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Summary 
 
This article provides an analytical evaluation of the global cotton market situation today in terms 
of production, exports, imports, and consumption. The key topics addressed in this article are: 
 

• The relationship between global cotton production and cotton consumption over the years, 
and the effect of this relationship on cotton price 

• What causes an increase in cotton price? can we predict a price hike before it occurs? 
• A brief overview of the changes in polices associated with the Egyptian cotton and the 

direct effects of these changes on the Egyptian textile industry  
• Review of cotton-producing countries with no significant textile industry 
• Review of cotton-producing countries that use virtually all their cottons domestically 
• Review of cotton non-producing countries that utilize significant amount of cotton.  
• How can the spinner prepare for the changes in cotton price?  
• The effect of cotton price one the retail market 

 
I should point out that a great deal of what is covered in this article came from a number of studies 
that my company (EL-Mogahzy Learning, LLC) has conducted over the last few years for a 
number of American and International cotton organizations.  
 
Introduction 
 
Cotton fiber is one of the most important agricultural commodity in the world. As shown in Figure 
1, over the years, cotton production has been in a continuous increase since 1960. In 1960s, the 
increase was 14%; in the 1970s, the increase was 17%; in the 1980s, the increase was a stunning 
81%; in the 1990s, the increase was 3%; in the 2000s, the increase was 38%; and in the 2010-2017 
period, it was 3%. Obviously, within each one of these six decades, the year-to-year production 
has fluctuated up and down depending on many factors including: environmental factors, and 
supply and demand rules. This continuous increase in production wouldn’t have happened without 
an increase in the demand for cotton as indicated by the mill-use (or consumption) over the years. 
In 1960s, mill-use of cotton increased by 33%; in the 1970s, the increase was 25%; in the 1980s, 
the increase was 41%; in the 1990s, the increase was 24%; in the 2000s, the increase was 42%; 
and in the 2010-2017 period, it was 3%.  
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The trend with the price of cotton since 1970 has been nothing but radical fluctuations, mostly 
unpredictable. In 1970s, the price standard deviation for upland-like cotton was 16 cents; in 1980s, 
the price standard deviation for upland-like cotton was 11 cents; In 1990s, the price standard 
deviation for upland-like cotton was 11 cents In 2000s, the price standard deviation for upland-
like cotton was 16 cents; and in the 2010s, the price standard deviation for upland-like cotton was 
a stunning high of 29 cents as a result of the price hike in 2011.  
 
Regarding cotton price, I am often asked about what happened in 2011, and the price hike, which 
reached over $2 per pound for upland-like cotton, and almost twice as that for ELS cotton. The 
question is, can this price hike reoccur? For some of the readers who are not aware of what 
happened, in March 2011, the world price of cotton had jumped to levels that has not been seen in 
the previous 140 years. Prices of cotton exports from the United States, the world's leading cotton 
exporter, surged nearly 300 percent in the 2-year period between March 2009 and March 2011. 
This was totally unpredicted and unprecedented. Obviously, many economists jumped on the 
explanation wagon of this price hike, but unfortunately, after the fact. Qualitatively, there were 
some signs that contributed to the cotton price hike. These included: unfavorable weather 
conditions in Pakistan, and China in 2010-2011 growing session; a continued ban on export cotton 
instituted by the Indian government in early 2010, a weaker U.S. dollar, high price for other 
agricultural commodities, limiting the land for growing cotton, and increased post-recession 
consumption levels.   
 
Quantitatively, some economists speculated that this historical hike was in the make because of 
the economic recession of 2008/2009, through which a significant decline in cotton price had 
occurred (almost 33% decline in export price). This is a classic explanation every time there is an 
economic recession because of the deterioration of consumer’s interest associated with it. Indeed, 
the top two cotton producers in the world, China and India reacted to the recession by attempting 
to protect cotton growers in their countries through increasing their purchase of domestic stock by 
early 2009 in order to boost price levels.  
 
Based on close examination of trade data, I believe the price hike in 2011 was primarily a result 
of the trade between two major countries: China and the U.S. Prior to 2011, China was consuming 
more cotton than it produced, and the U.S. was producing less than it exports (after accounting for 
domestic use).  In 2009, China produced 32 million cotton bales and consumed 50 million cotton 
bales (56% increase); and in 2010, China produced 31 million cotton bales and consumed 46 
million cotton bales (51% increase). This has obviously resulted in an increase in demand for 
exported cotton, particularly from the U.S.  On the other hand, the U.S. was not fully up to the 
task; in 2008 and 2009, U.S. cotton production was at record low of 12.8 and 12.2 million bales, 
respectively. In 2010, there was an increase in US production to about 18 million bales. However, 
between the production and the domestic cotton use, the U.S. indeed had less cotton than it can 
export. The signs of price increase resulting from this trade imbalance was very clear from 2009 
to 2010, where export cotton price had jumped by about 57%.  In only one-year period (March 
2010 to March 2011), export cotton prices increased at an average monthly rate of 8.1 percent, 
leading to an overall increase at the end of this year of 154%. Toward the end of 2010, there was 
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a very sharp rise in U.S. cotton exports, which resulted in a significant reduction in domestic 
inventories (indeed, the stock-to-use ratio (SU-Ratio) fell to 12 percent for 2010–11, the lowest 
level since 1925). 
 
