
Africa

Organic cotton projects in Africa combine innovative approaches
to farmer participation with strong social programs, an attention to
fibre quality, and a diversity of interesting cultures and production
areas, offering unique products and programs for a variety of
companies.

While each project is different, visitors to organic cotton farms will
always see amazing colour, traditional dress and smiles, and will
often be greeted, quite literally, with a song and dance about organic
cotton.
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1. Cotton in Africa †

Cotton is an important cash crop for many African
countries. It accounts for 50% to 70% of export
revenues in Benin and is the second largest
export earner in Tanzania1. Some 10 million
people in Central and West Africa depend on
cotton revenues2. However, African cotton
exports are affected by subsidies paid by the
United States, European Union and Chinese
governments, a practice that undermines world
market prices3 .  It also increases the impacts
of agrochemicals on human and environmental
health4. According to a global study, cotton uses
22% of all insecticides applied in agriculture and
11% of all pesticides5.

Because of these economic pressures, many
African smallholders are being driven to the
margins of economic viability or out of cotton
altogether with few alternative cash crops6.

While conventional cotton production has
contributed positively to economies in sub-
Saharan Africa7, it has not been cost-free8.
Synthetic inputs (fertilisers and pesticides) need
to be bought on credit (deducted from a farmer’s
earnings after harvest); farmers gamble on
gaining sufficient yields to pay for the inputs,
and conventional farming practices damage
ecosystems and human and animal health9. In
addition, food security is reduced10, and
liberalisation exposes producer countries and

farmers to unstable world market prices, which
for decades have been fluctuating but generally
declining11.

African cotton production is based on smallholder
family farming. In West Africa, units average
eight to nine people who farm ten or fewer
hectares12. The same pattern is true for organic
cotton farming, with a tendency for the smallest
and poorest farmers to be more represented13.

1. Ton, 2002a
2. Watkins, 2002
3. Linard, 2002; Goreux, 2003; Watkins, 2002
4. Ton, 2002a; PAN UK, 2003; Williamson, 2003a
5. Allan Woodburn Associates, 1995
6. PAN UK, 2003; Ton, 2002a
7. Ton, 2001; Minot and Daniels, 2002
8. Ton, 2001
9. Ton, 2001

10. PAN UK, 2003
11. Gibbon, 2001
12. Minot and Daniels, 2002; Toulmin and Gueye, 2003
13. Ton, 2002a

i. For a more detailed view of cotton in Africa as well
as a history of organic cotton in Africa, see Ferrigno
et al., Organic Cotton: a new development path for
African smallholders, Gatekeeper Series 120, IIED:
London 2005, from which this section is extracted.

Breaking with Convention:  Making an Impact One Fibre at a Time

8



2.  History of Organic 
Cotton in Africa
Organic cotton production began in 1994 in Tanzania
and Uganda, with Senegal and Zimbabwe joining
in 1995 and Benin in 1996. Organic production also
recently started in Togo, Kenya and Zambia.

Organic cotton production in Africa continues to be
strong, and is over three times higher now than in
2000-01. Production is still concentrated mostly in
the East; however, production in West Africa has
grown, especially in Mali, through support from buyers

trading company, may restart organic cotton
production.

A small project in Togo is ongoing, with 300 farmers
trained, although the fibre is currently uncertified
due to lack of both funding and buyers.

New production and trials have begun in Zambia
and Kenya. Production is also planned in Malawi.
A small number of uncertified producers remain in
Zimbabwe together with a support structure that
also trains other producers in Southern Africa.
Senegal, while still producing little organic cotton,
has the potential to transition 2,000 hectares, already
certified organic for other crops, to organic cotton.

in Switzerland, while production in Benin has
become more secure and has gained access to
export markets through new ties with buyers and
the creation of a new trading company. Another new
factor in Africa is the growth of Fairtrade cotton,
beginning in Senegal and extending now to Mali.
Some of the Fairtrade cotton is jointly certified as
organic. Thus far, only one project in Senegal has
ceased organic cotton production since 2000-01.

Tanzania is currently the largest producer in Sub-
Saharan Africa, ahead of Uganda. In Uganda, a
new project, NOGAMU, is promoting organic cotton
production in traditional cotton growing areas such
as Kasese and West Nile. Outspan, a Ugandan

2004-05 Organic Cotton Stocks and Fibre Production in Africa
(in metric tonnes, CFA Zone = West African Franc Region)

Benin 199 67 230 36 15%
Burkina Faso 0 45 30 15 10%
Mali 0 296 296 0 68%
Senegal 5 27 14 17 6%
Togo 0 0 0 0 0%

Total 204 435 570 68 100%
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Kenya 0 2 0 2 0.09%
Malawi 0 0 0 0 0%
Tanzania 0 1,213 1,213 0 57%
Uganda 400 900 500 800 43%
Zambia 0 2 0 2 0.09%
Zimbabwe 0 0 0 0 0%

Total 400 2,117 1,713 804 100%

Benin 36 58 94 0 6%
Burkina Faso 15 200 200 15 20%
Mali 0 722 722 0 71%
Senegal 17 33 33 18 3%
Togo 0 2 0 2 0%

Total 68 1015 1049 35 100%
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Kenya 2 6 0 8 0%
Malawi 0 4 0 4 0%
Tanzania 0 1336 1336 1 54%
Uganda 800 1100 1500 400 45%
Zambia 2 23 23 2 1%
Zimbabwe 0 0 0 0 0%

Total 804 2469 2859 415 100%

2005-06 Organic Cotton Production Projections and Stocks in Africa
(in metric tonnes, CFA Zone = West African Franc Region)
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3.  Sourcing Potential in
Africa

There is strong organic cotton expansion
potential in several countries that are loosely
centred around two continental hubs, East and
West, each with two distinct geographical
regions, as follows:

East Africa:

Hub 1: Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya, Zambia

Hub 2: Zambia, Mozambique, Lesotho, South
Africa, Zimbabwe

West Africa:

Hub 3: Benin, Burkina Faso, Togo, Ghana,
Nigeria, Cameroon

Hub 4: Senegal, Mali

note:
The capacity and growth of these hubs are
discussed in more detail in the following sections.
All growth projections are based on the need to
simultaneously increase production and the capacity
of projects to deliver continued support and training
to farmers while developing their management and
marketing capabilities. The estimates used here
are minimum estimated potential growth. The more
human and financial capital that is invested, the
higher production can grow.
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