the measures promoted by the 

code (CottonConnect, 2021a). Farmers 

adhering to the REEL Cotton Code must 

reduce pesticide consumption over time 

and record this. Pesticides with WHO 1a 

and 1b substances and those banned by 

the Stockholm Convention, the Montreal 

Protocol, and the Rotterdam Convention 

cannot be used (CottonConnect, 2021a). 

Pesticides that are used must be registered 

in the producing country and suitable 

for combating the targeted pests. All 

14 Grosscurt et al. (2016) estimate that the external costs attributed to the water and soil pollution caused by cotton 

cultivation in India was approximately EUR 0.84 per kg of seed cotton in the 2014/15 cotton production season or 

almost twice the farm gate price of EUR 0.55 per kg of seed cotton.

pesticides must be stored, handled, and 

disposed of safely.

Based on this review of VSS requirements, 

expanding VSS-compliant cotton in 

South Asia should result in the immediate 

elimination of the most hazardous and 

detrimental pesticides as well as a general 

reduction in pesticide use over time compared 

to conventional cotton. The external costs 

associated with soil and water pollution, 

driven in part by pesticides used in the Indian 

cotton sector, are significant (Grosscurt et 

al., 2016).14 For instance, the water pollution 

cost of Indian conventional cotton is INR 39/

kg (USD 0.47/kg) of seed cotton compared 

to INR 23/kg (USD 0.28/kg) of Indian 

Fairtrade seed cotton (Fairtrade Foundation, 

2020). The Better Cotton Farmer Results 

Report published in 2019 finds that Indian 

and Pakistani Better Cotton farmers have 

reduced their pesticide consumption by 10% 

and 18%, respectively, compared to their 

counterparts (BCI, 2019b). Organically 

grown cotton virtually eliminates synthetic 

pesticide consumption, which is almost 1 kg/

ha of cotton cultivated in India (Ferrigno 

et al., 2017). Fairtrade cotton farming was 

found to have 20% of the environmental 

cost of conventional cotton, in part due 

to the replacement of synthetic pesticides 

with organic-based substances, such as 

leaf extracts, to ward off pests (Fairtrade 

Foundation, 2020). Ward and Mishra (2019) 

report that the REEL program implemented 

in India led to an average reduction of 52% 

in pesticide consumption based on REEL 

projects conducted from 2014 to 2015. These 

findings substantiate the potential for VSSs 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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to reduce synthetic pesticide use in the South 

Asian cotton sector.

3.1.2 Spatial Analysis

To examine if VSSs in the South Asian cotton 

sector are being implemented in areas where 

they have the potential to lower pesticide use, 

the application rates of three pesticides—

chlorpyrifos, dicrophotous, and glyphosate—

are examined. Chlorpyrifos and dicrotophous 

are active ingredients in acaricides and 

insecticides and are listed by the WHO as 

moderately hazardous (Class II) and highly 

hazardous (Class Ib), respectively, while 

glyphosate is a commonly used herbicide 

for the cultivation of GM crops listed by 

the WHO as slightly hazardous (Class III) 

(Maggi et al., 2019; WHO, 2020). The 

chlorpyrifos, dicrophotous, and glyphosate 

application rates estimated by Maggi et al. 

(2019) as part of the Global Pesticide Grids 

(PEST-CHEMGRIDS) project provided 

the spatial information needed to undertake 

the assessment. More specifically, the spatial 

layers used for the analysis provided low 

application rate estimates in kg/ha/year for 

2020 with a spatial resolution of about 100 

km2 (Maggi et al., 2019).

Figure 7. Application rates of chlorpyrifos in the South Asian cotton sector 

Sources: Spatial information for the pesticide application rates was obtained from Maggi et al., 2019; 

Organic data comes from Textile Exchange, 2021; and Better Cotton data from Better Cotton, 2021a, 2021b.
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As shown in Figures 6, 7, and 8, application 

rates in the South Asian cotton sector were 

estimated to range from 1 × 10-9 to 6,257 

× 10-9 kg/ha/year for chlorpyrifos, 1 × 10-7 

to 0.071 kg/ha/year for dicrotophous, and 

8 × 10-6 to 0.744 kg/ha/year for glyphosate 

in 2020. Chlorpyrifos and glyphosate are 

more broadly used across the South Asian 

cotton sector, with higher concentrations 

of chlorpyrifos applied in northern India 

(2.01 × 10-6 to 6.25 × 10-6 kg/ha-year) and 

higher concentrations of glyphosate applied 

in northern Bangladesh (0.36 to 0.74 kg/ha-

year) and southern India (0.18 to 0.26 kg/

ha-year). Dicrotophous is applied in small 

concentrations in the Pakistani cotton sector 

(ranging from 0.1 × 10-6 to 2.5 × 10-6 kg/

ha-year) and much greater concentrations 

in cotton-growing regions in Bangladesh 

(ranging from 0.07 to 0.03 kg/ha-year).

As shown in Figure 7, the presence of 

VSSs intersects with the higher chlorpyrifos 

application rates in the South Asian cotton 

sector, which is primarily concentrated in 

the Indian states of Gujarat, Rajasthan, 

and Haryana. Aside from these hotspots, 

chlorpyrifos is used broadly in the majority of 

the Indian cotton sector at a moderate rate of 

application and at lower levels in Bangladesh 

Figure 8. Application rates of dicrotophous in the South Asian cotton sector 

Sources: Spatial information for the pesticide application rates was obtained from Maggi et al., 2019; 

Organic data comes from Textile Exchange, 2021; and Better Cotton data from Better Cotton, 2021a.
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Figure 9. Application rates of glyphosate in the South Asian cotton sector 

Sources: Spatial information for the pesticide application rates was obtained from Maggi et al., 2019; 

Organic data comes from Textile Exchange, 2021; and Better Cotton data from Better Cotton, 2021a, 2021b.

and Pakistan. The growing presence of the 

Better Cotton and Organic standards in the 

South Asian cotton sector, particularly in the 

Indian states of Gujarat and Rajasthan, is 

important, as the implementation of Organic 

should result in the elimination of the use 

of chlorpyrifos while the implementation of 

the Better Cotton standard should lead to 

reducing its application via IPM measures. 

Expanding VSSs in the cotton sectors of the 

Indian states of Haryana and Andhra Pradesh 

represents an important opportunity to lower 

chlorpyrifos use in South Asia’s cotton sector. 

As shown in Figure 8, dicrotophos is still 

applied in the Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

cotton sectors despite being classified by 

the WHO as highly hazardous (Class Ib). 

Low application rates are broadly applied 

across the Pakistani cotton sector, while 

higher application rates are used in specific 

parts of Bangladesh within the divisions of 

Rajshani and Mymensingh but also in limited 

parts of Rangpur, Sylhet, and Dakhar. The 

implementation of the Better Cotton standard 

in Pakistan offers promise for eliminating 

the use of dicrotophos as all Better Cotton 

farmers must have a plan to phase out WHO 
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Class Ib substances by 2024 to remain 

compliant (BCI, 2018). VSSs are absent 

from the Bangladeshi cotton sector today, 

but this will likely change, as the country is 

poised to cultivate more GM cotton to meet 

the growing demands of its textile sector, 

which is moving toward producing more 

socially conscious and eco-friendly clothing 

(Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 

Zusammenarbeit GmbH [GIZ], 2021; 

Subramani, 2021). This development would 

favour the expansion of the Better Cotton 

standard in Bangladesh, which would 

help with phasing out dicrotophos from 

its cotton sector.

As shown in Figure 9, glyphosate is applied in 

most of South Asia’s cotton sector. Its highest 

application rates are found in the southern 

Indian States of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, 

and Tamil Nadu. Besides these hotspots, high 

glyphosate application rates are observed in 

the Bangladeshi divisions of Rajshahi and 

Mymensingh. In contrast, cotton farmers in 

the northern Indian states and Pakistan apply 

glyphosate at lower rates. VSSs have a limited 

presence in the Karnataka and Tamil Nadu 

cotton sectors but not in Andhra Pradesh. As 

of the 2020/21 growing season, Karnataka 

has started producing Better Cotton in 

accordance with the Better Cotton standard, 

and small volumes of Organic cotton are 

produced in Tamil Nadu, which represents 

1% of the state’s total cotton production 

(Better Cotton, 2021a; Cotton Corporation 

of India Ltd., 2020; Textile Exchange, 2021). 

Expanding the presence of VSSs in the 

Karnataka and Tamil Nadu cotton sectors 

could help lower glyphosate application rates 

as the Organic standard bans the use of all 

pesticides, and the Better Cotton standard 

requires the use of IPM measures, such as 

using mechanical means to control weeds 

(BCI, 2018; IFOAM, 2014). Implementing 

VSSs in Andhra Pradesh’s cotton sector could 

also lower glyphosate application rates in 

South Asia’s cotton sector.

3.2 Water Conservation

3.2.1 Requirements Analysis

VSSs in the South Asian cotton and textile 

sectors with water conservation requirements 

have great potential to relieve pressure on 

water resources, which are severely stressed. 

The VSSs examined all require cotton 

farmers to implement water conservation 

measures (see Table 3). Some require water 

stewardship plans and risk assessments, while 

others require soil moisture conservation 

and efficient irrigation practices. They all 

require preserving natural water sources 

and preventing agricultural runoff. Table 

3 summarizes the water conservation 

requirements for the VSSs examined. 

These are then discussed in detail in the 

subsequent paragraphs.

The Better Cotton standard is the only VSS 

examined that requires the development and 

implementation of a water stewardship plan 

as well as risk assessments for water sources 

(over time for small farms and immediately 

for medium-sized and large farms). The 

Organic standard does not require measures 

to conserve soil moisture, although using 

green manure and mulch as recommended 

by the standard to improve soil fertility could 

also maintain soil moisture (IFOAM, 2014). 

All four VSSs require efficient irrigation 

approaches, the protection of natural water 

resources, and the prevention of agricultural 

runoff. The Better Cotton and Fairtrade 

Small-Farm Producer Group standards allow 
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Table 3. VSSs’ water conservation requirements

VSS examined

Better Cotton

Organic

Fairtrade

REEL 
Cotton 
Code

Small 
farms

Medium-
sized 
& large 
farms

Small-
scale 
producer 
org.

Hired 
labour

Water management

Water 
stewardship 
planning

check check Ban Ban Ban Ban

Water risk 
assessment

History check Ban 6 3 check

Water conservation

Soil moisture 
conservation

History check Ban 3 3
check

Efficient 
irrigation 

History check check 3 1 check

Natural water 
resources 
protection

History check check 6 3 check

Agricultural 
runoff prevention

History History check 3 3 check

To be implemented:    check  immediately,   1  within 1 year,   3  within 3 years,   6  within 6 years,    

History  over time,   Ban  not covered.

smallholder farmers to implement the water 

conservation measures examined over time.

One of the Better Cotton standard’s seven 

principles is dedicated to water stewardship, 

focusing primarily on the development and 

implementation of a water stewardship 

plan comprising mapping water resources, 

managing soil moisture, irrigation efficiency, 

managing water quality, and engaging 

in collaborative action to conserve water 

resources (BCI, 2018). In addition to 

devising the plan, smallholder farmers must 

establish a timeline to implement the plan, 

while medium-sized and large farms are 

required to implement the plan right away 

to be compliant. All farms are required 

to engage with external entities to enable 

sustainable water management. The Better 

Cotton standard also aims to enable climate 

adaptation as water is a limiting factor for 

cotton cultivation in many parts of the world, 

and changing weather patterns could further 

limit water availability.  
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The Organic standard requires the 

preservation of water resources, and those 

standards are typically adopted by national 

organic agriculture programs, such as the 

Indian National Standard for Organic 

Production and the Sri Lankan Export 

Development Board National Organic 

Control Unit.15 Certified Organic farmers 

must adopt water conservation measures 

that primarily focus on preventing its 

depletion and degradation. Farmers are 

required to prevent and remediate soil and 

water salinization, though the standard does 

not specify how to do so. They also need 

to avoid the depletion and degradation of 

water resources via excessive exploitation by 

monitoring water extraction and harvesting 

rainwater. Organic farmers who have livestock 

must maintain stocking densities and 

grazing approaches that do not pollute water 

resources. The PGS India standard specifies 

similar farming requirements to conserve 

and properly use water and prevent ground 

and surface water pollution (Participatory 

Guarantee System for India, 2020). 

Fairtrade cooperatives and companies 

that follow the Small-Scale Producer 

Organizations and Hired Labour standards 

have similar water conservation requirements 

(Fairtrade International, 2014, 2019). 

The water sources used for irrigating and 

processing Fairtrade crops must be identified, 

and it must be demonstrated that their 

condition is monitored. Fairtrade cooperatives 

must give their members sustainable 

water use training so they can apply more 

efficient water consumption methods over 

time. Fairtrade companies must optimize 

water use by measuring water consumption 

15 Although Pakistan and Bangladesh both support some amount of organic agriculture, neither country has 

established a national organic program.

and implementing water-conservation 

technologies and approaches. Fairtrade 

processing facilities must avoid polluting 

water resources, and training on wastewater 

risks and treatment must be provided. 