To many experts, what happened in 2011 was a record exception in the price of cotton. I personally 
do not believe that this price hike was detrimental to the bottom line consumer judging by the 
historical change in cotton price, and accounting for the rate of inflation, which on average makes 
the cotton price virtually constant over the last 100 years. Can this price hike reoccur? I believe it 
will and indeed, it should. Can it be predicted? I believe it will generally be difficult to predict a 
price hike given all the factors involved. However, there are many signs or indicators that can lead 
to an increase in cotton price. These include: 
 

• The most obvious indicator of increase in cotton price is when the world production is less 
than the world consumption of cotton. When cotton consumption increases, cotton 
inventories decrease with respect to demand, and price increases. This is exactly what 
happened in the cotton market in the first 7 years of this century (2000-2007). As can be 
seen in Figure 1, up until the year 2000, there was a more or less consistent gap between 
the world production and the world demand or consumption of cotton. In the 2000s, the 
gap become much closer, ultimately contributing to the price hike of 2011. 
 

• The price of other agricultural crops is an important indicator. Beginning 2008 season, corn 
and soybeans prices increased significantly leading to a reduction in cotton growing by 
most growers around the world. In other words, high prices for corn and soybeans led many 
growers to reduce cotton plantings and increase acreage of alternative crops. As a result, a 
progressive reduction in cotton production in China took place in the period from 2007 to 
2010, reaching a total reduction of about 18%.  In the U.S.A, the 2007-2009 period also 
witnessed a significant reduction in cotton production reaching a total of 37%. Between 
these two countries, these reductions amounted to nearly 14 million bales shortage in world 
inventory, which had obviously resulted in significant reductions in yarn and fabric 
inventories around the world and raised the cotton price to its second largest historical 
value of $2 per pound. 
 

• The change in the market share of competing synthetic fibers, mainly, polyester fiber.  
 

• A decrease in world production in one year is likely not to cause an immediate increase in 
cotton price, unless the reduction is massive (i.e. in order of 30% or more) and that has not 
happened in recent years. Indeed, the worst annual decrease in production since 1980 was 
about 19%, and this happened recently in 2015.  
 

• Based on recent historical data, it seems that when the world cotton production decreases 
for two or more consecutive years, the price of cotton will typically increase afterward. We 
have seen this happened in 1987 following two consecutive drops in world production in 
1985 and 1986 leading to an increase in cotton price to about 75 cents per pound in 1987. 
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In 1994, after two consecutive drops in production in 1992 and 1993, the cotton price 
increased to 68 cents per pound. The price hike in 2011 was also a result of a decrease in 
cotton production for three consecutive years 2007, 2008, and 2009. Even more recently, 
the increases in price in 2016 and 2017 are partially attributed to consecutive drops in 
production from 2012 and 2015.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
The Profile of Egyptian Cotton  
The above discussion was about upland-like cotton, which has short to medium staple fibers. I will switch 
now to address the change in the Egyptian cotton profile since 1960. I must begin by expressing my sincere 
joy that the Egyptian cotton production has increased from about 170,000 bales in 2016 to about 300,000 
bales in 2017 (stunning 77% increase). This was a direct result of a successful agricultural policy as evident 
by an increase in the harvested area from 55000 HA to 91000 HA (65.5% increase), and an increase in yield 
from 673 KG/HA to 718 KG/HA (7% increase). The export of Egyptian cotton has also increased from 
130,000 bales in 2016 to 175,000 bales in 2017 (about 35% increase). Given that the domestic mill use of 
cotton did not change much from 2016 to 2017 (about 600,000 bale), the lion share of domestic mill use 
over these two years was obviously from the imported cotton, which has decreased from 525,000 bales in 
2016 to 500,000 bales in 2017 (a refreshing trend given the increase in imports in the previous 3 years).  If 
I must add a wish list to these statistics, I would hope for the following: 

- Egyptian cotton production increases annually 
- The balance between export and mill use is optimized with respect to cotton production; meaning, 

more export at low domestic mill-use of Egyptian cotton or the other way around. 
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- Stabilization of imports with respect to mill-use of medium and short staple cotton with significant 
encouragement of higher utilization of Egyptian ELS cotton.  

