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BURKINA FASO: Cotton producers celebrate WTO ruling 
against US subsidies 

 

Photo: Brahima Ouedraogo/IRIN 

Cotton farmers in Burkina Faso see their income dwindling even 
if their production increases. 

OUAGADOUGOU, 16 October 2007 (IRIN) - 
Cotton industry officials in West Africaâ€™s 
largest cotton producing nation are 
celebrating a ruling by the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) that US government 
subsidies to cotton farmers there undermine 
free trade.  
 
â€œI am hopeful that the situation here will 
get better,â€• said Francois Traore, 
President of the African Cotton Producers 
Association. â€œAt least it tells the truth 
that there are distortions against Africaâ
€™s development interests.â€•  
 
According to Traore, who is also president 
of Burkina Fasoâ€™s National Union of 
Cotton Producers, the WTO and the 
international community are now obliged to 

force the US to respect the ruling.  
 
â€œSubsidies are preventing us from living,â€• Traore said. â€œIf nothing is done, we can 
now say that nobody wants us to develop.â€•  
 
The WTO ruled on 15 October that the US had failed to bring subsidies and export credit 
guarantees to US cotton farmers into conformity with the WTO. The subsidies and export credit 
guarantees were put in place through the 2002 Farm Bill which the WTO had ruling against in 
2005. 
 
Officials in developing countries and international poverty analysts say the subsidies drive down 
prices, making it hard for small farmers in poor countries to compete on international markets.  
 
The ruling could open the door to billions of dollars in trade sanctions against the US by Brazil, 
another major cotton producing country, which initially brought the case against the US.  
 
The Brazilian government says the US only retained its place as the world's second-largest 
cotton grower by paying out US$12.5 billion in government subsidies to its farmers between 
August 1999 and July 2003. China is the largest exporter of cotton, while Brazil is fifth.  
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Oxfam America president Raymond Offenheiser, said the US Congress is still considering a new 
Farm Bill that would leave farm subsidies largely unchanged. â€œThis would be most tragic for 
the millions of people in developing countries whose livelihoods are threatened on a daily basis 
because of US agricultural subsidiesâ€•, Offenheiser said in a statement.  
 
Officials in Burkina Faso are not overly optimistic about the prospects of their cotton industry in 
the immediate future. â€œWe hope that at the US-executive level, officials will feel embarrassed 
for always being pointed at and that something can be done to implement the ruling. But the 
problem remains with the US Congress which is under strong pressure from the US cotton 
industry lobby,â€• said Seriba Ouattara, Director General at the Ministry of Health.  
 
Visiting Burkina Faso on 15 October, Brazilâ€™s President Luiz Inacio Lula Da Silva called on the 
WTO to keep backing Burkina Faso and Benin, Chad and Mali which together form Africaâ€™s â
€˜C4â€™ group which has lobbied for changes to US subsidies. â€œWe must work together to 
protect [our] farmers so that they can gain competitiveness on the international marketâ€•, 
President Da Silva said.  
 
Last October, in a video conference with the US Congress, the President of Burkina Faso Blaise 
Compaore stressed the importance cotton plays in poverty alleviation in C4 countries. His 
government estimates that almost half the population relies directly or indirectly on cotton.  
 
An estimated 20 million people, many of them subsistence farmers depend on cotton in West 
and Central African countries for cash.  
 
According to Oxfam, sub-Saharan cotton farmers have lost $450 million since 2004 and the 20 
million people who depend on the product have become poorer even though many have 
increased the amount of cotton they grow.  
 
Oxfam estimates abolishing US subsidies to the cotton industry would lead to a 6 to 14 percent 
increase in the price of cotton. As a result households in Africaâ€™s cotton producing countries 
would benefit by 2.3 to 5.7 percent.  
 
bo/nr/dh

 
Theme(s): (IRIN) Aid Policy, (IRIN) Economy, (IRIN) Governance  
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