Water management is one of the eight 

principles of the REEL Cotton Code. It 

requires farmers to irrigate cotton in an 

optimal manner using water from sustainable 

sources and of sufficient quality. Water 

extracted for irrigation must be recorded, 

legally permitted, and must avoid source 

depletion. Water-recharging efforts should 

be undertaken with other farmers if there are 

opportunities to do so. Irrigation water must 

be of suitable quality, and untreated sewage 

cannot be used. Irrigation must be done in 

an optimal manner by accounting for rainfall 

patterns and physiological requirements, as 

well as using the most effective irrigation 

methods and adequately maintained 

technologies available.

Based on the VSS requirements reviewed, 

their implementation in the South Asian 

cotton sector should result in improved 

water conservation. For instance, Indian 

conventional cotton has a water use 

externality of INR 20/kg (USD 0.24/kg) 

of seed cotton compared to INR 14/kg 

(USD 0.17/kg) for Indian Fairtrade seed 

cotton (Fairtrade Foundation, 2020). The 

2019 BCI Farmer Results report finds that 

Indian and Pakistani Better Cotton farmers 

reduced their water consumption by at least 

13% compared to their counterparts while 

improving yields and profitability (BCI, 

2019b). The Textile Exchange commissioned 

a life-cycle assessment that concluded that 

organically grown cotton uses less water 
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than conventional cotton (Textile Exchange, 

2015). Others argue that prohibiting more 

productive GM cotton means that organic 

farmers are likely to use more water (Bain, 

2017; Chan, 2019). Nevertheless, as most 

organically grown cotton in India is rainfed 

(18% is strictly rainfed, 71% is mostly 

rainfed, and 12% is mostly irrigated), the 

water conservation impacts of organic cotton 

are limited (Textile Exchange, 2015). Two 

Indian Fairtrade cooperatives used, on 

average, 30% less water per kg of seed cotton 

compared to conventional cotton farmers 

(Fairtrade Foundation, 2020). Ward and 

Mishra (2019) report that the REEL program 

in India led to an average reduction of 15% 

in irrigation water based on REEL projects 

conducted from 2014 to 2015.

3.2.2 Spatial Analysis

Water depletion levels are examined to see 

if VSSs in the South Asian cotton sector 

are being implemented in areas where they 

have the greatest potential to conserve water. 

Water depletion is a metric developed by 

Brauman et al. (2016) conveying the amount 

of renewable water consumed for human 

activities within 15,091 watersheds across the 

world, covering 90% of total land area. The 

WaterGAP 3 model was used to estimate the 

amount of renewable water, in the form of 

precipitation received and upstream inflows, 

relative to water consumed for domestic 

needs, irrigation, livestock, energy production, 

and manufacturing to determine water-

depletion levels categorized as follows: (i) less 

than 5%, (ii) 5% to 25%, (iii) 25% to 50%, 

(iv) 50% to 75%, (v) dry year, (vi) seasonal, 

(vii) 75% to 100%, and (viii) more than 

100%. “Seasonal” is defined by areas with 

water-depletion levels lower than 75% but 

where at least one month surpasses the 75% 

water depletion level. A “dry” year is defined 

by areas that have a water depletion level 

that exceeds 75% in at least 10% of the years 

examined but, on average, are not annually or 

seasonally depleted. A water depletion spatial 

layer developed by examining a historical 

renewable water and water consumption 

dataset spanning from 1971 to 2000 provided 

a means to examine water depletion in 

the South Asian cotton sector (Brauman 

et al., 2016). 

As shown in Figure 10, watersheds located in 

the irrigated cotton-growing regions of South 

Asia, such as the Indian states of Gujarat, 

Rajasthan, Haryana, and Punjab, as well as 

the Pakistani provinces of Punjab and Sindh, 

experience water-depletion levels greater than 

75%, which is also observed in some southern 

Indian rainfed cotton-growing areas. The vast 

majority of cotton-growing areas in South 

Asia experience seasonal water depletion. 

Very few growing areas, located primarily 

in northern Pakistan and Bangladesh, have 

water-depletion levels that are less than 25%. 

VSS production occurs in all the South Asian 

cotton-growing areas that experience more 

than 75% water depletion, with the exception 

of the Indian states of Andhra Pradesh and 

Haryana, as well as the Pakistani province of 

Balochistan. All the VSSs in the South Asian 

cotton sector require the implementation 

of water conservation measures, which may 

support reducing water-depletion levels. 

The Organic standard requires farmers to 

conserve water resources by requiring them 

to protect natural water bodies, adopt more 

efficient irrigation practices, and prevent 

agricultural runoff that can enhance soil 

moisture retention (IFOAM, 2014). The 

Better Cotton standard requires farmers 
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to develop water stewardship plans that 

detail water conservation measures to be 

implemented (BCI, 2018). Improving 

irrigation practices and efficiencies is 

particularly important in the northern cotton-

growing regions of South Asia, where cotton 

cultivation primarily relies on irrigation. 

The Better Cotton standard also requires 

cotton farmers to collaborate with other 

stakeholders to undertake collective action 

for water conservation beyond the units 

of cotton production (BCI, 2018). This 

requirement is particularly important, as 

addressing water depletion challenges in an 

equitable and sustainable manner can often 

require collective action at watershed and 

jurisdictional scales. The VSSs operating in 

the South Asian cotton sector are, for the 

most part, well located to improve water 

depletion in South Asia, which is a significant 

limiting factor for sustainable development 

in the region. Expanding into Andra 

Pradesh and Haryana in India, as well as 

Balochistan in Pakistan, represents important 

opportunities for VSSs to further enhance 

water conservation in the region.   

Figure 10. Water depletion in the cotton-growing areas of South Asia 

Sources: Water depletion spatial information was obtained from Brauman et al., 2016. Spatial information 

for Organic comes from Textile Exchange, 2021; for Better Cotton, it comes from Better Cotton, 2021a, 

2021b. “Seasonal” is defined by areas where at least one month surpasses the 75% water-depletion level. 

A “dry” year is defined as having areas where water depletion surpasses 75% in at least 10% of the years 

examined but that are not, on average, annually or seasonally depleted.
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3.3 Farmers’ 
Prices and Incomes

3.3.1 Requirements Analysis

VSSs operating in the South Asian cotton 

and textile sectors have the potential to 

improve both cotton prices and farmer 

and worker incomes in the South Asian 

cotton and textile sectors. Examining the 

production requirements of VSSs operating 

in the South Asian cotton sector reveals that 

they all have measures to improve cotton 

prices and farmer and worker incomes to 

varying degrees (see Table 4). For instance, 

Fairtrade offers a minimum price guarantee, 

while the Better Cotton standard and the 

REEL Cotton Code require cotton fibre 

quality improvements. All the VSSs examined 

require equal pay for equal work. Table 4 

summarizes the farmer income and worker 

wage improvements required by the VSSs 

examined, which are discussed in detail in the 

subsequent paragraphs.

The Better Cotton standard and the REEL 

Cotton Code rely on lowering production 

costs and improving fibre quality to improve 

the profitability of cotton farmers, while 

the Organic and Fairtrade standards offer 

cotton farmers a premium for their products. 

Fairtrade is the only VSS examined that offers 

a minimum price guarantee in addition to 

a price premium that must be invested in 

farming cooperatives or communities via a 

Fairtrade Development Plan or Fairtrade 

Premium Investment Committee. Except 

for Better Cotton, all the VSSs examined 

require workers to receive minimum wages 

to be standard compliant. Better Cotton 

requires medium-sized and large cotton 

farms to give workers a minimum wage over 

time, which is tracked as an improvement 

indicator. The Fairtrade standard and the 

REEL Cotton Code require cotton farmers 

to provide living wages over time. Equal pay 

for equal work is required immediately by 

all the VSSs examined, except for Fairtrade 

cotton farmers, who need to implement equal 

remuneration within 1 to 3 years.

The Better Cotton standard does not 

provide minimum price guarantees or price 

premiums, as it focuses on improving cotton 

profitability by improving productivity, 

lowering production costs, and improving 

fibre quality. Some requirements oriented 

toward improving productivity focus on 

irrigation timing and soil health. The standard 

requires IPM and organic fertilization, which 

can both lower agricultural input costs. The 

Better Cotton standard has one principle 

dedicated to improving fibre quality that 

requires the adoption of best practices for 

harvesting and storing cotton fibres and 

cultivation practices that can maximize 

potential fibre quality, such as adequate 

cultivar selection and row spacing (BCI, 

2018). Medium-sized and large farms must 

offer their workers minimum wages. Better 

Cotton requires equal pay for equal work by 

specifying “equal wages are paid to workers 

who perform the same job, irrespective of 

gender” (BCI, 2018, p. 85). 

The Organic standard does not offer 

minimum price guarantees but garners 

price premiums that are supposed to be 

passed down to cotton farmers. For instance, 

ARMEDANGELS, a company based in 

Germany, offers Indian Organic cotton 

farmers in its supply chains a 2% price 

premium in their first year of conversion, 

which increases to 3% in the second year 

and 4% in the third year (Textile Exchange, 

2020). The Organic standard requires the 
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establishment of purchasing contracts. As 

they are grown without the use of synthetic 

pesticides, Organic cotton fibres are not 

affected by toxic chemicals that can reduce 

their strength and longevity (Cariki, 2021), 

though they can also be of lower quality for 

processing purposes compared to regular 

cotton (Yu, 2015). The Organic standard 

requires minimum wages to be paid to 

workers but does not require or recommend 

that certified Organic farmers pay living 

16 Fairtrade minimum prices for South Asia cotton are set based on staple length (i.e., short staple varieties [20 mm 

and below], medium staple varieties [20.5 mm–24.5 mm], medium-long staple varieties [25 mm–27 mm], long staple 

varieties [27.5 mm–32 mm], and extra-long staple varieties [32.5 mm and above]) (Fairtrade International, 2011, p. 8).

wages (IFOAM, 2014). Although the Organic 

standard does not explicitly require equal pay 

for equal work, all employees and contractors 

must be treated without discrimination. 

The Fairtrade standard is the only VSS 

examined that provides a minimum price 

guarantee to cotton farmers;16 however, it 

is less consequential in India and Pakistan, 

where government minimum support prices 

have been established to support cotton 

Table 4. VSS requirements for improving farmer incomes and worker wages

VSS examined

Better Cotton

Organic

Fairtrade

REEL 
Cotton 
Code

Small 
farms

Medium-
sized 
& large 
farms

Small-
scale 
producer 
org.

Hired 
labour

Prices

Minimum price 
guarantees are 
provided

Ban Ban Ban check check Ban

Price premiums 
are collected 

Ban Ban check check check Ban

Fibre quality check check Ban Ban Ban check

Incomes

Minimum wages 
offered

Ban History check check check
check

Living wages 
offered 

Ban Ban Ban 3 1 check

Equal pay for 
equal work

check check check 3 1 check

To be implemented:    check  immediately,   1  within 1 year,   3  within 3 years,   History  over time,   Ban  not covered.
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farming (Gardezi, 2022). It is also set well 

below the current market price for cotton, 

having last been updated in 2011 (Fairtrade 

International, 2022). Fairtrade premiums 

are intended to be reinvested in cotton 

farmers or farming communities via Fairtrade 

Development Plans and Fairtrade Premium 

Committees (Fairtrade International, 2014, 

2019). Binding purchase contracts must 

be in place between producers and buyers 

that must follow Fairtrade requirements. 

Fairtrade ascribes to upholding International 

Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 

95 on Protection of Wages and Convention 

100 on Equal Remuneration. For this 

reason, the Fairtrade Smallholder Producer 

Organizations and Hired Labour standards 

require minimum wages to be offered to 

workers that must increase over time to 

reach a living wage. Fairtrade standards also 

explicitly require equal pay for equal work for 

all workers, whether they are local, migrants, 

seasonal, temporary, or permanent (Fairtrade 

International, 2014, 2019). In 2019, Fairtrade 

looked at paying farmers in India an 

Organic cotton premium of EUR 0.03/kg of 

cottonseed on top of the minimum Fairtrade 

price and Fairtrade premium for the country 

(Fairtrade International, 2021b). 

The REEL Cotton Code does not offer a 

minimum price guarantee or price premiums. 

Nevertheless, it requires the establishment 

of clear terms of trade between cotton 

producers and prospective buyers that 

specify volumes, quality, price, payment 

terms, and delivery conditions where cotton 

producers must be paid above a reference 

price (i.e., regional prices or a minimum 

support price) (CottonConnect, 2021a). 

Measures to maintain cotton lint quality 

during harvesting are specified, such as 

preventing contamination before and after 

picking. Farmers adhering to the REEL 

Cotton Code must also offer workers a wage 

that is equivalent or superior to the official 

minimum wage for the given occupation or 

the country or region-specific living wage. 

Equal pay for equal work must also be offered 

regardless of gender. 