- Entertain the possibility of producing Egyptian cotton varieties of medium staple fibers, provided 
a very careful and clear segregation between ELS and medium-staple Egyptian cottons, and a well-
established classing system that matches the Universal standards.  

Can all the above of the wish list be accomplished. I believe the answer is absolutely “Yes.” However, there 
is much more work to be done. Perhaps, a touch of history of Egyptian cotton can assist in providing 
guidelines of what can be done.  

  

Reading of Agricultural, Industrial, and Trade policies of Egyptian Cotton 
since 1960 

The best way to read the history of Egyptian cotton since 1960 is to divide this history into 
decades: 1960-1970, 1971-1980, 1981-1990, 1991-2000, 2001-2010, and 2010-present. Refer to 
Figures 2 through 4 in evaluating these periods. 
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1960-1970 Period:  

This was the period of self-sufficiency with a country reaching only 35 million people by the end 
of the period. The average area harvested was about 721,000 HA, and the average yield was about 
652 KG/HA, yielding average cotton production of 2.14 million bales annually. Out of this 
production, an average of about 1.4 million bales (64%) were exported, and an average of about 
763,000 bales (36%) were domestically used by the Egyptian mills, and no cotton was imported 
to the country.  

1970-1980 Period:  

This period was largely a continuation of the previous period. The country reached about 44 
million people by the end of the period. The average area harvested decreased to about 587,000 
HA, but the average yield was increased to about 784 KG/HA, yielding a reduction in average 
cotton production to 2.08 million bales annually. Out of this production, an average of about 
922,000 bales (44%) were exported, and an average of about 1.2 million bales (56%) were 
domestically used by the Egyptian mills. Again, not much cotton was imported by Egypt during 
this period; only an average of 33,000 bales were imported annually. As one can see from these 
statistics, the increase in the population by about 30% from the previous decade was associated 
with an increase in the domestic use of Egyptian cotton by Egyptian textile mills of about 59% and 
a reduction in exports by about 32%.  

Looking at the above two periods from 1960 to 1978 indicates over these twenty years, there was 
an optimum agricultural/industrial/trade policy in Egypt over the period from 1960 to 1980. 
This was the last era in Egypt that such a balance was accomplished as we will see in the statistics 
of the following periods discussed below.   

 

1980-1990 Period:  

This decade marked the beginning of open trade policy in Egypt. By the end of this period, the 
country reached about 56 million people, yet, the average area harvested decreased to about 
436,000 HA.  Fortunately, agricultural research was the only good player in this period as evident 
by the significant increase in yield to about 883 KG/HA. By the way, this high yield was not due 
to anything that the government did in this period. Indeed, it was a result of a progressive effort 
that has begun in the mid to late 1970s and led to an annual yield of over 1000 kg/Ha at the end of 
the 1970s. When the harvested land decrease by 26% as what happened in this period, this only 
meant that the increase in population to nearly 60 million people was not associated with any social 
or economical policies. Of course, we all know that the reduction in harvested land was not due to 
switching to other crops as this was not yet allowed, but rather due to converting the agricultural 
land to a living and residential land (the ultimate disaster that could happen at the government’s 
watch and approval). It was inevitable that cotton production will decrease; indeed, it was down 
to less than 1.8 million bales annually. On average, about 31% of this production was exported 
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(561,000 bales), and the mill-use increased in this period to an average of 1.4 million bales; with 
about 80% Egyptian cotton, and 15% imported cotton (average 129,000 bales imported annually). 
In my few visits to Egypt during this period, I could easily see the onset of the debate about 
“Whether Egyptian Cotton is Good for Egyptian Mill Use” such a debate was largely the main 
theme of the Egyptian policy throughout the next period (the 1990s).   

 

1990-2000 Period:  

This was the period in which the country reached a population of more than 68 million people. 
The destructive policy of losing harvested land continued to a record low of 324,000 HA annual 
average. Indeed, it reached only 223 HA by the year 2000. The average yield was increased slightly 
to about 892 KG/HA, yielding an average cotton production of about 1.33 million bales annually. 
I should also mention that during this period, the production fluctuated from nearly a million bale 
(year 2000) to 1.9 million bales (1993). Out of this production, there was an average annual export 
of only 283,000 bales (about 21% of production). This was a drop of 50% from last decade. The 
mill-use also decreased down to 1.13 million bales (19% drop from last decade). The annual 
average import also decreased slightly to 118,000 bales (a drop of 9% from last decade).  

2000-2010 Period:  

At the end of this period, the country was rapidly approaching 90 million people. This period was 
clearly the result of the deterioration that had occurred in the previous period. It was characterized 
by a further stunning reduction in harvested land by over 50%, down to only 157,000 Ha at 2010, 
and a progressive reduction in yield from over 1000 kg/ha in 2000 to 763 kg/ha in 2010. As a 
result, what was in 2001 a production of approximately 1.5 million bales has gone down to only 
550, 000 bales in 2010; a million bale drop in the white gold in less 10 years under the 
government’s watch and in accordance to a persistent policy to destroy what was perhaps one of 
the Egyptian pillars besides the Pyramids and the Sphinx. With the mill use being about 1 million 
bales annually during this period, it was inevitable to switch heavily to cotton imports, which 
increased from only 130,000 bales in 2001 to more than half-million bales in 2010.   

