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IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN  
 
This issue of Commodities at a Glance has been prepared by the Special Unit on Commodities
(SUC) of UNCTAD. This quarterly publication aims to collect, present and disseminate accurate and
relevant statistical information linked to international primary commodity markets in a clear, 
concise and friendly format.  
 
Given the recent record rises in cotton prices and wider commodity price volatility, this edition of 
Commodities at a glance (n°2), will focus on the world cotton industry, with a special emphasis 
on African cotton producing countries. The cotton sector in Africa is critical to the provision of
sustainable rural livelihoods and the economic development of these countries. This issue of
Commodities at a glance with its focus on the African cotton sector has been prepared for the 
Pan-African Cotton Meeting in June 2011, in Cotonou (Benin).   
 
For further information about this publication, please contact the Special Unit on Commodities
(SUC), UNCTAD, Palais des Nations, CH-1211 Genève 10, Switzerland, telephone +41 22 917 5676
e-mail: commodities@unctad.org.  
 
SSTTAATTIISSTTIICCAALL  DDAATTAA  SSOOUURRCCEESS  
 
All Statistical data sources for this publication have been indicated under each specific graph.  
 
Some discrepancies may appear in this document, especially between production and trade 
statistics due to the way information is reported by countries.  
 
The share of Africa in cotton lint exports both in 1985/86-1989/90 and 2006/07-2010/11 is higher 
than the share of Africa in cotton lint production. This situation is due to the fact that cotton is 
mainly grown as an export crop in Africa for international markets, while it is largely processed and 
domestically used in other regions. 
  
CCOOPPYYRRIIGGHHTT    
 
Material in this publication may be freely quoted or reprinted, but full acknowledgement is 
requested (UNCTAD, Special Unit on Commodities, Commodities at a Glance). A copy of the 
publication containing the quotation or reprint should be sent to the UNCTAD secretariat at: Palais
des Nations, CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland or by e-mail to: commodities@unctad.org. 
 
 
 
 
FFRREEEE  SSUUBBSSCCRRIIPPTTIIOONN    
 
The current publication is intended to be published on a quarterly basis. If you are interested in
receiving its updated versions by e-mail on a regular basis, please send an e-mail to: 
commodities@unctad.org and we would be pleased to send it to you as soon as issued.  
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MakingMaking news news thisthis quarter...quarter...

This quarter’s edition of UNCTAD’s Commodities at a Glance describes world cotton trade, price, 
production, and consumption trends, with a particular focus on Africa. The cotton sector is vital for at 
least 80 countries, of which 28 are in Africa, and accounts for around 2 per cent of the world’s arable 
land.  Cotton production and processing is a critically important source of income and employment in 
developing countries, including the least developed countries (LDCs) in Africa. China, India, the United 
States and Pakistan are the main producers in the world, followed by Brazil and Uzbekistan, who 
altogether account for 80 per cent of world cotton production. African cotton lint production accounts for 
5 per cent of world production (see figure 7b). Cotton is also a widely traded commodity, involving over 
100 countries in both import and exports.  
 
Prior to 2008, the world cotton industry had been experiencing robust demand growth and rising yields. 
Over the last 60 years, cotton production once almost quadrupled, from 7 million tons in 1950/51 to 27 
million tons in 2006/07, but declined thereafter to 22 million in 2009/10 (see figure 6). The introduction 
and adoption of new technologies and expansion of the area under cotton has resulted in significant 
production gains in the world. African cotton production peaked in 2004/05 (at around 2 million tons) 
and then declined by almost 50 per cent over the next five years (see figure 6). The African CFAF zone 
countries were hardest hit with production declines of 55 per cent between 2004/05 and 2008/09 as 
compared with a 20 per cent decline in SADC countries.  
 
Since 1985, world cotton yields have risen from around 500 kilograms per hectare to 800 kilograms. 
However, these productivity gains have not materialized in Africa. The productivity gap between world 
and African cotton lint yields has grown over the past 20 years, with average cotton yields in Africa at 
about half the world average. Yields in Africa have declined by 10 per cent during this period (see figures 
10 and 11). Growth in Africa’s cotton production has not been based on productivity gains with declining 
yields being a key factor (see figure 10).   
 
In 2009/10 African cotton exports accounted for 12.5 per cent of world cotton lint exports, down from 
the 21 per cent share achieved in 2003/04. This situation represents a substantial loss of global market 
share over the past 5 years. Again, in terms of export performance, the CFAF zone countries were 
hardest hit with their cotton exports falling from 14 per cent of world cotton exports (71 per cent of 
African cotton exports) to 7 per cent (59 per cent of African cotton exports) during 2003/04 to 
2009/10[1]. Finding a solution to the cotton issue might facilitate the conclusion of the WTO Doha Round,
and help African cotton producers achieve stable, predictable and fair prices on the world market.   
 
A particular issue for cotton producing African countries concerns “commodity dependence” as many 
countries have experienced unbalanced growth patterns due in part to the high concentration of 
merchandise exports in few commodities traded on often volatile world markets. Relying on a few 
commodities with uncertain profitability enhances their economic vulnerability.  
 
The cotton-led growth of many African countries has been negatively affected by the growing volatility of 
world prices, competing synthetic fibers, and cotton subsidies in the United States, Europe and China. 
Nonetheless, there are substantial growth opportunities for African cotton, although some challenges 
need to be addressed: (i) improving value addition (and quality), (ii) closing the productivity gap 
between Africa and other world producers through farm-level productivity and ginning efficiency; and (iii)
supporting capacities and institutions through the capacity-building of stakeholders, and strengthening of 
governance structures. In the short-term, the main threats to the sustainability of the African cotton 
sector include: the US dollar:Euro exchange rate, OECD subsidies, a lack of access to finance and 
extension services, weak cooperatives / marketing systems and a lack of adapted risk management tools.
All of these issues have to be addressed to enhance the prospects for the competitiveness of Africa’s 
cotton sector. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
[1] See European Union - Africa Partnership on Cotton update relating to the EU-Africa partnership on Cotton, June 
2010. http://www.coton-acp.org/en/update-relating-european-union-africa-partnership-cotton-june-2010. 
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