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Orientation 
 

 

The following document provides an overview of the Better 
Cotton System. It is made up of inter-dependent components 
and the relationships between these components are supported 
and facilitated through the BCI membership association.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The development of the Better Cotton System 
started in 2005, drawing on a global multi-
stakeholder consultative process involving actors 
from the length of the cotton supply chain and 
beyond. It is made up of inter-dependent 
components and the relationships between these 
components are supported and facilitated through 
the BCI membership association. Each 
component and relationship is equally important 
for the system to effectively deliver BCI’s long 
term objectives and 2012 goals. 

The core components of the Better Cotton System 
comprise: 

• Production Principles and Criteria to provide 
a global definition of Better Cotton 

• Farmer Support to promote enabling 
mechanisms at a local and global level, working 
with experienced implementing partners, and 
stimulating public-private partnership funds to 
implement these mechanisms 

• Farm Assessment to encourage farmers to 
continuously improve, through measuring 
results and seasonal learning cycles 

• Supply Chain connecting supply with demand 
through an identifiable bale of 100% Better 
Cotton lint 

 

 

• Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning 
mechanisms to measure progress and change 
and to ensure the Better Cotton System has the 
intended impacts on its direct beneficiaries 

• Tools, guidelines and learning forums to 
facilitate the exchange of best practices and 
knowledge to encourage the scaling up of 
collective action  

A supporting communications platform, guidelines 
and materials are also being created to enable 
members to communicate the rationale and 
benefits of Better Cotton to stakeholders.   A key 
service and benefit for BCI Members is access to 
data, tools, information, BCI logos, trademarks, in 
addition to supporting messages and 
communication materials.  
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Overview of the Better Cotton System 

The following diagram illustrates the Better Cotton 
System and identifies each core component that 
underpins it.  A summary of each component is 
included in this document and more detailed 
information can be found in sections A-F of the 
Better Cotton System information pack. 

 

Figure 1: Illustration of Better Cotton System 
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Production Principles & Criteria 

The Production Principles describe the broad 
areas under the control of the farmer that need to 
be addressed by the farmer for the production of 
Better Cotton.  

 
PRODUCTION PRINCIPLES 

•  Better Cotton is produced by farmers who 
minimise the harmful impact of crop protection 
practices 

•  Better Cotton is produced by farmers who use 
water efficiently and care for the availability of 
water 

•  Better Cotton is produced by farmers who care 
for the health of the soil 

•  Better Cotton is produced by farmers who 
conserve natural habitats 

•  Better Cotton is produced by farmers who care 
for and preserve the quality of the fibre 

•  Better Cotton is produced by farmers who 
promote Decent Work 

 

Within each Production Principle are Criteria that 
provide a greater level of detail on the specific 
areas that need to be addressed. Together, the 
Production Principles and their associated Criteria 
determine the level of commonality of the issues 
addressed by producing Better Cotton worldwide.  

Farmers who want to grow and supply the market 
with Better Cotton need to begin the process of 
improvement by prioritising activity on selected 
Production Criteria, and determine how further 
improvements will be made each year to meet all 
of the Production Principles.  Minimum Production 
Criteria have been defined by BCI to clarify the 
initial core requirements to grow Better Cotton.  
(For further information on Minimum Production 
Criteria, please refer to Section C: Farm 
Assessment).  

Underpinning the Production Principles and 
Criteria is the fundamental premise that growing 
Better Cotton respects national and other 
applicable law.  

Further detail on the scope and intent of the 
Production Principles and Criteria can be found in 
the document ‘Production Principles and Criteria 
2.0 Explained, which is included in the Appendix 
of the Better Cotton System Information Pack. 
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Farmer Support 

The majority of cotton worldwide is grown by 
smallholder farmers. In order for smallholder 
farmers to participate and adopt better farming 
practices consistent with the Production 
Principles, BCI will coordinate a programme of 
supporting activities. These are framed as 
Enabling Mechanisms and cover three globally 
relevant areas of activity identified by BCI in its 
consultation to date. They provide the focus for 
providing farmers with the means to grow Better 
Cotton in accordance with the Production 
Principles, and reflect the priority issues that the 
BCI needs to address to enable farmers to grow 
Better Cotton, while improving their access to 
market.  

 
ENABLING MECHANISMS  

•  BCI enables knowledge sharing and skills 
development 

•  BCI enables effective producer organisation 

•  BCI enables equitable access to responsible 
financial services 

 

In line with this philosophy, the initial emphasis of 
the BCI is on improving production practices, 
rather than excluding farmers who do not yet 
undertake practices consistent with the Production 
Principles, while recognising the need for 
demonstrable and continuous improvement over a 
specified period of time.  