2010-Present Period:  

We all know the historical turning point of 2010 in Egypt, which has placed all policies on hold to 
allow stabilization of the country. Throughout all of this, cotton production continued to decrease 
down to only 175,000 bales in 2016. This was a direct result of a reduction in area harvested from 
220,000 Ha in 2010 to only 55 Ha in 2016. Cotton imports also progressively increased from 
300,000 bales in 2010 to 525,000 bales in 2016, and the exports deteriorated from 400,000 bales 
in 2010 down to only 130,000 bales in 2010. With a population reaching 100 million people, it 
became obvious that mills can not produce enough to meet the population growth, and the Egyptian 
people have gotten used to imported and smuggled clothing from China and other countries.   
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It is obvious that any evaluation of the history of Egyptian Cotton and its Relationship with the 
Egyptian Textile Industry should be made in view of today’s economic era. What happened in 
1960s and 1970s was a result of sincere intention to maintain a strong industry and take full 
advantage of the fame of the Egyptian cotton. As a result, mill-use of the Egyptian cotton was on 
the rise and the balance between exports and domestic use was indeed an optimum one indicating 
an intelligent economic and agricultural policies that effectively and efficiently accommodated 
this period of time. The progressive decline in harvested land, and cotton production in the 
following period was a result of a number of gross mistakes that previous Egyptian governments 
have made. These are as follows: 

• Against the exponential population growth in the 1980s and 1990s into the 21st century, 
the government has largely given up on a good agricultural policy, at least by virtue of 
allowing the harvested land to be replaced by a residential land, which has gone down by 
over 88% since 1980.  

• The perception expressed and implemented in the 1980s and 1990s was that Egyptian 
cotton is not good for Egyptians and it needs to be replaced by medium-staple cotton 
imported for making domestic textiles. This approach was proved by the Egyptian 
consumer to be wrong as evident by the exponential increase in the imported and smuggled 
foreign textile products of all qualities into the Egyptian market. A huge share that the 
Egyptian textile industry could have occupied.   

 

A Global Look around the World of Cotton 

Because of this rough history of agricultural and trade policies in Egypt, it was truly refreshing to 
see an increase in production of Egyptian cotton in 2017 over 2016 from 170,000 bales to 300,000 
bales. This was a stunning 76% increase attributed to 66% increase in harvested land and 7% 
increase in yield. This sudden change certainly proves that when there is a will, there is an 
achievement. It was also great to hear about the reduction in imported products in Egypt, which 
amounted collectively to about $58 billion dollars in 2016, a significant drop from the $70 billion 
dollars imports, only five years ago.  I know that textiles represent a moderate portion of this huge 
imports, but the textile industry can assist a great deal in overcoming the huge textile trade deficit 
that Egypt still faces and contribute immensely to the Egyptian economic growth.   

It is true that agricultural and trade strategies cannot be judged based on one year or even 5 years 
change, but what happened in 2017 was truly a fresh breeze of hope that Egypt can and will go in 
the right track. Obviously, many challenges are still ahead, and the Egyptian government needs to 
be fully aware, as I am sure it is, of the global changes in cotton production and cotton utilization.  

It is my sincere opinion that Egypt can recover the glory days of the Egyptian cotton and the textile 
industry. The key to achieve that is to create a balance between the agricultural policy and the 
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industrial (or manufactural) policy. Going from one side of the pendulum to the other is what has 
hurt Egypt over the last 20 years. To illustrate this point, I will provide few examples of other 
countries around the world in which cotton and cotton textiles represent significant part of their 
economies. These countries will be divided into three categories: 

• Cotton-producing countries with no significant textile industry 
• Cotton-producing countries that use virtually all their cottons domestically 
• Cotton non-producing countries that utilize significant amount of cotton 

 