Based on the reviewed VSSs’ requirements, 

their implementation in the South Asian 

cotton sector could result in better cotton 

prices for farmers and wages for cotton 

labourers. For instance, the Better Cotton 

standard and the REEL Cotton Code have 

measures to lower production costs and 

improve cotton lint quality, both of which can 

enhance profitability via cost-saving measures 

and securing better prices. Fairtrade is the 

only VSS examined that offers minimum 

price guarantees, but as they fall far below 

current prices and as India and Pakistan 

have established minimum support prices 

for their cotton-farming sectors, this alone 

is unlikely to incentivize farmers to become 

VSS compliant. The Organic and Fairtrade 

standards enable cotton farmers to benefit 

from price premiums. Furthermore, the 

Fairtrade Hired Labour standard allows 

20% of premiums to be paid as cash 

payments, which can be as high as 50% 

under extraordinary circumstances (Singh, 

2019). Except for Better Cotton, all the VSSs 

examined require their farming operations 

to offer minimum wages for hired labour, 

but only Fairtrade and the REEL Cotton 

Code require living wages to be paid. All 

of the VSSs examined require equal pay 

for equal work. For these reasons, VSS-

compliant cotton farms in South Asia can 

attract better prices for farmers and better 

incomes for hired workers. More remains 

to be done to establish a living income 

benchmark for cotton. 
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There is also field-level evidence that 

supports the potential for VSSs to improve 

cotton farmers’ incomes and wages in South 

Asia. According to Ward and Mishra (2019), 

agricultural input-cutting measures and yield 

improvements allowed Indian Better Cotton 

and REEL Cotton Code farmers to improve 

their profits by 32% and 52%, respectively, 

over those obtained by conventional Indian 

cotton farmers. A 2014 Fairtrade impact 

study reported that 60% of Indian Fairtrade 

farmers said they were better off economically 

after joining Fairtrade (Ward & Mishra, 

2019). Although the adoption of VSSs in the 

South Asian cotton sector may not lead to 

improved farmer incomes and worker wages 

in all instances, they have the potential to 

push the sector toward sustainability, which is 

directly aligned with improving profitability. 

3.3.2 Spatial Analysis

We used cottonseed productivity as a proxy 

to examine if VSSs in the South Asian cotton 

sector are being implemented in areas where 

they have the greatest potential to improve 

farmer incomes and worker wages. We took 

this approach, as publicly available spatial 

information on farmer incomes and worker 

wages at a regional scale does not exist, and 

assessing productivity is closely linked to 

farmer profitability (Australian Bureau of 

Table 5. Cotton productivity levels across major cotton-producing Indian states from 

2016/17 to 2019/20 growing seasons

Indian state

Cotton productivity in tonnes per hectare

2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20

Punjab 0.537 0.687 0.539 0.651

Haryana 0.611 0.549 0.552 0.623

Rajasthan 0.596 0.677 0.743 0.649

Gujarat 0.678 0.673 0.575 0.57

Maharashtra 0.396 0.326 0.306 0.329

Madhya Pradesh 0.582 0.624 0.637 0.523

Telangana 0.579 0.488 0.388 0.432

Andhra Pradesh 0.684 0.559 0.411 0.466

Karnataka 0.6 0.538 0.379 0.416

Tamil Nadu 0.599 0.511 0.767 0.6

Orissa 0.375 0.428 0.433 0.4

Source: Cotton Corporation of India Ltd., 2020.
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Agricultural and Resource Economics and 

Sciences, 2022). A cotton yield spatial layer 

developed by Monfreda et al. (2008) based 

on average cotton yields obtained from 1997 

to 2003 was used to examine how cotton 

productivity levels intersect with the presence 

or absence of VSSs in the South Asian cotton 

sector. Although cotton productivity has 

changed in various parts of South Asia, it 

has remained relatively low compared to 

other cotton-growing regions. The Cotton 

Corporation of India Ltd. (2020) reports 

relatively low yields across the major cotton-

producing states of India from 2016 to 2020 

(see Table 5). This is consistent with the 

productivity levels depicted in Figure 11, 

which show that the major cotton-producing 

Indian states have low cotton productivity 

levels. The Indian states of Maharashtra, 

Telangana, and Bihar stand out as cotton-

growing areas with the lowest productivity, 

while Pakistan, northern Bangladesh, and 

parts of the Indian states of Madhya Pradesh 

and Chhattisgarh enjoy the highest yields. For 

the most part, the higher yields experienced 

across the South Asian cotton sector are due 

to the availability of sufficient moisture for 

optimal cotton fibre production. 

Figure 11. Cottonseed productivity in South Asia 

Source: Spatial information on cotton yields was obtained from Monfreda et al., 2008; spatial 

information for Organic comes from Textile Exchange, 2021; and for Better Cotton, it comes from Better 

Cotton, 2021a, 2021b.
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For instance, Pakistan grows mostly 

irrigated cotton, while most of Bangladesh 

is not water depleted (see Figure 10) 

(Rehman et al., 2015).

As shown in Figure 11, VSSs are in all 

the major South Asian cotton-growing 

areas that experience low yields. VSSs in 

the South Asian cotton sector require the 

implementation of measures that can improve 

productivity, such as crop protection and 

fertilization strategies, as well as soil and 

water-conservation practices. Neither the 

Better Cotton nor the Organic standards have 

direct requirements to improve cotton yields, 

but they do require the implementation of 

several farming and business practices that 

can lead to productivity improvements. The 

Better Cotton standard requires farmers to 

adopt measures such as adequate varietal 

selection, row spacing, and fertilization to 

maintain and enhance cotton productivity 

(BCI, 2018). The Organic standard enhances 

crop productivity primarily by maintaining 

and enhancing soil quality by using natural 

fertilizers, minimal tillage, and contour 

plowing (IFOAM, 2014). Nonetheless, the 

prohibition of synthetic agricultural inputs 

required by the Organic standard can lower 

yields in the short term to maintain long-

term agricultural productivity (Seufert, 

2019). The cotton productivity levels 

conveyed in Table 5 and Figure 11 clearly 

indicate that the cotton sectors of the 

Indian states of Maharashtra and Telangana 

offer VSSs the greatest potential for yield 

improvements. Furthermore, enhancing the 

productivity of the cotton sectors of Andhra 

Pradesh and Bihar, where VSSs have yet 

to be implemented, could also improve the 

productivity of the South Asian cotton sector.

3.3.3 Textile Standards

In addition to cotton production, cotton 

processing to produce textiles can also have 

deleterious effects on the socio-ecological 

sustainability of South Asia. For this reason, 

textile processing sustainability standards that 

have been developed are linked to some of the 

VSSs operating in the South Asian cotton-

farming sector. The GOTS and the Fairtrade 

Textile Standard are processing standards for 

Organic and Fairtrade cotton-based products 

that have requirements that can affect 

chemical use, water conservation, and worker 

incomes. For instance, GOTS-compliant 

facilities must improve their environmental 

performance by switching to more benign 

processing chemicals, lowering water 

consumption tracked per kilogram of textile 

output, reducing and treating wastewater, 

and paying worker wages that meet basic 

needs with some discretionary income 

(Global Standard, 2020). GOTS also requires 

certified facilities to inform their workers of 

the wage gap between what they pay and the 

local living wage (Global Standard, 2020). 

The implementation of GOTS in India 

has led to improved working conditions for 

around 400,000 workers, the reduction of 

harmful chemicals used in the textile sector, 

and only treated wastewater discharged from 

certified facilities (Ward & Mishra, 2019). 

The Fairtrade Textile standard has similar 

requirements specifying the processing 

chemicals that can be used and those that 

must be phased out over time, as well as 

water consumption reduction and wastewater 

treatment (Fairtrade International, 2016). 

Fairtrade-compliant textile facilities must 

also pay workers minimum wages as 

determined by local regulations or collective 

bargaining agreements and must close the gap 
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between the wages paid and the local living 

wage within 6 years of becoming certified 

(Fairtrade International, 2016). The Fairtrade 

Textile Standard also requires equal pay 

for equal work. 

For its part, the REEL Cotton Code 

includes sustainability requirements that 

need to be implemented at the ginning level 

(CottonConnect, 2021a). When limited to 

the sustainability indicators examined, these 

requirements touch on the need to establish 

purchasing contracts and pay minimum 

wages to workers (CottonConnect, 2021a). 

These textile standards can help improve 

the sustainability of the South Asian textile 

sector by requiring the implementation of 

environmentally friendly processing practices 

and the ethical treatment of workers (Ward & 

Mishra, 2019). 

3.4 Conclusion: VSSs 
have the potential to 
promote sustainable 
cotton production

The South Asian cotton and textile sectors 

are vital to the economic well-being of the 

region, as it provides livelihoods for millions 

of farmers and workers. For this reason, 

addressing persistent socio-ecological 

challenges faced by these sectors, including 

pest control, water conservation, and farmer 

prices and incomes, is critical to its long-

term sustainability. Implementing VSSs in the 

South Asian cotton and textile sectors offers 

great potential to address these challenges, 

as they require farmers and textile facilities 

to adopt more sustainable production 

practices with potentially far-reaching benefits 

for the region. 

The main VSSs operating in these sectors—

Better Cotton, Organic, Fairtrade, and the 

REEL Cotton Code—have grown greatly 

in recent decades. For instance, India has 

become the second-largest global purveyor 

of Better Cotton and the largest global 

purveyor of Organic cotton, Fairtrade cotton, 

and REEL Cotton. Despite this impressive 

growth, significant opportunities exist to 

further expand in the Indian, Pakistani, 

Bangladeshi, and Sri Lankan cotton and 

textile sectors, as they only capture between 

0% and 54% of their domestic cotton 

production (see Table 1). Different studies 

have shown that their implementation has led 

to improvements in agrochemical use, water 

conservation, and incomes for South Asian 

cotton farmers and textile workers (Grosscurt 

et al., 2016; Singh, 2019; Textile Exchange, 

2015; Ward & Mishra, 2019). These studies 

convey that the requirements of the VSSs 

examined that have been implemented 

by farmers and textile facilities are having 

positive socio-ecological impacts. Although 

they may vary in terms of approach and 

stringency, all the VSSs examined require 

more sustainable pest-control measures 

and water conservation practices, as well 

as improved cotton prices for farmers and 

incomes for workers. Furthermore, they are, 

for the most part, implemented in South 

Asian cotton-growing regions with the 

greatest need to reduce pesticide use, improve 

water conservation, and enhance productivity. 

Therefore, expanding VSSs in the South Asian 

cotton and textiles sector may contribute to 

a more sustainable region, which could also 

facilitate trade within and outside South Asia 

as demand for more sustainable cotton-based 

products continues to grow.
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4.0 The Policy Landscape for VSSs  
in South Asia
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South Asia remains one of the least 

economically and politically integrated 

regions in the world (World Bank, 2022b), yet 

increased regional integration could support 

economic growth and help address common 

sustainability challenges. In this section, we 

examine the policy landscape in which VSSs 

operate in South Asia and identify ways 

that trade and VSSs can support regional 

progress toward improved pest management, 

water conservation, and farmers’ prices and 

incomes in the cotton sector. 

For a comprehensive analysis of the policy 

landscape and initiatives related to the 

cotton and textile sector, we conducted 

interviews with six expert stakeholders in the 

region between March and July 2022. The 

interviewees included government officials 

and private organizations working in the 

region and were held via videoconference.

We find there is some, albeit limited, basis 

for regional collaboration around issues 

of concern in the cotton textile sector in 

regional organization entities or bodies and 

trade policy instruments, as well as national 

initiatives. We also identify potential synergies 

for scaling up cooperation and action using 

VSSs to promote sustainable production in 

the cotton textile sector in South Asia.

4.1 Regional Organization 
to Promote Collaboration 
and Sustainable 
Cotton Production

Though not specific to the cotton textile 

sector, there is some movement toward 

regional cooperation in South Asia in the 

17 Charter of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (1985), Article I.

form of intergovernmental organization 

that has the potential to support increased 

trade measures and initiatives to promote 

sustainable cotton production and 

consumption. There is some high-level 

political integration via SAARC and the 

Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 

Technical and Economic Cooperation 

(BIMSTEC). There is also a regional focus 

on sustainable consumption and production 

via the South Asia Co-operative Environment 

Programme (SACEP). There is no specific 

dedicated regional organization in the public 

or private sector on cotton textiles.

SAARC, which is broadly focused, was 

formed in 1985 to strengthen cooperation, 

assistance, and self-reliance among 

South Asian countries, with a view to 

advancing development and quality of life 

in the region.17 In 2004, SAARC member 

states advanced regional integration 

and cooperation in trade by establishing 

SAFTA (SAARC, 2020). It remains 

active but has not been updated, given 

that biennial summits of the heads of 

member states—where SAARC decisions 

are made—have not occurred since 2014 

due to political tensions between member 

states. Such tensions may have implications 

for trade and value chain integration in 

the region, limiting intraregional business 

relationships and leading the private sector 

to operate within political bounds (Asian 

Development Bank, 2009). Yet despite the 

halt of the summit process, SAARC members 

continue to collaborate on agriculture, 

standards, and trade.

