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Cotton was once the fourth largest agricultural export from Haiti 
before it all but disappeared by the late 1980s. Its demise was 
due largely to external pressures and internal politics, not climate 
or environmental concerns.

This study begins with a global overview of cotton production and 
markets, and then sets out to address three fundamental questions:

• what are the current best practices in the production of 
sustainable smallholder-grown cotton?

• why did cotton production stop in Haiti and what are the key 
lessons from that experience?

• is it feasible to reintroduce cotton to Haiti by building on the 
sustainable, smallholder-driven agroforestry model devel-
oped by the Smallholder Farmers Alliance (SFA)?

The social and economic importance of cotton on a global scale 
is self-evident: it is grown on approximately 33 million hectares 
(2.5% of global arable land) in over 75 countries with more than 
250 million people involved in its production and processing. 
Sixty percent of the world’s cotton is grown in developing 
countries by, among others, more than 100 million smallholder 
farmers whose livelihoods and wellbeing depend on the crop. 

Conventional cotton production has traditionally relied on highly 
intensive farming methods. Consumer and manufacturer con-
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cerns about the resulting pollution and its contribution to climate 
change have led to several standards being developed in order 
to improve sustainability in the cotton sector. Key among these 
are 1.) Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), 2.) Cotton Made in Africa 
(CmiA), 3.) organic cotton, and 4.) Fairtrade cotton, with BCI 
being by far the largest in scope. 

Along with the development of sustainability standards in the 
cotton sector, demand for more sustainable cotton has seen 
a strong increase: major brands and retailers like Adidas, C&A, 
H&M, IKEA, Nike and Timberland have committed to sourcing 
100% of their cotton from more sustainable sources by 2020.  
On the production side, supplies of more sustainable cotton have 
increased significantly in the last few years, reaching unprece-
dented volumes and accounting for about 8% of global produc-
tion in 2014 (projected to be around 13% in 2015). 

Market pressure for sustainable cotton has coincided with 
significantly increased awareness and support for smallholder 
farming in developing countries—across all categories of 
agriculture—in recent years. As a result there is an unprece-
dented body of new best practice experience from smallholders 
in Africa and Asia who are producing cotton in a more environ-
mentally friendly and ethical way. 

Most of these new best practices aim to lower or eliminate 
completely the use of chemical pesticides and at the same time 
decrease farmers’ dependence on other costly inputs. They 
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also seek to improve working environments and improve health 
issues commonly associated with conventional cotton production 
methods. The organic approach in particular is interesting for 
smallholders as it relies on an integrated approach that uses 
locally available inputs, incorporates natural methods to control 
pests, and requires less water. Other best practices not specific 
to cotton, but widely used by smallholders, include soil fertility 
management, crop rotation and intercropping, utilizing green 
manure to build soil, and pest control regimens that use locally 
available, natural resources. 

Despite promising growth, the market for sustainable cotton is 
still facing several challenges. Principle among these is that the 
gap between purchase and supply is widening as production 
grows faster than demand. The result is that the bulk of sustain-
able cotton ends up on the conventional market. Another big 
problem is that a large part of more sustainably produced cotton 
is not properly traced throughout the value chain: only 17% of 
all sustainably farmed cotton is actually traded and recognized 
as sustainable cotton at the consumer end of the value chain. 
The remaining 83%, as a consequence of poor traceability, gets 
mixed and “lost” with regular cotton. 

So why consider reintroducing cotton to Haiti? In summary, 
there are six principle reasons:

• there is an opportunity to build an entirely new farming model 
that incorporates the recent body of developing country best 
practices—including adjustments for climate change—that 
address smallholder cotton cultivation; 

• this new model can incorporate the social enterprise 
principles already developed by the SFA over the past seven 
years, including creating a cotton value chain that maximizes 
efficiency and benefits smallholder farmers; 

• by starting from scratch, the model can be designed 
so that the training, support and research system for 
cotton is based on combining production for export and 
local markets through an emphasis on a combination of 
rotation and intercropping; 

• the fact that cotton grows well in Haiti (noting that changes 
in rainfall and temperature there are within the range of 
those faced by best practice examples from Asia and 
Africa) and there are large numbers of smallholder farmers 
interested in cultivating this crop again;

• the reality that most farmers in the country are already 
organic by default, and so certification will not be as onerous 
as on chemically-treated land; and

• with the introduction of 3 anchor operations of 500 small-
holder farms each, and with a conservative projected catalytic 
impact of 5,000 additional farms per operation, the projected 
output within 5 years could be 8,185 US tons annually 
(based on a maximum of half of any one farmer’s land being 
assigned to cotton) with a total value conservatively estimated 
at between US$11.5 million and $14.3 million depending on 
market fluctuations and organic vs conventional.
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CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

continued...

For many years, dating back to the Colonial Period, cotton was successfully grown in Haiti. Its demise was 
largely the due to external pressures and internal politics, not climate or environmental concerns. Critical areas 
that led to collapse of the country’s cotton sector included: a lack of financing mechanisms, a lack of institu-
tional organization and support, a decline in demand following increased competition from abroad, and a lack of 
capacity to maintain and further develop the sector. 