Cotton-Producing Countries with no Significant Textile Industry 

Many cotton-producing countries around the world do not actually use their cotton in domestic 
manufacturing, and they rely almost entirely on exporting their cotton to other areas in the world. 
Australia is a good example of these countries (see Figure 5); it produces a significant amount of 
cotton, yet it uses nothing of it and all is exported. This is a country that has advanced from a land 
without agriculture 200 years ago, to one of the world’s leading producers and exporters of natural 
fibers. This achievement has been made against a harsh climatic and environmental conditions 
which has necessitated the development of highly specialized agricultural systems, skills and 
technology. For these reasons, one can understand why Australia has been probably the most 
inconsistent country in terms of cotton production and export, going through a roller coaster from 
an annual production of 3.7 million bales in 2000 to only 625,000 bales in 2007, to a record crop 
of 5.5 million bales in 2011, then 2.8 million bales in 2015, and 4.4 million bales in 2017. This 
erratic trend has also been associated with unpredictable fluctuation of Australian cotton export. 
The main factor attributed to this high fluctuation in production is the high variation in rainfall 
from one year to another and within the same year, leading to erratically fluctuating area of 
harvested land from one year to another. Indeed, Australia is known to be the land of temperatures 
and rainfalls extremes. However, against these highly variable conditions, Australia has been 
substantially progressing in cotton production as evident by many improvements including high 
irrigated lint yield (3 times the world’s average); more crop per drop, as Australians like to describe 
it. The average irrigated crop yield has been as high as 10 bales/ha, and some top cotton growers 
were able to reach a record of 12 bales per hectare in 2013.   

From a quality standpoint, the Australian cotton is very competitive to top U.S. upland-cotton 
varieties. However, the use of mechanical harvesting and saw-ginning result in over lint-cleaning 
leading to high neps per gram, high seed-coat fragments, and high percent of short fiber content. I 
would also be concerned about cotton maturity and cotton-related diseases as a result of the 
extreme changes in the Australian weather. However, Australian cotton is largely contamination-
free, and stickiness-free.  
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Perhaps the best example of cotton-producing countries around the world that do not actually use 
their cotton in domestic manufacturing is the West African countries. These include: Burkina Faso, 
Mali, Benin, and Côte D'ivoire. I would also add Cameron is in Central Africa, and Zimbabwe in south 
central Africa to these countries. These countries collectively have about 100 million people population.  
As you can see in Figure 6, these countries collectively have increased their cotton production significantly 
since 1980 by over 370%; an incredible achievement. The West African countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, 
Benin, and Côte D'ivoire) produced over 85% of the total production. Since 2010, these countries 
have produced an average of well-above 4 million bales annually, and they managed to export 
more than 90% of this production. This is an agricultural and trade success story from which Egypt 
can learn a great deal. Indeed, by comparison with Egypt and Sudan (see Figure 7), one can see 
that while the other African countries have increased their cotton production by over 370% since 
1980, Egypt and Sudan have reduced their cotton production by 88% and 62%, respectively.  
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The biggest problem with the African cotton has been the high level of contamination. In 2016, 
ITMF report, cottons produced by Côte D'ivoire, Benin, and Burkina Faso were among the most 
contaminated cottons in the world. With respect to stickiness, Côte D'ivoire’s cotton was 
considered among the cottons with the highest stickiness level. Other African cottons with 
potential stickiness include cottons from Cameron, Benin, and Burkina Faso. With respect to 
seedcoat fragments, cottons from Mali and Côte D'ivoire are among the ones with the highest 
levels of seedcoat fragments, and cottons from Burkina Faso and Benin also have seedcoat 
fragments but at lower levels. I should mention that in the same survey, the Egyptian cotton was 
the least in contamination level and among the lowest in stickiness and seedcoat fragments in 
comparison with other cottons produced around the world. 

The point of the above discussion is that a good agricultural policy should deal with any 
agricultural crop, particularly cotton, as an independent revenue-making commodity. If there is no 
use for the crop domestically, it is certain that other countries will be interested to buy it. In other 
words, the agricultural policy should be very closely related to the economic policy. What 
happened in Egypt was a plan to use other cotton types instead of the Egyptian cotton based on the 
assumption that Egyptian cotton is of too-good of a quality to be used domestically and Egypt 
should import foreign cotton of short and medium staple to produce textiles that are more 
economically suitable for most Egyptians. This approach has resulted in a progressive vanishing 
of both Egyptian cotton, and the Egyptian textile industry. Unfortunately, they did not understand 
basic business concepts, or they would have established a marketing strategy to export Egyptian 
cotton if they believe there is no domestic use for it.   

 

Cotton-Producing Countries that use virtually all their cottons domestically 

This model of countries includes China, Pakistan, India, and Turkey. China, India, and Pakistan 
are among the top four largest cotton producers in the world. As clearly illustrated in Figure 8, 
these three countries have managed for utilize all the cotton they produced, and even import more 
cotton to keep up with their production. Out of these three countries, India was the only country 
that exported some of its cotton to other countries. Pakistan is a different model as its policy does 
not allow cotton export despite the fact that the Pakistani cotton exhibits one of the highest level 
of contamination in the world. The Chinese model is totally different; it has been for many years 
one of the largest cotton-producing countries, utilizing all the cotton it produces, and importing 
more cottons than any other country in the world. This trend is coming to a saturation point in 
recent years as a result of the increase in labor cost in China, and the Chinese intention to take 
different directions including utilizing more of its polyester fibers (note that China is also the 
largest polyester producer in the world). It is my opinion that in the next few years, India along 
with other few Asian countries will take over a great deal of the growth that China has had for 
many years. 
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My experience with the Indian cotton exported to other countries was that it represented what is 
perhaps the worst of the Indian cotton, particularly in relation to contamination and seedcoat 
fragments. I have also seen many Indian with serious levels of stickiness. The Pakistani cotton 
exhibits the second highest contamination level after the Indian cotton. It is also ranked among the 
highest in stickiness and seedcoat fragments.    