The SAARC Agriculture Centre (SAC) 

provides a hub for regional cooperation 
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around agricultural knowledge and the 

adoption of information and communication 

technologies, management practices, and 

standards (SAC, 2022). The SAC has 

ongoing work related to the sustainability 

of agrochemical usage, water management, 

and farmer incomes in South Asia. While not 

specific to cotton, findings and collaboration 

on these issues would necessarily pertain 

to the sector. For example, SAC organized 

two regional expert consultation meetings in 

April 2021, one on Impacts of Agricultural 

Chemicals Inputs on the Environment 

and Human Health in South Asia (SAC, 

2021b) and the other on Advanced Water 

Management Options for Sustainable Crop 

Production in South Asia (SAC, 2021a).

During the meeting on agrochemicals, 

experts shared regulatory frameworks, 

strategies, and best practices, and produced 

a list of recommendations on the use of 

agrochemicals by farmers in the SAARC 

countries. Recommendations included 

providing incentives to bio-pesticide and bio-

fertilizer users, strengthening research and 

development of IPM practices, and improving 

the enforcement of agrochemical rules and 

regulations to control negative environmental 

and health impacts (SAC, 2021b). At the 

water management meeting, SAARC country 

experts shared information on practices and 

lessons learned on conserving irrigated water 

resources and stressed the need for farmers to 

adopt water management practices to prevent 

water losses and improve crop production and 

rural livelihoods (SAC, 2021a).

At a 2018 conference on doubling the 

income of farmers in SAARC countries, 

representatives from SAARC member states 

highlighted the importance of the agriculture 

sector in enhancing the income of smallholder 

farmers (SAARC, 2018).

SAARC also has a specialized body, 

the South Asian Regional Standards 

Organization, that works to develop and 

advance harmonized standards for the region 

to facilitate intraregional trade and market 

access. The organization’s sectoral technical 

committee on jute, textile, and leather has 

developed standards on cotton drill and 

cotton twill that are in the final stages of 

approval (SAARC, 2022).

BIMSTEC was established in 1997 to 

promote cooperation between countries 

bordering the Bay of Bengal (BIMSTEC, 

2022b). It is comprised of seven member 

states, including Bangladesh, India, and Sri 

Lanka, but not Pakistan. The initial vision 

of BIMSTEC included eliminating tariff 

and non-tariff barriers to trade, and the 

idea that member states would continue 

to work toward a BIMSTEC Free Trade 

Area Framework Agreement to promote 

regional trade (BIMSTEC, 2022c). There 

is no specific action by BIMSTEC in the 

cotton sector, but BIMSTEC cooperation 

on agriculture has included a workshop 

on developing good agriculture practices 

and a common project on private sector 

participation in value chain management for 

agricultural products (BIMSTEC, 2022a). 

Close public–private partnerships are a major 

pillar of the BIMSTEC vision for economic 

cooperation (BIMSTEC, 2022c).

SACEP is an intergovernmental 

organization—involving Afghanistan, 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, 

Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka—that seeks 

to promote regional cooperation on the 

environment and sustainable development. 
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SACEP initiated the South Asia Forum on 

Sustainable Consumption and Production 

to provide a regional platform specifically 

to develop synergies to promote and 

implement sustainable consumption 

and production policies, strategies, and 

technologies (SACEP, 2021).

4.2 Trade Policies to Address 
Collaboration on the 
Issues of Concern

For the most part, the current state of 

regional collaboration related to sustainable 

cotton remains general to agriculture and 

trade at the level of exchange and cooperation 

(i.e., meetings, summits, forums) and has 

not materialized into regional policies or 

agreements. However, efforts to advance 

trade integration have resulted in two 

intraregional trade agreements, as well as 

two bilateral trade agreements between the 

countries of focus: the Asia-Pacific Trade 

Agreement (APTA) (1975); the Agreement 

on SFTA (2004); the India–Sri Lanka Free 

Trade Agreement (1998); and the Pakistan–

Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement (2002) 

(See Box 1). These remain very limited in 

their reference to pest management, water 

conservation, and farmers’ prices and 

incomes, so they are unlikely to be a tool 

for change on these issues of concern in the 

18  See United States—Import Prohibition of Certain Shrimp and Shrimp Products, 1998, para. 153.

19 The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT 1994) is a trade treaty covering international trade in 

goods and aiming to liberalize trade by reducing or eliminating tariffs, quotas, and subsidies. Art. XX is one of the 

most commonly invoked provisions, stating that “subject to the requirement that such measures are not applied in a 

manner which would constitute a means of arbitrary or unjustifiable discrimination between countries where the same 

conditions prevail, or a disguised restriction on international trade, nothing in this Agreement shall be construed to 

prevent the adoption or enforcement by any contracting party of measures: (a) necessary to protect public morals; 

(b) necessary to protect human, animal, or plant life or health; (c) relating to the importations or exportations of gold 

or silver; (...) (g) relating to the conservation of exhaustible natural resources if such measures are made effective in 

conjunction with restrictions on domestic production or consumption (…).”

cotton sector in the region in their current 

form (see Appendix B). However, they may 

form a basis for enhanced collaboration and 

action bilaterally or multilaterally.

APTA is the only one of these trade 

agreements that contains a reference to 

employment and living standards in its 

preamble, which outlines the contracting 

parties’ objectives and aims regarding the 

agreement. Even if it does not set forth 

binding obligations, it can be useful for 

interpretation purposes, as stated in Article 

31(1) and (2) of the Vienna Convention 

on the Law of Treaties. The usefulness of 

preambles for interpretation purposes has 

been further supported in the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) context by the Appellate 

Body, which stated that the preamble to the 

Marrakech Agreement “must add colour, 

texture, and shading” to their interpretation 

of the WTO agreements.18

All the region’s agreements contain 

an exception modelled on the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade's (GATT) 

Article XX.19 These exceptions allow states to 

adopt measures in the listed areas, but rather 

than actively promoting specific actions in 

the different policy areas, they merely allow 

measures that are inconsistent with WTO 

obligations to be justified and thus remain in 

place. In other words, these exceptions allow 

IISD.org


IISD.org/ssi    44

Voluntary Sustainability Standards in South Asia

Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement (1975)

The Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA) 

is the oldest preferential trade agreement 

among countries of the Asia-Pacific 

region (APTA Secretariat, 2020). It was 

signed in 1975 and was formerly known as 

the Bangkok Agreement. The agreement 

was an initiative of the United Nations 

Economic and Social Commission for Asia 

and the Pacific. 

Three of the four countries under study 

are parties to the agreement, namely 

Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka. The 

APTA seeks to promote the “economic 

development of its members through the 

adoption of mutually beneficial trade 

liberalization measures that contribute to 

regional trade expansion and economic 

cooperation” (UN Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 

2020). Even though it was originally 

limited to tariff concessions in trade, 

its scope has expanded since 2005 to 

include the negotiation of liberalization 

in investment, trade services, and trade 

facilitation. 

In terms of addressing the issues of 

concern, APTA only contains a reference 

related to prices/incomes in its preamble, 

stating that “the expansion of trade 

could act as a powerful stimulus to the 

development of their national economies, 

… thus providing greater opportunities 

of employment and securing higher 

living standards for their populations” 

(APTA, 1975, Preamble). Regarding the 

environment, the agreement merely 

contains an exception on “the protection 

of human, animal, and plant life and 

health” (APTA, 1975, Art. 30).

Box 1. General information on trade agreements in South Asia 

South Asian Free Trade Area (2004)

SAFTA, the SAARC free trade 

arrangement signed in 2004, entered into 

force in 2006. SAFTA replaced the 1993 

SAARC Preferential Trading Arrangement. 

The agreement aims to promote mutual 

trade and economic cooperation among 

the members through trade concessions. 

SAFTA only contains an exception on the 

protection of “human, animal, or plant life 

and health” (SAFTA, 2004, Art. 14).

India–Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement 
(1998)

The India–Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement, 

signed in 1998 and in force since 2000, 

was among the first attempts to promote 

trade liberalization in South Asia. The 

agreement constituted India’s first 

bilateral FTA, entailing substantial growth 

in trade between the two countries. 

Like SAFTA, this trade agreement only 

contains a reference to the protection of 

human, animal, or plant life and health in 

the general exceptions clause. 

Pakistan–Sri Lanka Free Trade 
Agreement (2002)

The trade agreement between Pakistan 

and Sri Lanka was signed in 2002 and 

came into force in 2005. Following the 

approach of the India–Sri Lanka FTA, 

this agreement between Pakistan and Sri 

Lanka only contains an exception clause. 
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WTO members to prioritize the protection 

or promotion of the listed policy areas 

(e.g., protection of public morals, human 

or animal health, compliance with laws and 

regulations that are not inconsistent with 

GATT, protection of national treasures, and 

conservation of natural resources) over trade 

liberalization under specific conditions (van 

den Bossche & Zdouc, 2021). However, 

there are some concerns about the ability 

of these exceptions to effectively protect 

states’ right to regulate and adopt non-

protectionist and non-discriminatory labour 

and environmental measures, as, when 

invoked, the exceptions are rarely upheld 

(Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch, 2015). 

With no commitments and only broad 

exceptions, the trade agreements are unlikely 

to support the advancement of sustainable 

production practices in the cotton sector in 

their current form. 

4.3 National Initiatives 
to Promote Sustainable 
Cotton Production 
and Consumption

Despite limited regional initiatives promoting 

the sustainable production of cotton in South 

Asia, we see several national-level initiatives 

that do so in the region. The efforts of 

Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka 

to promote sustainable production, as well 

as consumption, fall under three categories: 

(a) domestic policy and legislation, (b) 

compliance with and promotion of VSSs, 

and (c) international cooperation and 

NGO initiatives.

4.3.1 Domestic Policy 
and Legislation

Given the importance of the cotton textile 

sector to their economies, all four countries 

have cotton/textile authorities and/or 

related domestic legislation. In most cases, 

this relates to research, quality control, 

and export promotion, and not to the 

social and environmental sustainability of 

production or sourcing practices. Legislation 

covering environment and labour remains 

independent and general but can apply 

to the cotton sector. However, while 

limited, there is growing attention paid to 

policies and legislation that can address 

sustainability in the cotton textile sector in a 

more targeted way.

All four countries have government agencies 

that oversee the cotton and/or textile sector, 

and domestic legislation for cotton has a long 

history reflecting the importance of cotton 

in the region. The Cotton Corporation of 

India was established under the Ministry of 

Textiles in 1970 to market cotton (Cotton 

Corporation of India, 2022). The Pakistan 

Cotton Cess Act XIV 1923 implemented 

duties and fixed rates for cotton ginning 

and other supply chain activities, while 

the Cotton Transport Act 1923 restricted 

the transport of cotton to prohibit imports 

by any route and protect the quality and 

reputation of cotton. The Punjab Cotton 

Control Ordinance 1966 set basic quality 

standards, and the Cotton Standardization 

Ordinance 2002 (Pakistan Central Cotton 

Committee, 2017) established the Pakistan 

Cotton Standards Institute to support 

regional needs (Baloch et al., 2021). For the 

most part, these institutions and policies are 

dedicated to research and quality control 
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with a view to generating export revenue and 

are less focused on advancing sustainable 

cotton production. However, in some cases, 

there are specific clauses that could support 

the movement toward sustainable cotton 

production. For example, the Punjab Cotton 

Control Ordinance contains a clause allowing 

the restriction of cotton production to a 

specific trait-containing variety in a growing 

area—only the designated variety or hybrid 

seed is allowed to be sold or grown in that 

area. This clause could be used to promote 

Organic cotton production if used to require 

that only organic-compatible seeds be sold 

and grown in a specific region (Baloch et 

al., 2021). Bangladesh’s 1957 Cotton Act 

established a Cotton Board, and the country 

has a dedicated Department of Textiles under 

its Ministry of Textiles and Jute. Similarly, 

the Sri Lanka Export Development Board is 

dedicated to the promotion of exports, but 

the country does not have policy related to 

imports of sustainable cotton.

The four countries have limited legislation 

pertaining specifically to the issues of concern 

in the cotton textile sector. An exception 

is price supports in India and Pakistan 

that address farmer prices and incomes. 

The four countries under study are 

integrated into the world market 

economy and international trade. As a 

consequence, regulations from trade 

partners may affect the cotton and 

textile sector in South Asia.

The Generalized System of Preferences 

(GSP) is an example. Under the GSP, 

trade partners such as the European 

Union (EU) and the United States grant 

preferential treatment to imports 

from developing countries, subject 

to compliance with certain labour or 

environmental standards. 

For instance, Bangladesh is part of 

the EU’s GSP, under which additional 

trade preferences are granted subject 

to compliance with United Nations 

Covenants and ILO Core Conventions. 