The BCI seeks to develop strong and supportive 
partnerships with different organisations that are 
experienced and interested in working with 
smallholder farmers, to enable them to grow 
Better Cotton and make continuous improvement. 
In working with such Implementing Partners, a 
Step by Step Guide to Implementation for both 
smallholders and large farms is provided, with 
annual workshops delivered to share best 
practices, improve BCI’s materials, and advance 
understanding about growing Better Cotton. 

Key to the success of the Better Cotton Initiative is 
that farmers recognise the strong business case 
for participating in the initiative.  From a financial 
perspective, cultivating Better Cotton is not about 
creating a premium product to attract a higher 
market price.  Rather, by growing Better Cotton, 
farmers have the opportunity to reduce costs and 
improve the profitability of their farm through better 
management practices and reduced use of inputs. 
Evidence that this approach works is provided by 
the outcomes of cotton projects operated by WWF 
in India and Pakistan since 2006, which aim to 
introduce better farm management practices and 
has showed a significant reduction in pesticide, 
fertilizer and water use while at the same time 
increasing their net profit.   

The Better Cotton System will also help to address 
labour standards and working conditions amongst 
waged agricultural workers who contribute 
significantly to cotton production in both large and 
small farms. The promotion of Decent Work in the 
Global Production Principles aims to address 
some of the key issues relating to working 
conditions (such as health and safety, hazardous 
child labour or forced labour) and will directly 
benefit cotton farm workers and their families, who 
are the poorest actors within the cotton supply 
chain.  

In line with the principles of participation of the BCI 
membership association, BCI members are 
expected to provide direct or indirect support to 
farmers as part of their membership commitments. 
For example, retailer and brand members will 
provide additional financial support, proportionate 
to their scale, for activities to support smallholder 
farming communities. Suppliers and 
manufacturers (traders, ginners, others) members 
will also directly or indirectly support 
implementation activities. BCI will also stimulate 
and coordinate efforts to secure public-private 
partnership funding from a range of potential 
funding partners including bilateral and multilateral 
organisations as well as other funds and support 
organisations.  
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Farm Assessment 

 

For BCI, Better Cotton is ‘Better’ to the extent that 
it entails improvements for farming communities 
and farm workers, as well as the environment. 
Farm Assessment is a critical component in the 
Better Cotton System for achieving these 
improvements, by creating an enabling and 
motivating process of understanding, planning, 
doing, learning and then improving. BCI builds on 
the premise that farmers already know a lot, can 
educate and stimulate each other, while helping 
each other in planning and implementation. This 
experience allows farmers to collect valuable data 
which helps to measure their progress over time.   

Figure 2: Farm Assessment Progress Framework  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minimum Production Criteria 

Farmers who want to grow and sell Better Cotton 
need to begin the process of improvement by 
prioritising activity on selected Production Criteria, 
and determining how further improvements will be 
made each year to meet all of the BCI Production 
Principles. The selected Minimum Production 
Criteria are determined by the BCI, and serve as 
the basic meaning of Better Cotton. This is 
monitored by means of self-assessment and 
benchmarks. Tools and guidance are provided for 
carrying out the self-assessment process. The 
results of the self-assessment process are subject 
to credibility checks, at random and based on a 
risk assessment. Self-assessment is linked to 
BCI’s own monitoring, evaluation and learning 
through the collection of on-farm results indicators, 
both baseline and annual. For details on results 
indicators, measurement and evaluation 

processes please refer to Section E Monitoring, 
Evaluation and Learning. 

The Minimum Production Criteria that producers 
need to meet as a way of beginning the cycle of 
continuous improvement and accessing the 
market to sell Better Cotton were selected through 
a consultative process with Regional Working 
Groups, experts, and existing initiatives. They 
form part of the requirements for a farmer to be a 
BCI Farmer. (The Minimum Production Criteria are 
highlighted in Section A: Production Principles and 
Criteria) 

 

A BCI Farmer is a farmer who: 

1. participates in the annual self assessment 
process; 

2. has a record keeping system, or is part of a 
group that does;  

3. meets the BCI Minimum Production Criteria and 
therefore produces Better Cotton; and 

4. commits to and demonstrates progress in line 
with the BCI progress requirements and 
therefore continues to produce Better Cotton. 