Turkey is a unique model, it is a cotton-producing country with an average annual production 
reaching nearly 3 million bales in the 2010-2017 period and reaching 4 million bales production 
in 2017. The Turkish spinning industry has kept pace with a steady increase in spinning production 
since 2000, utilizing all the Turkish cotton produced, and importing foreign cotton to compensate 
for any drop in the Turkish cotton production. Since 2015, the Turkish spinning industry has been 
utilizing over 6 million bales annually.  

With respect to quality, the Turkish cotton is highly contaminated, but the spinning industry has 
managed to deal with contamination very well over the years. It exhibits high levels of seedcoat 
fragments, but mild stickiness.   

 

Before I leave this category of cotton-producing countries that use virtually all their cotton, I 
should mention two more cotton-producing countries: Brazil and Uzbekistan (see Figure 9). 
Currently, Brazil is considered as one of the largest cotton-exporting countries in the world. It has 
been producing an average annual production of 7.5 million bales since 2010, and exporting nearly 
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half of its production, and utilizing the other half domestically. This was achieved through a 
strategic agricultural, trade, and industrial policies. Brazil has a population that is more than double 
the population of Egypt, more than 207 million people. Yet, I believe it represents a model that 
Egypt can follow. I should also mention that since the mid-1990s, Brazil had a significant increase 
in yield (Kg/Ha) reaching more than 300% increase by 2017, against 68% increase in the U.S. 
cotton yield. In the period from 2007 to 2017, the average cotton yield in Brazil was 1462 kg/ha; 
U.S. cotton yield came second at 933 kg/ha. In the early 2000’s, a great deal of research was 
conducted in Brazil to change the technological pattern of cotton production, particularly in the 
savannas region, known as Cerrados, to where the majority of the crop areas from the South and 
Northeast of the country moved. Currently, nearly 80% of the cultivated area and 85% of the cotton 
production in Brazil, is in the Cerrados. There, a modern and competitive cotton industry 
flourished, and is considered today as one of the world leaders in terms of yield and fiber quality. 

Uzbekistan had an average cotton production of nearly 4.5 million bales annually. However, its 
production has been progressively decreasing since 2012. More dramatically, its cotton export, 
which was nearly 5 million bales in 2005 is now of a record low of 1.2 million bales. This has 
forced the government to utilize more of its cotton domestically reaching 62% of its production in 
2017. What was once one of the largest exporter in the world has been hit by serious problems as 
a result of the government use of forced labor to produce cotton. For many years, the government 
of Uzbekistan forcibly mobilized over a million citizens (including 11-15 year-old children) to 
grow and harvest cotton and forced farmers to grow cotton and deliver production quotas under 
threats of penalty, including the loss of the lease to farm the land, criminal charges and fines. Under 
International trade pressure, beginning with the 2012 harvest season, the government of 
Uzbekistan adopted a policy not to mobilize children younger than 16 on a mass scale. In 2013, 
the government extended this to first-year college students who are usually 16 years old but 
continued the mass mobilization of second- and third-year students. In 2014 only third-year 
students were mobilized on a mass scale, including, in many cases, 17 year old. Despite these 
efforts, the government of Uzbekistan forced more than a million people in 2015 and 2016, 
including students, teachers, doctors, nurses, and employees of government agencies and private 
businesses to the cotton fields, against their will and under threat of penalty, especially losing their 
jobs. This is a classic case of how government’s interference can hurt a country’s economy.  
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Cotton Non-Producing Countries Utilizing Significant Amount of Cotton 