Sri Lanka and Pakistan both benefit 

from the EU GSP+, which provides 

Box 2. Spillover effects: Trade partner regulations with 
implications in South Asia

more benefits than the standard GSP to 

middle-income countries that implement 

27 international conventions related to 

human rights, labour rights, protection of 

the environment, and good governance.a

The current EU GSP system expires 

by the end of 2023, and the European 

Commission has already presented a new 

proposal for the years 2024–2034. The 

new proposal is intended to reinforce the 

importance of compliance with climate 

change and environmental protection 

standards and introduces the possibility of 

withdrawing the GSP benefits in cases of 

“serious and systematic violations of the 

principles of the conventions on climate 

change and environmental protection” 

(European Commission, 2021). Moreover, 

the proposal adds the Paris Agreement 

to the current seven environmental and 

climate instruments that countries must 
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The Cotton Corporation of India sets and 

provides a minimum price to farmers and 

procures cotton for the domestic textile 

industry (Cotton Corporation of India, 2022). 

Pakistan’s Federal Minister for National Food 

Security and Research recently announced 

the imminent approval of a minimum support 

price for cotton producers (Amin, 2022). 

For the most part, legislation related to 

agrochemical usage, water conservation, 

20 Pakistan Environmental Protection Act, 1997 (Act No. XXXIV of 1997), Bangladesh Environmental Conservation 

Act of 1995, India Environment Protection Act, 1986, and National Environmental Law of Sri Lanka, 1980.

21  See, for example, the India Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974, Bangladesh Water Act 2013, 

Sri Lanka Soil Conservation Act No. 25 of 1951, and Sri Lanka Control of Pesticides Act No. 33 of 1980.

and farmers’ prices and incomes in the four 

countries is general and occurs independently 

of cotton sector legislation, though it can still 

apply to activities related to cotton textile 

production. The four countries have umbrella 

acts setting out a basic environmental legal 

framework20 complemented by specific 

legislation on topics such as water, soil 

conservation, and fertilizers.21 However, 

some of these are outdated; for example, 

the National Environmental Law of Sri 

ratify to benefit from the GSP+ (European 

Commission, 2021).

In addition, the EU has recently proposed 

several regulations that will affect the 

textile sector. These include, for example, 

a strategy for sustainable and circular 

textiles (European Commission, 2022b) 

and corporate sustainability due diligence 

requirements (European Commission, 

2022a). Following these developments, 

environmental and labour concerns would 

need to be addressed in the cotton and 

textile value chain to be able to enter the 

EU market. 

Pakistan and Sri Lanka are beneficiaries 

of the U.S. GSP, subject to compliance 

with certain labour standards. Among 

the criteria for eligibility, countries must 

“have taken or are taking steps to grant 

internationally recognized worker rights 

(including collective bargaining, freedom 

from compulsory labour, minimum age for 

employment of children, and acceptable 

working conditions with respect to 

minimum wages, hours of work, and 

occupational safety and health)” and 

must “implement their commitments 

to eliminate the worst forms of child 

labour” (Congressional Research Service, 

2022.) Some members of Congress have 

proposed adding new criteria related to 

the enforcement of environmental laws 

and international agreements, but no 

changes have been introduced so far 

(Congressional Research Service, 2022). 

The practical impacts and the 

effectiveness of these policy initiatives are 

still being debated, yet they highlight the 

increasing interlinkages between trade, 

environmental, and labour issues. 

a See the list of the core conventions of the 

GSP+ at https://gsphub.eu/conventions.
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Lanka was enacted in 1980, and the latest 

amendment was in 2000. All four countries 

have legislation on minimum wages: the 

Code on Wages Act (2019) in India pertains 

to all industries (Dezan Shira & Associates, 

2021), wage rates are legislated provincially 

in Pakistan, minimum monthly and daily 

wages are included in various legislative acts 

in Sri Lanka, and the Bangladesh Labour Act 

2006 was most recently amended in 2018 

with a new minimum wage for the readymade 

garment sector.

Laws are not without challenges in both 

implementation and enforcement. For 

example, the minimum wage introduced in 

Bangladesh in 2018 did not meet workers’ 

expectations, and huge protests took place, 

leading to mass dismissals (Business & 

Human Rights Resource Centre, 2018). 

Another example is Sri Lanka’s ban on 

synthetic fertilizer and pesticide imports, 

which attempts to encourage organic 

agriculture, enacted in 2021. However, the 

ban had to be lifted as it caused rice and 

tea production volumes to drop by 18% 

and 20%, respectively. The government was 

forced to spend far more on subsidies and 

compensation than the USD 400 million 

that would have been saved by banning 

fertilizer imports (Torella, 2022). While 

policies that promote sustainable production 

and fair conditions for workers are needed, 

the two examples—although not specific 

to cotton—underscore the importance of 

considering the particular context—including 

economic, political, and social concerns—

when developing domestic legislation and 

the transition periods for their successful 

implementation. 

There is some movement toward domestic 

policy that could address sustainability 

in the cotton sector in a more targeted 

way. For example, Pakistan is drafting an 

organic agriculture policy (Baloch et al., 

2021). A main motivator behind this is 

the government’s desire to put in place 

a long-term strategy to increase Organic 

cotton production, support farmers, and 

establish Organic cotton textile supply chains 

(Baloch et al., 2021).

For the most part, policies and legislation to 

promote sustainable cotton production are 

limited. A textile industry expert in South 

Asia said sustainable cotton is not a priority 

for governments, given the small volumes 

of sustainable cotton that are traded. Of 

all the brands sourcing cotton in India, for 

example, only a handful have sustainability 

at the core of their business activity. During 

our interviews, we learned that just 12 to 15 

brands are estimated to be sourcing 100% 

sustainable raw materials—for instance, 

Better Cotton is working with six brands 

in India—and consequently, there is not 

enough incentive for governments to make 

a policy change.

In sum, there are no specific national 

policies or legislation on sustainable cotton 

in place. Yet, some environmental policies 

and regulations may address sustainability 

challenges to some extent—for example, 

the introduction of limits to waste discharge 

in textile processing or regulations on the 

use of pesticides.

4.3.2 Compliance With and 
Promotion of VSSs

VSSs are being used to address sustainability 

in the cotton textile sector to varying degrees 

in each of the four countries. The selected 

countries have different levels of compliance 
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with VSSs, as well as different levels of 

promotion. For instance, compliance with 

VSSs in India and Pakistan is a key strategy 

for promoting sustainable cotton production. 

Certification is also important in Bangladesh 

and Sri Lanka but is not actively promoted at 

the national level.

As detailed in Section 2, Better Cotton is well 

established in Pakistan and India. In both 

countries, NGOs such as the World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF) have led the rise of Better 

Cotton. However, provincial governmental 

agricultural extension departments in the 

cotton-growing areas of Pakistan are taking a 

growing role in implementing Better Cotton 

projects. In 2019 the Punjab agricultural 

extension department began leading a Better 

Cotton project implementation and jointly 

running crop clinics for cotton farmers 

(BCI, 2019). The Pakistan Central Cotton 

Committee is also working with Better Cotton 

(Ministry of National Food Security and 

Research, 2021).

The Government of India has taken an active 

role in the promotion of organic production, 

including cotton. One of the main objectives 

of India’s Agriculture Export Policy is 

promoting organic exports (Ministry of 

Commerce and Industry, n.d.). The policy 

mentions that standards on Organic textiles 

could be a way to add value to Indian textile 

exports (Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 

n.d., p. 20). The Ministry of Commerce and 

Industry’s Agricultural and Processed Food 

Products Export Development Authority 

(APEDA) implemented its National 

Programme for Organic Production (NPOP) 

in 2000. The NPOP provides standards for 

organic production, accredits certification 

bodies, and promotes organic farming 

and the marketing of organic products. 

Exporters, manufacturers, and processors 

whose products are certified according to the 

National Standards for Organic Production 

can use the national “India Organic” logo 

(APEDA, 2014). Organic cotton sold in 

India can be certified by NPOP or by the 

Participatory Guarantee System.

The European Commission and Switzerland 

have recognized APEDA’s standards for 

production and accreditation as equivalent to 

their own country standards, thus facilitating 

exports of Indian organic products to those 

markets (APEDA, 2022). APEDA is in 

ongoing negotiations to achieve the same 

recognition from countries such as Canada, 

Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan (APEDA, 

2022). However, organic cotton fraud 

is a challenge in India (GOTS, 2020b). 

Findings of fraud led the U.S. Department 

of Agriculture to stop recognizing organic 

products certified by companies overseen by 

APEDA in 2021 (Wicker et al., 2022). That 

same year, the EU stopped importing organic 

imports certified by five Indian companies 

(Wicker et al., 2022).

Organic policy is in the early stages of 

development in Pakistan. Originally 

motivated by the cotton sector, the country is 

now developing a broader organic agriculture 

policy that would cover all agricultural 

commodities. The Pakistani government 

aims to put policy in place that will increase 

Organic cotton production and establish an 

organic textile supply chain (Baloch et al., 

2021). The governments in the region are 

not actively promoting other VSSs, such as 

Fairtrade and the REEL Cotton Code.

The governments of Bangladesh and Sri 

Lanka do not actively promote VSSs, despite 

the important role certification plays in 
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both countries’ cotton textile sectors. In 

Sri Lanka, apparel manufacturers have 

introduced their own certification called 

“Garments without Guilt” to address fair 

labour practices and safe working conditions 

(Joint Apparel Association Forum Sri 

Lanka, 2022). The voluntary certification 

is implemented under the umbrella of the 

Joint Apparel Association Forum, which 

appoints an independent auditor to certify 

compliance with requirements laid out in a 

charter. The charter requires that factories 

be free of child labour, forced labour, and 

discrimination; adhere to limits on working 

hours; guarantee freedom of association; 

and receive payments and incentives in 

accordance with Sri Lanka’s labour law (SGS, 

2022). On the environment, the charters call 

for the reduction of the carbon footprint and 

recycling of industrial waste and water. Nearly 

80% of local factories have become Garments 

without Guilt-certified (Sri Lanka Export 

Development Board, 2015).

4.3.3 Public, Private, and Not-
for-Profit Partnerships

Another way South Asian governments 

are promoting sustainability in the cotton 

textile sector is through partnerships with 

other countries, international organizations, 

NGOs, and businesses. In all four countries, 

numerous projects aim to promote social and/

or environmental conditions in the cotton 

textile supply chain. Yet, for the most part, 

these occur independently of each other both 

between and within countries, though in some 

cases, projects span countries.

Bilateral aid from foreign governments is 

one way this is achieved. For example, the 

German Development Agency (GIZ) is 

supporting the Indian Textiles Ministry to 

increase value addition in sustainable cotton 

production in India (Fibre2Fashion, 2021). 

GIZ has also trained advisers, managers, and 

staff in Bangladesh’s textile industry on fair 

pay and safe handling of chemicals, as well as 

water management (GIZ, 2020).

Governments may also work with NGO-led 

initiatives. Such is the case in Pakistan, where 

various levels of government participate 

in a process led by the NGO Centre for 

Agriculture and Bioscience International 

(CABI) to draft a national organic agriculture 

policy and scale up Organic cotton 

production (Baloch et al., 2021). CABI’s 

projects in Pakistan also involve promoting 

the adoption of Better Cotton production 

principles and training on good agricultural 

practices, particularly for improved pest-

management practices (CABI, 2021). 

In some cases, broader partnerships have 

been formed between cotton textile supply 

chain actors. The implementing partners 

of the ILO’s Promoting Fundamental 

Principles and Rights at Work in the Cotton 

Supply Chain projects in India (2017–

2021) and Pakistan (2017–2022) include 

national and state government, district 

administration, workers’ organizations, 

employers’ organizations, businesses, research 

organizations, civil society organizations, and 

farmer cooperatives (ILO, 2017). The projects 

support producer organizations in adopting 

organic methods of pest management and 

addressing fair wages and connecting with 

buyers who support environmental and 

labour standards (ILO, 2021). In Bangladesh, 

the International Finance Corporation-

led Partnership for Cleaner Textile works 

with actors across the entire textile value 

chain—such as brands, technology suppliers, 
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industrial associations, financial institutions, 

and the government—to adopt cleaner 

production practices and reduce water 

consumption (Partnership for Cleaner 

Textile, 2022).

In other cases, governments are working 

with the private sector. For example, 

the Pakistani province of Balochistan’s 

Department of Agricultural Extension 

partnered with Pakistani manufacturing 

company Soorty and WWF-Pakistan for the 

Soorty Organic Cotton Initiative. Soorty 

leads the initiative to accelerate the transition 

to organic cotton production and improve 

traceability, providing Soorty with supply 

while contributing to improved livelihoods 

for farmers (Wightman-Stone, 2021). There 

are similar projects in India: for example, 

the Sustainable Cotton Initiative, whereby 

Gujarat Green Revolution Company Ltd. 

and WWF-India promote good agricultural 

practices and Better Cotton among farmers to 

advance sustainable cotton productivity.

For the most part, these projects occur 

independently of each other, and there 

is no coordination across countries. An 

exception is the Better Work program, an 

initiative of the ILO and the International 

Box 3. Private-led initiatives

In parallel to government initiatives with international organizations, NGOs, and/or 

businesses, initiatives led by both industry associations and businesses also operate in 

the cotton sector. 