While climate change is an undeniable reality that needs to be factored in when considering the reintroduction 
of cotton to Haiti, it is believed that production can be organized in a way to address and mitigate some of its 
main challenges. Many of the integrated methods and strategies offered by the organic toolkit mentioned in this 
study have been successfully tested and proven in similarly challenged areas all over the world. 

Given the areas available for cotton cultivation—and using a set of assumptions derived from best prac-
tices elsewhere in the world—it is believed that 5 years from now a fully developed cotton program in Haiti 
should be able to produce 8,185 US tons of cotton lint annually with a total value of between US$11.5 
million and US$14.3 million depending on market fluctuations and organic vs conventional.



It is the conclusion of this study that the reintroduction of cotton to Haiti is a viable agricultural and 
economic proposition if undertaken by smallholder farmers with the following recommentations:

• Utilize an integrated social enterprise model: It is recommended to work with a minimum of 500 
smallholder farmers at a time through cooperative or association structures that become the means of 
purchasing cotton as well as providing training, tools, financial services and seed. The resulting Haiti Cotton 
Initiative (working title) will function as a social business, with all forms of support provided as part of an 
overall business operation and not in the form of handouts. 

• Start with purchase orders: It is highly recommended that any foray into cotton in Haiti be anchored in 
advance by at least one significant purchase order from a major company. Even if that order may need to 
be somewhat speculative in nature to begin with as volume and price points are hard to guarantee a year in 
advance, it is an essential tool in terms of securing the required public and private financing as well gaining 
the confidence and trust of farmers.   

• Support women farmers: Based on solid empirical data, providing targeted support and training for 
women smallholder farmers is recommended in order to maximize yields and profits for cotton production. It 
has also been shown that support for gender equality in cotton production also results in increased benefits 
for both families and communities. 

• Develop a brand: It is recommended to invest in developing a brand for Haitian cotton that highlights 
quality, organic certification and the special role of smallholder farmers. The latter is particularly important as 
smallholders become known to consumers who are willing to pay premium prices for such considerations.

• Establish exporting and marketing capacity: It is critical that the Haiti Cotton Initiative develop the 
capacity to export product directly, without going through third parties, in order to maximize efficiency 
and profits as well as to develop the capacity to market that product in order to generate more 
clients. The goal is to incorporate exporting and marketing into a streamlined value chain in which 
smallholders have a financial stake.

• Go organic: The recommendation is to go for organic certification. While the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) 
is attractive as a standard, they are not currently operating in Haiti and their policies make an expansion into 
new territory unlikely. Organic certification has the advantage that it applies to any crop grown on certified 
farm fields and so would cover other crops on the same land. And Haitian farmers are already largely 
organic by default in that there is very little use of chemicals throughout the country, with the result that the 
process of obtaining organic certification is more likely to be measured in months rather than years. 

• Balance export and local crops: It is recommended that the training, support and research system put in 
place for cotton is based on the full integration of export and local crops through rotation and/or intercropping.

• Use centralized ginning: Since cotton is typically ginned in the same country where it is grown, a central 
ginning operation should be established in addition to the cotton production operation with smallholder farmers. 
Learning from best practices in other developing countries, smallholders are not the best suited to managing 
these ginning operations. They could, however, have an ownership stake in a gin. 

• Explore additional cotton processing capacity: While the export of cotton needs to be economically 
viable based on baled raw fiber as the product, it is also recommended to explore the possibility of establishing 
additional cotton processing capacities—spinning in particular—in Haiti or possibly in the Dominican Republic. 

continued...
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• Partner with Ministry of Agriculture: Although there is a challenging political environment in Haiti, no 
initiative of this kind can be considered without the active participation of the Haitian Ministry of Agriculture. It 
is recommended that such a partnership take the form of a limited two-year period of ministry staff subsi-
dies to ensure the development of in-house expertise on cotton production as well the preparation of any 
guidelines and government procedures related to cotton growing and exporting.

• Enlist best practice advisors: It is recommended that organizations currently in the forefront of working 
directly with smallholder farmers in sustainable cotton production be approached to serve in a formal capac-
ity as advisors to the Haiti Cotton Initiative. Their help will be particularly important during the first few years of 
operation. Two such groups suggested for consideration are Chetna Organic from India and field staff from 
cotton projects supported by Solidaridad.

• Build local research capacity: One of the key lessons from the previous failure of cotton in Haiti was 
that new seed varieties were widely introduced without having first been tested to determine suitability 
for local conditions. To this end, it is recommended that the equivalent of a “chair of cotton studies” be 
established within a Haitian institution such as Université Quisqueya so that there is a permanent resource 
for field research and study that is connected to other similar centers around the world. This will ensure that 
new developments in cotton growing will be accessible, and the possibility will exist for joint research with 
institutions such as the Swiss Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (FiBL).

• Incorporate tree planting: The SFA model in Haiti is built on smallholder farmers growing, transplanting and 
looking after trees as a way to earn seeds, tools and training for their field crops. By applying this model to cotton 
production, there is a built in additional net positive impact on the environment.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY8