The two countries following this model is Vietnam and Bangladesh (see Figure 10). These two 
countries do not produce cotton. Yet, in the 2010-2017 period, Vietnam has increased its annual 
spinning of cotton by nearly 300%, and Bangladesh has increased its annual spinning by over 70%. 
In 2017, Vietnam imported 6.6 million cotton bales and spun 98% of it; Bangladesh imported 7.3 
million bales and spun 98% of it. More than 80% of the yarns produced in these two countries is 
for exporting. I have visited these two countries many times over the last 4 years, and I have 
witnessed both the progress and the increasing learning curve in spinning in these two countries. 
Below are some of my observations of these two countries that I hope can be helpful to the 
Egyptian industry.  
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Bangladesh’s population is above 160 million people. In 2000, Bangladesh was nowhere on the 
cotton market map. Five years earlier, Bangladesh had 26000 hectare of cotton area harvested, and 
produced about 90000 bales of cotton. By 2000, the cotton area harvested was reduced to only 
16000 hectares, and the cotton production plummeted down to 34000 bales. By any stretch of 
imagination, this is a recipe for a country that is totally relying on garment exports to accommodate 
its millions of  people. However, something was on the make that was overlooked by many 
economic experts. Bangladesh was making what was perhaps the biggest gains in the basic 
condition of people’s lives in history. In the 1990-2000 period, life expectancy rose by 10 years 
(from 59 to 69); four years longer than India, which had people twice as rich. Simultaneously, 
huge gains were accomplished in education and health (infant’s mortality has more than halved). 
Certainly, Bangladesh still has a long way with respect to human rights issues, but their current 
situation is promising. When you invest in human being, you make a lot of gains, but this has only 
meant more people and higher population growth. Well, the Chinese’s model came to the rescue; 
using masses of people to help themselves by being more productive, particularly at substantially 
lower wages than China. The complex formula was then resolved at least for the time being. By 
2005, Bangladesh imported about 2.5 million bales to process on their moderate technology. By 
2010, Bangladesh imported 4.3 million bales, 
and in 2016, cotton import has reached 6.3 
million bales to make Bangladesh one of the 
top cotton-importing countries in the world, 
importing U.S. cottons as well as cottons 
from different origins.          

The Vietnamese story is somewhat different 
from that of Bangladesh, despite the fact they 
were both listed among the poorest countries 
in the world less than 30 years ago. In 2016, 
it was described by Forbes Magazine as a 
lower middle income country. A country of 
94 million people in 2016 (40% under the age off 25), which had suffered high population growth 
until the 2000-2010 decade, when it was stabilized at 10%. Unlike Bangladesh, Vietnam did not 
have to do much human development. When you visit Vietnam, you will find that it is incredibly 
connected with the world via a huge utilization of Internet and information technology. Like 
Bangladesh, in 2000, Vietnam was no where on the cotton market map; it had only 28000 hectare 
of cotton area harvested, produced about 43000 bales of cotton, and imported 400,000 bales to 
consume about 430,000 domestically. By 2005, Vietnam imported about 694,000 bales to process 
about 750,000 bales domestically. By 2010, Vietnam imported 1.6 million bales, and in 2016, 
cotton import has reached 4.8 million bales to make Vietnam another one of the top importing-
cotton countries in the world, importing U.S. cottons as well as cottons from different origins.       
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Closing Remarks 

The discussion in this paper focused primarily on the analysis of production and trade parameters 
of cotton. Being an engineer makes this type of analysis totally out-norm for me. However, my 
many years of experience have taught me that without understanding the economic aspects, 
nothing else will matter. In this closing section, I would like to briefly address two related 
questions:  

• How can the spinner prepare for the changes in cotton price?  
• How does cotton price influence the retail market? 

How can the spinner prepare for the changes in cotton price?  
 
The subjects covered in this article clearly indicate that the spinner cannot live in isolation with 
the world commodity market. We live in the “Big Data” era and data can reveal information that 
can save the spinners millions of dollars. This simply means that the spinner must monitor the 
entire agricultural commodity market and not just the cotton market to gain from the immense 
opportunities of purchasing cotton at optimum prices. In my company, we have access to database 
of world agricultural commodities including cotton, which we use to assist many spinners around 
the world in forecasting cotton stock, inventories, and potential change in price. In addition, mill 
cotton buyers should always take advantage of low-price seasons by buying more cotton than they 
need, which is known as the “double-gain cost advantage.” In simple terms, the idea here is to 
purchase more cotton than the company needs when prices are low, either to make a cost reduction 
gain, or to sell excess cotton at higher price when cotton price goes up in future seasons. In other 
words, the spinner acts as both manufacturer and cotton merchant. In many situations, depending 
on the company structure and cost budget, we have worked with companies managing their cotton 
purchasing strategies to achieve this type of double gain based on in-depth analysis of the 
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company’s market, particularly with respect to global cotton inventory, the prices of other 
commodities, and certainly the status of the U.S. dollar (a weaker US dollar typically results in an 
increase in the price of virtually all agricultural products).  
 
It is critical to point out that the double-gain approach is not trivial, and it can be very risky for 
some companies particularly with regard to holding monetary holding. Some big countries such as 
China have fallen victim of taking this approach. We all recall that in the 2008-2011 period, 
China’s cotton imports soared to over 250%. This increase was not entirely due to an increase in 
cotton consumption. Indeed, during the same period, China’s consumption decreased by 11% and 
China’s cotton production decreased by only 8%. The idea was to have a large reserve of cotton 
in case cotton’s price soars like what happened in 2011. This has led to the situation that China 
has faced since 2011 in which China’s cotton import has dropped by about 80%, and its production 
has also dropped by about 20% with an increase in cotton consumption of only 5% during this 
period. 
 