For example, the Pakistan Cotton Ginners Association works to improve cotton practices 

and policies, such as the promotion of Organic cotton in the region. In Sri Lanka, there is 

a Joint Apparel Association Forum, an apex body supporting sustainable manufacturing. 

The Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association, one of the largest 

trade associations in the country representing the readymade garment industry, is also 

working toward sustainability in the sector. In India, the Confederation of Indian Textile 

Industry and the Cotton Textiles Export Promotion Council organized a meeting with 

stakeholders to discuss ways to adopt best practices and support the growth of the 

cotton textile value chain, including using testing facilities from farm to industry, having 

strategies to curb the illegal sale of counterfeit seeds, and educating younger farmers on 

using genetically pure and certified seeds. The textile industry aims to submit a proposal 

to the government to improve cotton quality and productivity (Preetha, 2022).

There are also examples of multinational brands partnering with international and local 

NGOs to promote sustainable cotton in their supply chains—for instance, Primark’s 

Sustainable Cotton Program works with CottonConnect and local NGOs in India and 

Pakistan to train cotton farmers in sustainable agricultural practices (Mathews, 2018). 

Primark says the training has resulted in improved cotton quality and thus increased 

profits for farmers (Primark, 2021).
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Finance Corporation, which is active in 

three of the four countries of focus: Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. In each country, 

the program brings together government, 

employers, and worker organizations to 

improve wages and working conditions in 

garment factories, including aligning labour 

laws with international labour standards 

(BetterWork, 2022a, 2022b).

In terms of working conditions, including 

wages, health, and safety, as well as 

environmental compliance, trade unions also 

play a vital role. 

4.4 Conclusion: 
Synergies between VSSs 
and public policy

Cotton is very important in South Asia—in 

India and Pakistan due to its production, 

and in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka with 

respect to the textile sector. Consequently, 

it is important to address the issues of 

concern associated with cotton production to 

increase the economic development of these 

countries while at the same time ensuring 

environmental and social protection. 

VSSs have market potential and can help 

address the issues of concern, as they operate 

in areas where these issues persist (see 

Section 3 on spatial analysis) and can deliver 

positive results. Moreover, as shown, there 

is potential for growth in VSS-compliant 

cotton production and for maximizing the 

benefits for farmers to better control pests, 

preserve water sources, and get higher 

prices and incomes. 

VSSs do not operate in a vacuum to advance 

more sustainable cotton practices in South 

Asia. Despite limited regional integration in 

South Asia, there are emerging cooperation 

initiatives between these countries on 

issues of concern in the cotton sector. 

There are also national initiatives that can 

reinforce VSSs’ activities and vice-versa 

to advance sustainable cotton practices 

(pest management, water conservation, 

and better prices and incomes for farmers/

workers), as well as public–private, non-

profit partnerships. 

VSSs have the potential to support 

sustainable cotton production and 

consumption. Yet, the current policy 

landscape does not take advantage of this 

potential. In the next section, we propose 

several options to build synergies between 

VSS-setting bodies and regional entities, 

national bodies, and private–public 

partnerships to increase cooperation, promote 

sustainable cotton production addressing the 

identified issues of concern, and maximize the 

role of VSSs in achieving these goals. 
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5.0 Recommendations

IISD.org


IISD.org/ssi    54

Voluntary Sustainability Standards in South Asia

In this section, we offer recommendations 

to advance alignment between VSSs and 

policy in the region. We recommend ways 

VSSs could support regional and national 

policy processes and partnerships to advance 

sustainability in the cotton textile sector and 

boost intraregional cooperation and trade 

in South Asia. We also suggest ways that 

governments in the region could maximize 

the impact of VSSs to address sustainability in 

the cotton sector and expand VSS-compliant 

production and consumption through trade.

5.1 For VSS-Setting Bodies

5.1.1 Develop Targeted Guidelines 
and Training for Farmers

VSSs such as Better Cotton and Organic 

can train farmers and facilitate peer-to-

peer learning between VSS-compliant 

farmers and other farmers on best practices 

for sustainable production. Interviewees 

pointed to under-budgeted and understaffed 

public institutions and a rotation of public 

stakeholders that hinder continuous 

development and the enforcement of 

production practices via government 

extension services. Better Cotton has a team 

that works with farmers at the field level to 

train them on production principles and 

criteria. VSSs can collaborate with regional 

government organizations such as SAARC 

to prioritize and target training on specific 

practices that support the implementation of 

regional recommendations on agrochemical 

use and water management. Similarly, 

VSSs can help SAARC produce materials 

for farmers that support implementing 

these practices and, as appropriate, adopt 

VSS-compliant practices in a stepwise 

approach. For example, VSS requirements 

and training on resource management could 

support the implementation of the SAARC 

recommendation for farmers to conserve 

irrigated water resources and prevent water 

losses (SAC, 2021a). VSS requirements on 

pest management could support CABI’s 

recommendation for a capacity-building 

program focused on IPM and good 

agricultural practices for farmers to shift to 

organic production.

5.1.2 Improve Assurance Systems 
and Product Traceability

VSSs can continue to improve assurance 

systems, including chain-of-custody standards 

and product traceability requirements, to 

build trust in certification and verification 

processes. This is especially important 

in the face of recent concerns about the 

falsification of certification documents in 

the cotton sector (Wicker et al., 2022). 

Existing systems may allow for tracking 

product origins and characteristics but do 

not ensure the visibility of farming practices 

and sustainability performance. VSSs could 

expand transparency pilots in the sector 

to test technological developments such as 

mobile phone-based platforms for farmers 

that support real-time farm monitoring and 

reporting, which can support management 

decisions, and blockchain for more 

transparent transactions throughout the 

supply chain from farm to consumer. These 

pilots should ensure that the methods and 

technologies that VSS-setting bodies use to 

verify farmers’ practices and their compliance 

with the standard also support farmers in 

applying practices correctly and resolving any 

issues identified.
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5.1.3 Provide a Platform for 
Regional Dialogue and Action

VSSs provide multistakeholder platforms that 

can be a basis for improved coordination in 

the region and an opportunity for regional 

effort, as they are present in all the countries 

and provide common criteria and language/

indicators. In interviews, we heard examples 

of a lack of awareness among stakeholders on 

cotton sector activities, including action by 

VSSs at the grassroots level. We recommend 

a forum on sustainable cotton and textiles to 

be held every 2 years to advance awareness 

and dialogue among key cotton sector 

actors across South Asia. VSSs could use 

and collaborate with regional organizations 

such as SAARC or SACEP to establish the 

multistakeholder regional platform.

5.1.4 Build Partnerships

VSSs can increase their involvement and 

activities in the cotton sector through joint 

efforts with each other as well as with private 

initiatives to increase impact and efficiency. 

Coordination across initiatives and projects 

in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka 

could trigger dialogue, the identification of 

gaps, and the sharing of lessons learned. 

According to our interviews, much funding in 

this area comes from private partners or non-

profits, so it is important that partnerships 

include these actors. For example, based 

on the approach of the Global Living Wage 

Coalition—an initiative of the International 

Social and Environmental Accreditation 

and Labelling Alliance and researchers—

VSSs are leading partnerships with other 

VSSs, brands, and local governments to 

facilitate dialogue and develop and pilot 

living income reference prices for that specific 

location. VSSs can also partner and invest 

in research and development in the cotton 

sector. For example, two new Organic cotton 

seed varieties were developed through an 

organic breeding program of Switzerland’s 

Research Institute of Organic Agriculture, 

known as FiBL, along with several partners, 

including CottonConnect (which founded 

the REEL Cotton Code with FLOCERT) 

(FiBL, 2022b).  

5.2 For Policy-
Makers in South Asia

5.2.1 Update Sectoral, 
Environmental, and Labour 
Policies to Support Best 
Practices in Sustainable 
Production and VSS Compliance

Governments should update sectoral, 

environmental, and labour policies with a view 

to supporting best practices in sustainable 

production and making VSS compliance 

easier for farmers. 

At a sectoral level, national organic or 

sustainable cotton strategies/standards could 

facilitate the shift to production practices 

and, thus, farmers’ eligibility for Organic 

certification. India’s NPOP and Pakistan’s 

movement toward a national organic 

agriculture policy are important initial steps 

toward this. At the regional level, mutual 

recognition of Organic certification could 

also boost intraregional trade. An example of 

what this could look like is the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations’ mutual recognition 

agreement on organic agriculture through 

which association members agreed to 

harmonize their national organic standards to 

facilitate trade in organic products between 
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them. The association is also discussing 

an organic mark. 

Another sectoral policy approach would be 

an industrial policy focused on developing 

a sustainable cotton textile sector. This 

could involve measures aimed at improving 

the competitiveness of sustainable cotton 

textile companies, such as subsidies for 

sustainable production and lower barriers 

to trade in sustainable cotton and textiles 

within the region.

Environmental policies that are consistent 

with VSS requirements, such as those that 

ban hazardous agrochemicals—WHO Class 

1a and 1b substances and those banned 

by international conventions (POP/PIC/

Montreal/Stockholm)—and labour policies 

in line with ILO standards can support 

compliance with common VSS environmental 

and labour criteria. The development of 

these policies must consider the economic, 

social, and political contexts. Some policies, 

such as a ban on fertilizers, need to consider 

the impact on farmers’ practices and may 

require additional measures to assist their 

implementation. For example, Sri Lanka’s 

ban on the import of chemical fertilizers and 

pesticides was not supported by training for 

farmers, and there were not enough quantities 

of organic fertilizers offered as substitutes. 

This lack of complementing measures and 

consideration for producer needs regarding 

implementation, coupled with bad weather 

and the ongoing economic crisis, led to 

a food crisis and the lifting of the ban 

(Torella, 2022). 

5.2.2 Strengthen Sustainability 
Provisions in Trade Agreements 

Trade agreements can reference VSSs to 

promote social and environmental objectives 

in the cotton sector. Nineteen FTAs in the 

world now have provisions that mention 

VSSs, eco-labelling, sustainability standards, 

or certifications as mechanisms to advance 

sustainability objectives (United Nations 

Forum on Sustainability Standards, 2020). 

So far, trade agreements in the countries 

examined for this report do not refer to 

sustainability or specific issues, such as pest 

management, water conservation, or income. 

They are, therefore, unlikely to influence 

cotton-farming practices. Trade negotiators 

can include provisions related to sustainability 

issues in existing or new trade agreements 

to help guide progress toward sustainability 

in agriculture in general, including the 

cotton sector—for instance, “the promotion, 

training, exchange, cooperation for applying 

integrated pest management practices” or 

“the promotion, training, exchange on water-

conservation practices.” Including such 

cooperation provisions in key areas of interest 

would boost dialogue and the promotion of 

best practices and help enhance consistency 

across markets. 

5.2.3 Generate Domestic and 
Regional Demand for VSS-
Compliant Cotton

Governments can develop policies and 

programs to boost the consumption 

of—and increase regional demand for—

VSS-compliant cotton. This can include 

government policies that require the 

procurement of cotton/textile products that 

meet environmental, social, and economic 

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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criteria, such as VSS-compliant products. 

For example, Mexico’s federal government 

procurement policy requires all timber and 

wooden furniture products to be third-party 

certified, recognizing certifications such as 

the Forest Stewardship Council and the 

Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 

Certification standards (Bermúdez, 2021). 

Another option would be tax reductions to 

lower the price of more sustainably grown 

cotton for consumers. Another way to 

increase demand is to create incentives for 

buyers to source sustainable cotton, such 

as a rebate for those who purchase above a 

specified volume of sustainable cotton. In 

addition, retail branding can be used to foster 

awareness and interest among consumers 

of sustainable cotton, as has been done by 

Project SU.RE India, a commitment by 16 

Indian apparel brands to advance sustainable 

sourcing and communicate those initiatives 

to consumers and media (Ministry of 

Textiles, 2019).

5.2.4 Establish 
Organic Seed Banks

To ensure that farmers can access the right 

quality and type of non-GM cottonseed 

appropriate for their local context and 

way of farming, government can support 

the establishment of organic seed banks, 

potentially collaborating with the Organic 

standard to do so. As farmers play an 

important role in seed banking, community 

seed banks are especially important. The 

SAARC Seed Bank was ratified in 2016, and 

the SAARC Seed Forum was established 

with the mandate to promote the sustainable 

and coherent development of a seed system 

in the region, including advocating for and 

supporting the development of harmonized 

and well-designed policies. The Agreement on 

Establishing the SAARC Seed Bank mentions 

that initial collaboration would involve rice, 

wheat, pulses, and oilseeds, and gradually 

other crops may be considered (SAARC, 

2010). The Seed Bank could consider adding 

organic cotton as a seed of focus to support 

farmer efforts and learning across the region.