 

The progress that BCI farmers make season-by-
season against the Production Principles is as 
important as meeting the Minimum Production 
Criteria in delivering improvements and long-term 
benefits for farmers, cotton farm workers, cotton 
farming communities and the environment. 
Therefore the Minimum Production Criteria were 
selected to support an approach to creating 
change in (majority) smallholder agriculture that 
provides incentives to make further progress, and 
leads to positive results sustained over the long-
term. Specifically, the Minimum Production Criteria 
have been selected to: 

• bring cotton farmers and farming communities 
immediate economic and health benefits 
through reduced pesticide use, reduced risk 
taking in pesticide preparation and application, 
a better farm-gate price for better quality seed 
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cotton that is less contaminated and/or 
damaged, and greater collective bargaining 
power through better organisation; 

• recognise the fundamental rights at work of 
cotton farming communities and cotton farm 
workers, while seeking to remediate the 
downward economic pressures which 
perpetuate and entrench breaches of these 
rights, for instance through facilitating 
organisation, and enabling access to 
appropriate finance meeting the stated needs of 
smallholder farming communities.  

• immediately reduce stress on the environment 
in relation to pesticide toxicity levels and 
availability of water.  

With the realisation of these benefits and resulting 
access to a stronger and more secure market 
demand, BCI farmers will be in a better economic 
position, with a greater level of confidence and 
capability to make further improvements, such as 
to further promote Decent Work on their farms 
beyond the internationally-recognised core labour 
standards and health and safety requirements 
included in the Minimum Production Criteria, 
enhance biodiversity on their land, and participate 
in a pesticide container recycling programme. A 
minimum level of progress (improvement) is 
required every year for farmers to continue to sell 
Better Cotton, while allowing enough flexibility for 
farmers to address those issues which are 
considered most important and feasible through 
the creation of a ‘seasonal improvement plan’.  

(Further details on BCI’s approach to continuous 
improvement and the Minimum Production Criteria 
are provided in Section C: Farm Assessment) 
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Supply Chain - Connecting Supply with Demand 

Figure 3: Depiction of the Better Cotton chain-of-custody process 

The supply chain component of the Better Cotton 
System is designed to allow for the Better Cotton 
produced by a farmer to be available to interested 
retailers. It will also increase transparency and 
traceability by developing and implementing 
procedures and systems as it coordinates and 
documents the transfer of cotton from the cotton 
field to ginning and pressing of a bale that 
contains only Better Cotton (noting that there may 
be residual cotton, ‘non’-Better Cotton, as there 
will not be a requirement to clean down the gin 
before ginning Better Cotton). The system and 
procedures need to be auditable and linkable to 
traceability systems that extend through the entire 
supply chain in order to connect supply with 
demand. Such a system allows supply chain 
actors more options to support the production of 
Better Cotton and communicate this support, thus 
ensuring a credible and cost-efficient supply chain 
system that promotes the adoption and expansion 
of Better Cotton.  

These systems and procedures will link Better 
Cotton to the market by segregating Better Cotton 
from non-Better Cotton (“other cotton”) in the seed 
cotton segment of the supply chain. Once a bale 
of Better Cotton is formed, it is given a unique 
identification that can then be used to track that 
cotton through the remainder of the supply chain 
using third-party track-and-trace systems. One 
system will be established that can be differentially 
applied in all regions regardless of the existing 
type of seed cotton segment of the supply chain. 
(For further information, please refer to Section D 
of the Better Cotton System information pack.) 

 
The supply chain elements for Better 
Cotton are: 

• 100 % Better Cotton bales, with a Better Cotton 
descriptor 

• Segregation of Better Cotton from field to bale 

• Weighing of seed cotton and lint cotton 

• Documented chain of custody 

As part of the process for providing a 100% Better 
Cotton bale, BCI applies a traceability system from 
farm to gin, however it is the responsibility of the 
retailer, brand and other supply chain actors to put 
in place a traceability system from gin to end 
product. 

There is increasing interest from the retail end of 
the cotton supply chain in better understanding the 
ultimate source of the raw materials used in 
consumer products, so that a better understanding 
of the entire environmental and social impact of 
producing these products can be developed. Such 
an understanding is critical to ensure that the retail 
end of the supply chain can develop appropriate 
strategies for minimising the impacts associated 
with selling these products. The BCI considers 
that the supply chain for Better Cotton will actively 
contribute towards this improved understanding of 
the source and therefore the environmental and 
social impacts of the cotton being used. 
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Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning 

It is essential for the BCI that changes as a result 
of working with the Better Cotton System and 
growing Better Cotton are measured and reported. 
This requires effective processes for monitoring, 
evaluation and learning that articulate a theory of 
change from farm activities to grow Better Cotton, 
BCI member activities, and BCI Secretariat 
management to BCI’s long-term objectives and 
2012 goals. This relies on the collection of data 
that is robustly measured and provides useful 
information for farmers, all BCI members, funders, 
consumers, partners, and BCI to evaluate 
success. That is, to know, if the existence of the 
BCI makes global cotton production better for the 
people who produce it, better for the environment 
it grows in and better for the sector’s future. 

Figure 4: Relationships between BCI intentions, 
activities, results and impact.  