5.2.5 Target the Promotion of 
VSS Compliance in Specific 
Regions as a Tool to Improve 
Agricultural Practices Where 
They Are Needed Most

Governments can leverage VSSs to improve 

farming practices with a view to improving 

pest management and water conservation by 

promoting them in areas where they are likely 

to have the most impact. Based on our spatial 

analysis, prioritizing the expansion of VSS 

cotton production in the states of Balochistan 

in Pakistan and Haryana and Andhra Pradesh 

in India could support water conservation 

and help lower chlorpyrifos use. National or 

state governments could develop targeted 

policies and programs that aim to frame/

regulate cotton production practices in these 

regions, considering the content criteria and 

practices supported by VSSs in these areas of 

concern. Dialogues between policy-makers 

and VSS-setting bodies could help to spur 

this cooperation. 
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Appendix A. Voluntary Sustainability 
Standard Production Criteria 
Mapping Results

22  Excerpts from the BCI Principles and Criteria are taken from Better Cotton Initiative, 2018.

23  Excerpts from The IFOAM norms for organic production and processing are from International Federation of 

Organic Agricultural Movements (IFOAM), 2014.

24  Refers to Appendix 3: Crop Protectants and Growth Regulators of the IFOAM Standard for Organic Production 

and Processing. Appendix 3 provides substances description, compositional requirements, and conditions for use.

Excerpts are taken directly from VSS documents to support the sustainability mapping.

Table A1. VSS requirements for crop protection

Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

International banned substances are not used

Better Cotton22 1.3.1 Pesticides listed in: i. Annex A and B of the Stockholm Convention; 
or ii. Annexes of the Montreal Protocol; or iii. Annex III of the Rotterdam 
Convention; are not used—core indicator applicable to small, medium and 
large farms.

Organic23 4.5.3 Substances that do not appear in Appendix 3  are prohibited for use in 
Organic production.

4.5.6 Any formulated input shall have only active ingredients listed in 
Appendix 3. All other ingredients shall not be carcinogens, teratogens, 
mutagens, or neurotoxins.

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations24 

3.2.16 Hazardous Materials List: You and your members do not use any of 
the materials on the Fairtrade International HML part 1 (Red List) on all 
Fairtrade crops that the organization is certified for and also on the fields 
where they are grown (see Annex 2). All synthetic materials are used only 
if officially registered and permitted for use on the crop in the country of 
usage. Prohibited materials are clearly marked not for use on Fairtrade 
crops—core indicator year 0.

3.2.18 Procedure for compliance with Hazardous Materials List: You develop 
a procedure to ensure that members do not use any materials on their 
Fairtrade crops that appear on the Fairtrade International HML part 1 (Red 
List). The procedure at least includes activities that raise your members’ 
awareness of the HML—core indicator year 1.

http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/KeyCoalTrends.pdf
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Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour25 

4.2.11 Hazardous Materials List: Your company does not use materials on 
the Fairtrade International Hazardous Materials List (HML) part 1 (Red 
List) on Fairtrade crop(s) (see annex 2). All synthetic materials are used 
only if officially registered and permitted for use on the crop/product in 
the country of usage. Pesticides prohibited in the HML part 1 (Red List) are 
clearly marked ‘Not for use on Fairtrade crops’—core indicator year 0.

4.2.13 Procedure for compliance with hazardous materials list: Your 
company has a procedure in place to ensure that materials on the 
Fairtrade International HML part 1 (Red List) are not used on the Fairtrade 
crop—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

4.2.2 WHO Class 1a and 1b substances and those banned by international 
conventions (POP/PIC/Montreal/Stockholm) are not used.

4.2.2.1 Cotton farmers do not use pesticides containing substances listed 
in WHO Classes 1a and 1b.

4.2.2.2 Cotton farmers do not use pesticides containing substances banned 
by international conventions. 4.2.2.3 List of locally available safe pesticide 
shall be provided to the farmer groups.

WHO 1a & 1b substances are not used 

Better Cotton 1.4.1 The Producer has a plan to phase out by 2021 pesticides listed in 
category 1 of the Globally Harmonized System of Classification and 
Labelling of Chemicals (GHS); Ia of the World Health Organization (WHO) 
classification—core indicator applicable to small, medium and large farms.

1.4.2 The Producer has a plan to phase out by 2024 pesticides listed in 
category 2 of the Globally Harmonized System of Classification and 
Labelling of Chemicals (GHS); Ib of the World Health Organization (WHO) 
classification–core indicator applicable to small, medium and large farms.

1.5.1 The Producer has a plan to phase out Pesticides defined as 
carcinogenic, mutagenic or reprotoxic (CMR) substances according to 
Categories Ia and Ib of the Globally Harmonized System of Classification 
and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS) and Ia and Ib of the World Health 
Organization (WHO) classification–core indicator applicable to small, 
medium and large farms.

Organic 4.5.3 Substances that do not appear on Appendix 3 are prohibited for use 
in organic production.

4.5.6 Any formulated input shall have only active ingredients listed in 
Appendix 3. All other ingredients shall not be carcinogens, teratogens, 
mutagens, or neurotoxins.

25  Excerpts from the Fairtrade Standard for Hired Labour (v. 1.7) are taken from Fairtrade International, 2014.
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Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.2.16 Hazardous Materials List: You and your members do not use any of 
the materials on the Fairtrade International HML part 1 (Red List) on all 
Fairtrade crops that the organization is certified for and also on the fields 
where they are grown (see Annex 2). All synthetic materials are used only 
if officially registered and permitted for use on the crop in the country of 
usage. Prohibited materials are clearly marked not for use on Fairtrade 
crops—core indicator year 0.

3.2.18 Procedure for compliance with Hazardous Materials List: You develop 
a procedure to ensure that members do not use any materials on their 
Fairtrade crops that appear on the Fairtrade International HML part 1 (Red 
List). The procedure at least includes activities that raise your members’ 
awareness of the HML—core indicator year 1.

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

4.2.11 Hazardous Materials List: Your company does not use materials on 
the Fairtrade International Hazardous Materials List (HML) part 1 (Red 
List) on Fairtrade crop(s) (see annex 2). All synthetic materials are used 
only if officially registered and permitted for use on the crop/product in 
the country of usage. Pesticides prohibited in the HML part 1 (Red List) are 
clearly marked ‘Not for use on Fairtrade crops’—core indicator year 0.

4.2.13 Procedure for compliance with hazardous materials list: Your 
company has a procedure in place to ensure that materials on the 
Fairtrade International HML part 1 (Red List) are not used on the Fairtrade 
crop—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

4.2.2 WHO Class 1a and 1b substances and those banned by international 
conventions (POP/PIC/Montreal/Stockholm) are not used. 4.2.2.1 Cotton 
farmers do not use pesticides containing substances listed in WHO 
Classes 1a and 1b.

4.2.2.2 Cotton farmers do not use pesticides containing substances banned 
by international conventions. 4.2.2.3 List of locally available safe pesticide 
shall be provided to the farmer groups.

Synthetic pesticide use is recorded

Better Cotton 7.3.2 The Producer maintains a farm-level record keeping mechanism e.g. 
Farmer Field Book for essential production data on inputs and outputs in 
an accurate manner—core indicator applicable to small, medium and large 
farms.

Organic Not covered

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.2.15 Choice of pesticides: You compile a list of the pesticides that are 
used on Fairtrade crops and keep it updated. The list has the name of the 
active ingredients, commercial name, crop on which the pesticides are used 
and the targeted pests. You indicate which of those materials are in the 
Fairtrade International Hazardous Materials List (HML), Part 2 (Orange List) 
and Part 3 (Yellow List)—core indicator year 0.
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Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

4.2.15 Documenting pesticide use: Your company records pesticides used. 
Your company indicates which of those materials are on the Fairtrade 
International HML (Part 1 Red List; Part 2 Orange List and Part 3 Yellow 
List; see annex 2). At minimum is the name of person who applied the 
pesticides, name of active ingredient, commercial brand name and amount 
of pesticide used, method of application, name of target pest or disease, 
crop, date and site are included—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

4.2.1 REEL farmers strive to reduce the amounts of pesticides over time, 
records of pesticide use are available.

4.2.1.1 Farmers keep records of types and amounts of pesticides used, 
pests and pesticide details in the FFB.

4.2.1.2 With help of records and inventories farmers can demonstrate that 
pesticide application is carried as needed.

Synthetic pesticide use must be reduced over time

Better Cotton Not covered

Organic 4.5.1 The organic production system shall include biological, cultural and 
mechanical mechanisms to manage pests, weeds and diseases. These 
include: a. choice of appropriate species and varieties; b. appropriate 
rotation programs, intercropping and companion planting; c. mechanical 
cultivation; d. protection of natural enemies of pests through provision 
of favorable habitat, such as hedges, nesting sites and ecological buffer 
zones that maintain the original vegetation to house pest predators; e. 
natural enemies including release of predators and parasites; f. mulching 
and mowing; g. grazing by animals; h. mechanical controls such as traps, 
barriers, light and sound. i. on-farm preparations from local plants, animals 
and micro-organisms.

4.5.2 When the measures in 4.5.1 are not sufficient, pest, disease and weed 
management substances permitted under Appendix 3 may be used.

4.5.4 Physical methods for pest, disease and weed management are 
permitted, including the application of heat.

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

Not covered

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

Not covered

REEL Cotton 
Code

4.2.1 REEL farmers strive to reduce the amounts of pesticides over time, 
records of pesticide use are available. 4.2.1.1 Farmers keep records of types 
and amounts of pesticides used, pests and pesticide details in the FFB. 
4.2.1.2 With help of records and inventories farmers can demonstrate that 
pesticide application is carried as needed.
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Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

Pest and pest predator monitoring

Better Cotton 1.1.1 A locally adapted and time-bound plan, based on agro-ecosystem 
analysis, and which identifies appropriate specific practices to implement 
the five components of IPM, is established - core indicator applicable to 
small farms.

1.1.2 An Integrated Pest Management Programme is implemented 
that includes all the following components: i. growing a healthy crop; ii. 
preventing the build-up of pest populations and the spread of disease; iii. 
preserving and enhancing populations of beneficial organisms; iv. regular 
field observations of crop health and key pest and beneficial insects; v. 
managing resistance - core indicator applicable to medium and large 
farms.

1.1.3 A timeline for implementing the five components of the Integrated 
Pest Management plan is established - core indicator applicable to small 
farms.

Organic Not covered

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.2.2 Integrated pest management training: You train your members on 
integrated pest management. You ensure that this training includes: the 
monitoring of pests and diseases; alternative ways to control pests and 
diseases; preventive measures against pests and diseases; measures 
to avoid that pests and diseases build up resistance to pesticides—dev 
indicator year 3.

3.2.3 Responsible pesticide application: Your members are able to 
demonstrate that pesticides are applied based on knowledge of pests and 
diseases—dev indicator year 6.

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

4.2.3 Monitoring pests: Your company monitors the main pests and diseases 
of the Fairtrade crop, and establishes a level of damage beyond which the 
need to use chemical pesticides is justified. The company avoids the build-
up of resistance to pesticides—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

4.1.2 Monitoring to determine the economic threshold of pests and time of 
application is practiced.

4.1.2.1 The cotton producer scouts and monitors pest attack.

4.1.2.2 When feasible, farmers use pheromone traps for identification of 
pests with the aim to ensure targeted pesticide use.

4.1.2.3 Economic injury levels and action thresholds are respected.
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Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

Other pest-control measures are prioritized over synthetic pesticides

Better Cotton 1.1.1 A locally adapted and time-bound plan, based on agro-ecosystem 
analysis, and which identifies appropriate specific practices to implement 
the five components of Integrated Pest Management, is established - core 
indicator applicable to small farms.

1.1.2 An Integrated Pest Management Programme is implemented 
that includes all the following components: i. growing a healthy crop; ii. 
preventing the build-up of pest populations and the spread of disease; iii. 
preserving and enhancing populations of beneficial organisms; iv. regular 
field observations of crop health and key pest and beneficial insects; v. 
managing resistance - core indicator applicable to medium and large 
farms.

1.1.3 A timeline for implementing the five components of the Integrated 
Pest Management plan is established - core indicator applicable to small 
farms.

Organic 4.5.1 The organic production system shall include biological, cultural and 
mechanical mechanisms to manage pests, weeds and diseases. These 
include: a. choice of appropriate species and varieties; b. appropriate 
rotation programs, intercropping and companion planting; c. mechanical 
cultivation; d. protection of natural enemies of pests through provision 
of favorable habitat, such as hedges, nesting sites and ecological buffer 
zones that maintain the original vegetation to house pest predators; e. 
natural enemies including release of predators and parasites; f. mulching 
and mowing; g. grazing by animals; h. mechanical controls such as traps, 
barriers, light and sound. i. on-farm preparations from local plants, animals 
and micro-organisms.

4.5.2 When the measures in 4.5.1 are not sufficient, pest, disease and weed 
management substances permitted under Appendix 3 may be used.

4.5.4 Physical methods for pest, disease and weed management are 
permitted, including the application of heat.

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.2.2 Integrated pest management training: You train your members on 
integrated pest management. You ensure that this training includes: the 
monitoring of pests and diseases; alternative ways to control pests and 
diseases; preventive measures against pests and diseases; measures 
to avoid that pests and diseases build up resistance to pesticides—dev 
indicator year 3.
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Crop 
protection 
indicators VSS requirement

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

4.2.2 Alternative controls and preventive measures against pests: Your 
company implements at least one alternative control other than pesticide 
application and at least one preventive measure to avoid pest development 
in order to demonstrate control against pest and Year 0 disease in the 
Fairtrade crop—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

4.1.3 Farmers have been encouraged to recur to herbicides as a last resort.

4.1.3.1 Weed control is done manually and/or mechanically.

4.1.3.2 Farmers are encouraged not to use herbicides.

4.1.3.3 Application of herbicide is reduced over time.

4.1.4 Cultural, physical and biological measures are applied before 
resorting to chemical pest control (only applicable if scouting has shown 
pest infestation).

4.1.4.1 Farmers shall plant cotton along with border crop and trap crop.

4.1.4.2 At least one cultural measure to control pests has been adopted 
(e.g. bird perches; traps (pheromone) etc).

4.1.4.3 At least one biological method has been considered, e.g. release and 
augmentation of natural enemies; use of microbial products; use of natural 
products/biological pesticides; organic pest repellents (e.g. neem extract).

Table A2. VSS requirements for water conservation

Price and 
Income 
Indicators VSS Requirement

Minimum price guarantee

Better Cotton Not covered

Organic Not covered

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

2.3.4 Honouring contracts: You ensure that all elements of the 
transactions fixed in the contract are honoured, unless you and the other 
party agree to a change. If you become aware that exceptional and/or 
unforeseen circumstances prevent you from supplying the volume stated 
in the contract, you promptly notify the buyer in writing and actively seek 
a solution.

If Fairtrade International publishes new Fairtrade Minimum Prices, you 
fulfil all signed contracts at the price agreed in the contract. The price in 
the contract can be modified only if you and your buyer both agree to it in 
writing—core indicator year 0.
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Price and 
Income 
Indicators VSS Requirement

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

5.3.4 Binding purchase contracts: You sign binding purchase contracts 
provided by your buyers, which are in line with Fairtrade requirements. 
Unless otherwise stated in the product Standards, contracts at minimum 
clearly indicate the agreed volumes, quality, price (Fairtrade Minimum 
Price or market price; whichever is higher), payment terms, and delivery 
conditions. All contracts between operators and Fairtrade payers or 
conveyors stipulate a mechanism to resolve conflicts separate from 
jurisdiction, agreed by both parties—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

Not covered

Price premiums

Better Cotton Not covered

Organic There are not specifications in the Organic standard concerning price 
premiums which are driven primarily by supply and demand as described 
by Seufert and Ramankutty below. As Organic cotton farmers do not 
always benefit directly from price premiums, Fairtrade has started 
piloting a price differential (or premium) of 0.03 Euros to be paid directly 
to Organic cotton farmers in India (Fairtrade International, 2021b).   

“Organic food typically has a substantial price premium, which benefits 
producers, but at the expense of consumers. Higher organic prices are 
due to limited supply relative to demand, the need to maintain separate 
distribution channels, and lower yields and sometimes higher production 
costs. Although direct organic marketing initiatives such as farmers 
markets and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) aim to be more 
accessible to low-income consumers, they usually mostly reach middle-
class consumers. However, some studies suggest that CSA shares in an 
organic farm can provide considerable cost savings to consumers, even 
compared to conventional produce (Seufert & Ramankutty, 2017, p. 9).”

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

4.1.4 Fairtrade Premium: You include all the activities that you plan to 
fund with the Fairtrade Premium in the Fairtrade Development Plan before 
you implement the activities—core indicator year 1.

4.1.10 Fairtrade Premium use reporting: You report at least once a year 
on Fairtrade Premium use. You send the report on the Premium use from 
the previous year, three months after the General Assembly. You send 
the information to Fairtrade International / your respective Producer 
Network—core indicator year 1
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Price and 
Income 
Indicators VSS Requirement

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

2.1.1 Fairtrade Premium Committee: A Fairtrade Premium Committee 
(FPC), with elected FPC worker members and appointed advisors from 
the management is created, with the purpose of managing the Fairtrade 
Premium (FP) for the benefits of all workers. The number of workers’ 
members in the Fairtrade Premium Committee is significantly higher than 
the number of management advisors. In the case of multi-estates there 
are FPCs at each affiliated plantation to the multi-estate. There may also 
be a central FPC at the head office—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

Not covered

Fibre quality

Better Cotton 5.1.1 Good management practices for the harvest and storage of seed 
cotton are adopted—core indicator small, medium and large farms.

5.1.2 No polypropylene, polyethylene or any synthetic bags are used 
during the harvesting of cotton by hand, nor during storage and 
transportation—improvement indicator small, medium and large farms.

Organic Not covered

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

Not covered

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

Not covered

REEL Cotton 
Code

1.4.1 Farmers adopt quality and traceability practices at pre-harvesting, 
harvesting, post harvesting handling and storage.

1.4.1.1 Farmers adopt proper crop harvest management techniques, timing 
and judgement.

1.4.1.2 Cotton is prevented from being contaminated with foreign material 
during and after picking.

1.4.1.3 Incidence of seed cotton with poor quality is physically monitored 
for no contamination.

1.4.1.4 REEL cotton product flow shall be documented up to ginner level 
and maintained.
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Price and 
Income 
Indicators VSS Requirement

Minimum wage

Better Cotton 6.13.1 Farmers in the PU are aware of the legally applicable minimum 
wage/s (statutory national or regional minimum wage applicable to 
agriculture, collectively agreed wage, industry minimum)—core indicator, 
small, medium and large farms.

6.13.2 The wage rate paid to workers by the Producer is equal to or higher 
than the applicable minimum wage - payment—improvement indicator, 
medium and large farms.

6.13.3 Employees are paid more than 15% higher than the applicable 
minimum wage—payment—improvement indicator, large farms.

6.13.4 Piece rate or wages adequate for workers to earn the applicable 
national minimum wage or regional norm (whichever is higher) are 
provided during normal working hours and under normal operating 
conditions payment—improvement indicator, large farms.

Organic 9.10 Operators shall pay employees wages and benefits that meet legal 
minimum requirements of the operation’s jurisdiction or, in the absence of 
this minimum, the sectorial benchmark.

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.3.18 Wages: You and your members set salaries for workers according 
to CBA regulations where they exist or at regional average wages or at 
official minimum wages for similar occupations whichever is the highest. 
You specify wages for all employee functions and employment terms, 
such as piecework—core indicator year 0.

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

3.5.3 Hourly wages: For work based on production, quotas and piecework, 
during normal working hours, your company pays the equivalent to 
average hourly waged work based on a manageable work load. This is not 
below a proportionate minimum wage or the relevant industry average, 
whichever is higher. Information about this pay rate is transparent and 
available for all workers and worker organizations—core indicator year 0.

REEL Cotton 
Code

9.6.2 Work—including subcontracted work—is equally remunerated 
according to the type of work provided and for both genders alike.

9.6.2.1 Payment of workers contracted by the farmer shall either be in line 
with or exceeding sector Collective Bargaining Agreements, or correspond to 
the regional average and/or official minimum wages for similar occupations.

9.6.2.2 Payment shall be in minimum equal to the country or region-
specific stipulated benchmark for the living wages.

9.6.2.3 Women pay shall be equal to their male counterpart for the same 
type of work provided.

9.6.2.4 The pay rate shall allow subcontracted workers who are 
remunerated based on production quotas, or piecework, to earn the 
proportionate minimum wage or relevant industry average (whichever is 
higher) during normal working hours.
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Price and 
Income 
Indicators VSS Requirement

Living wage

Better Cotton Not covered

Organic Not covered

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.3.23 Gradual salary increase: You and your members gradually increase 
salaries above the regional average and the official minimum wage—
development indicator year 3.

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

3.5.4 Wage level increase: If remuneration (wages and benefits) is below 
the living wage benchmarks as approved by Fairtrade International, your 
company ensures that real wages are increased annually to continuously 
close the gap with living wage. The incremental steps and timeline toward 
the applicable living wage are negotiated with trade union/elected worker 
representatives—core indicator year 1.

REEL Cotton 
Code

9.6.2 Work—including subcontracted work—is equally remunerated 
according to the type of work provided and for both genders alike.

9.6.2.1 Payment of workers contracted by the farmer shall either be in line 
with or exceeding sector Collective Bargaining Agreements, or correspond 
to the regional average and/or official minimum wages for similar 
occupations.

9.6.2.2 Payment shall be in minimum equal to the country or region-
specific stipulated benchmark for the living wages.

9.6.2.3 Women pay shall be equal to their male counterpart for the same 
type of work provided.

9.6.2.4 The pay rate shall allow subcontracted workers who are 
remunerated based on production quotas, or piecework, to earn the 
proportionate minimum wage or relevant industry average (whichever is 
higher) during normal working hours.

Equal pay for equal work

Better Cotton 6.5.1 Equal wages are paid to workers who perform the same job, 
irrespective of gender—core indicator, medium and large farms.

6.5.2 There is no evidence of any policy, practice or customary rule that 
results in the payment of unequal wages on the basis of gender to 
workers who perform the same job—core indicator, small farms.

Organic 9.5 Operators shall provide their employees and contractors equal 
opportunity and treatment, and shall not act in a discriminatory way.
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Price and 
Income 
Indicators VSS Requirement

Fairtrade small-
scale producer 
organizations

3.3.26 Equitable remuneration: You and your members give local, migrant, 
seasonal and permanent workers the same benefits and employment 
conditions for the same work performed. In cases where equivalent 
benefits, such as a pension scheme or social security, cannot be made 
available to a set of workers, e.g. migrant or temporary/seasonal workers, 
your organization provides an alternative and equivalent benefit through 
other means—development indicator year 6.

Fairtrade Hired 
Labour

3.5.21 Equitable remuneration: Local and migrant, seasonal/temporary 
and permanent workers receive equivalent benefits and employment 
conditions for equal work performed. In cases where equivalent benefits, 
such as a pension scheme or social security, cannot be made available 
to a set of workers, e.g. migrant or temporary/seasonal workers, these 
workers receive the equivalent or an alternative through other means—
core indicator year 1.

REEL Cotton 
Code

9.6.2 Work—including subcontracted work—is equally remunerated 
according to the type of work provided and for both genders alike.

9.6.2.1 Payment of workers contracted by the farmer shall either be in line 
with or exceeding sector Collective Bargaining Agreements, or correspond 
to the regional average and/or official minimum wages for similar 
occupations.

9.6.2.2 Payment shall be in minimum equal to the country or region-
specific stipulated benchmark for the living wages.

9.6.2.3 Women pay shall be equal to their male counterpart for the same 
type of work provided.

9.6.2.4 The pay rate shall allow subcontracted workers who are 
remunerated based on production quotas, or piecework, to earn the 
proportionate minimum wage or relevant industry average (whichever is 
higher) during normal working hours.
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Appendix B. Trade Agreements and 
the Issues of Concern

Table B1. Analysis of trade agreement provisions and the issues of concern

Labour Environment

Asia Pacific Trade 
Agreement (1975)

Preamble:

REALIZING that the expansion 
of trade could act as a powerful 
stimulus to the development 
of their national economies, 
by expanding investment and 
production opportunities through 
benefits to be gained from 
specialization and economies 
of scale, thus providing greater 
opportunities of employment and 
securing higher living standards 
for their populations;

Article 35 Exceptions:

Nothing in this Agreement shall 
prevent any Participating State 
from taking action and adopting 
measures which it considers 
necessary for the protection of its 
national security, the protection 
of public morality, the protection 
of human, animal and plant life 
and health, and the protection of 
articles of artistic, historical and 
archaeological value.

South Asian Free 
Trade Area (2004)

Article 14 - General Exceptions:

(…) b)  Subject to the requirement 
that such measures are not 
applied in a manner which would 
constitute a means of arbitrary 
or unjustifiable discrimination 
between countries where the 
similar conditions prevail, or 
a disguised restriction on 
intraregional trade, nothing in this 
Agreement shall be construed to 
prevent any Contracting State 
from taking action and adopting 
measures which it considers 
necessary for the protection of: (i)  
public morals; (ii)  human, animal 
or plant life and health; and (iii)  
articles of artistic, historic and 
archaeological value.
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Labour Environment

India–Sri Lanka 
FTA (1998)

Article IV General Exceptions:

Nothing in this Agreement shall 
prevent any Contracting Party 
from taking action and adopting 
measures, which it considers 
necessary for the protection of its 
national security, the protection 
of public morals, the protection 
of human, animal or plant life 
and health, and the protection 
of articles of artistic, historic 
and archaeological value, as is 
provided for in Articles XX and 
XXI of the General Agreement on 
Tariff and Trade, 1994.

Pakistan–Sri Lanka 
FTA (2002)

Article IV - General Exceptions:

Nothing in this Agreement shall 
prevent a Contracting Party 
from taking action and adopting 
measures, which it considers 
necessary for the protection of its 
national security, the protection 
of public morals, the protection 
of human, animal or plant life 
and health, and the protection 
of articles of artistic, historic, 
and archaeological value, as is 
provided for in Article XX and 
XXI of the General Agreement 
on Tariff and Trade, 1994 and 
WTO Agreement on Application 
of Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
Measures.
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