In particular, after three years of working with the 
Better Cotton System it will be essential to know if 
growing Better Cotton has inherent benefits for 
cotton farming communities across continents 

such as an increase in the financial profitability of 
growing cotton, reduced use of inputs, improved 
working conditions, improved health, or improved 
fibre quality. In order to be able to know and 
understand such outcomes the BCI has 
determined the following results indicators: 

 
 

BCI RESULTS INDICATORS 

 

Farm-level Results Indicators   

1.  Total cotton production area (ha) 

2. Total cotton production (kg) 

3. Pesticide use and type (kg or litre/ha/yr per 
pesticide) 

4. Water use for irrigation (m3/season) 

5. Fertiliser use and type (kg/ha/yr per fertiliser 
type) 

6. Use of health and safety precautions 

7. Quality of fibre incl. contamination 
(classification) 

8. Working conditions  

9. Child labour 

10. Forced labour 

11. Profitability of cotton production (net 
income/ha/yr) 

 
Other Results Indicators  

1. Total cotton usage of BCI brand/retailer 
members 

2. Total Better Cotton usage of BCI brand/retailer 
members 

3. Total global Better Cotton production (MT 
cotton lint) 

4. Countries of Better Cotton production 

5. Level of publicly accessible information 

6. Number of BCI Farmers  

7. Number of users accessing knowledge 
exchange platform 

8. Total income from membership fees 
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BCI will also run procedures to monitor 
membership commitments and activities and to 
determine the impact of the BCI. An impact is a 
significant or lasting change brought about by a 
particular intervention or programme. With the 
concept of ‘better’ underpinning the Better Cotton 
System and the continuous improvement 
approach, evidence is needed to show that as a 
result of any intervention by BCI, ‘things’ are 
indeed better.   

The impact of the Better Cotton System can be 
considered in terms of the three pillars of 
sustainability: social, environmental and economic 
impact. These impacts should be determined to 
understand better how the components of the 
Better Cotton System interact to cause significant 
or lasting change in the area of implementation.   

The BCI will ultimately rely on Implementing 
Partners and producers for robust farm level data, 
and on members for supply chain data. The key is 
to ensure the data is collected in consistent ways 
from baseline through to annual results, and is 
then transparently collated and analysed.  
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Tools 

In order for BCI to deliver on the majority of its 
goals, the Better Cotton System needs to be 
supported by the sharing of knowledge and best 
practices across the supply chain and beyond. 
Existing and new knowledge about how to work 
with cotton farmers, the cotton supply chain, and 
the Better Cotton System needs to be accessible 
and understandable to encourage involvement in 
the BCI and uptake of Better Cotton.  

Management practices on how to grow Better 
Cotton in different farming contexts, and best 
practices on ways to implement enabling 
mechanisms will be crucial to avoid duplication of 
effort and maximise opportunities for collaboration 
with other organisations to achieve scale.  

To facilitate the sharing of knowledge and 
best practices the BCI will: 

• Form and facilitate national level stakeholder 
councils in BCI focus regions to play a 
supportive and advisory role on implementation 
of the Better Cotton System, and facilitate 
dissemination of the Better Cotton System in 
the country/region;  

• Collaborate with existing and complementary 
initiatives such as Cotton Made in Africa, 
Organic Exchange and the Fairtrade Labelling 
Organisation to support mutual learning and 
realisation of common objectives;  

• Maintain a publicly accessible on-line library 
about growing cotton more sustainably; 

• Provide access to tried and tested national level 
guidance materials and tools for working with 
cotton farmers; 

• Identify and fill gaps in research (as resources 
permit) in relation to the BCI Production 
Principles & Criteria and Enabling Mechanisms. 

 

More specifically, some of the tools and 
support BCI intends to provide to 
implementing partners are presented 
below: 

• A Step by Step Guide for implementation 
including information such as: (1) roles and 
responsibilities of BCI and implementing 
partners during the implementation; (2) how to 
conduct scoping work in a new region; (3) 
framework for the development and collection 
of national level guidance material; (4) 
framework for the Monitoring, Evaluation and 
Learning component with methods for baseline 
data collection and results indicators 
identification;  

• Farm Assessment Guidelines for both individual 
large farms and groups of smallholder 
producers and other specific guidelines as 
appropriate (e.g. communication, supply chain) 

• Workshops on different topics related to the 
Better Cotton System depending on the needs 
of the various Implementing Partners 

• Supply chain facilitation to establish the farmer 
to the gin purchasing relationship to enable the 
production of segregated Better Cotton bales 

• Global Partnerships to support the growth of 
Better Cotton worldwide (funding partnerships, 
financial institutions partnerships, connecting 
existing in-country projects, facilitating cross-
regional learning, etc). 

 