 
How does cotton price influence the retail market?  
 
This is a critical question and one that represents the ultimate complaint among spinners. When 
cotton price increases, the spinner cannot directly add this increase to the price of yarn unless at 
least five market conditions are met. These are:  
 
Condition 1: a shortage in retail market inventory in the market. Typically, there is a time lag 
between retail market and fiber market that may range from one to three years. The situation in 
2011-2012 rise in cotton price to $2 was directly a result in a retail market inventory shortage that 
was exceptionally abnormal (4 to 6-month inventory) compounded by a decrease in cotton 
production as indicated earlier.  

 
Condition 2: The absence of alternatives. In today’s global market, numerous alternatives have 
become available. For this reason, trade agreements between countries now play a vital role in 
stabilizing the yarn and retail market. Where you can export to or import from is a key factor that 
determines whether you have alternatives or not in a given market. When the retailer has no 
alternatives, he will have to accept an increase in yarn price as a result of an increase in cotton 
price. When alternatives are available, the spinner profit becomes largely vulnerable to changes in 
cotton price.  
 
Condition 3: Price compatibility with polyester fiber. In my last year article to Catgo, I 
discussed the price war between cotton and polyester fiber. I would encourage the reader to refer 
to this article to see how polyester fiber producers indeed play the price game much more 
intelligently than the cotton fiber producer. Obviously, when polyester fiber is cheaper than 
cotton, it becomes nearly impossible to pass on the price increase in cotton to the yarn. Instead, 
many spinners will manipulate the cotton/polyester blend (which is supposedly a purely 
technological issue) to serve cost difference.  
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Condition 4: healthy spinner’s financial status. The above two conditions are typically applicable 
to all spinners. This condition is different from one spinner to another. To become cost efficient 
and to produce consistent yarn quality, the spinner must use state of the art technology and spend 
a significant amount of money in daily maintenance, labor, energy, and product development and 
testing. In an early survey by my company conducted in 2004, it was found that the four most 
important reasons for the fall-out of spinning companies that are under the same market constraints 
(in the order of importance) are: (1) obsolete technology, (2) the lack of good testing laboratory, 
poor utilization of testing data, (3) poor maintenance, and (4) poor management.     
 
These reasons are all about the financial status of the company. Obviously, a company with state 
of the art technology and best testing laboratory and personnel qualification can still fail if all of 
this was achieved at the expense of significant debts. Indeed, I have observed top spinning 
companies in the US collapsing because of debt-related bankruptcy. When a spinner is in good 
financial status, many possibilities become available to convert the rise in cotton price into profit. 
Indeed, if the question is “can a spinner profit from an increase in cotton price?” the answer is 
absolutely “yes,” however, how is a big a question. This has been a big part of my company’s 
consulting activities. The obvious reason is the low debts, which allow price manipulation. But 
there are many other reasons that are outside the scope of this article.  
 
Condition 5: Understanding yarn-to-end product relationship. Again, this is another condition 
that will vary largely between one spinner and another. In the most part of the spinning industry 
around the world, and particularly in developing countries, the spinner is in the business of 
producing yarn, regardless where the yarn is going or what product will be made from it. If you 
are spinner who knows nothing about where your yarn is used for, then you only know 20% of 
what it takes to make a good yarn and what it takes to reduce the cost of yarn manufacturing. 
Indeed, this issue alone represents a great deal of my company’s consultant around the world. I 
will elaborate on this issue a little bit later in this article, but in the context of cotton fiber price, 
knowing the end product is critical for manipulating cotton price and yarn market value. It is true 
that cotton is purchased based on weight, but different end products require different cotton 
weights: a tee shirt may need 0.4 pounds only while a denim jean may require about two pounds 
of fiber to make. How this significant difference in weight (5 times) is reflected in the market value 
of these two retail products, and what happens to the prices of these two retail products when 
cotton price jumps by 10 or 20 cents per pound? Are all aspects that the spinner should know, and 
when they know they will find that things are not as bad as they may seem, and nothing is linear 
in the price difference in the entire textile supply chain. The one thing I can tell you here is that if 
the retailer wishes to maintain a gross margin, say of 40%, he will maintain that easily even if the 
cotton price is doubled in price tomorrow. When the spinner fails to understand that, he becomes 
an easy victim in the textile supply chain. To give you a hint, most cotton products sold in mass-
merchant channels will sell at lower average prices than the average retail channel even if they 
exhibit the same weights. Indeed, in many markets around the world most cotton retail prices have 
not changed for the last two decades, yet the retailers have always been able to maintain their 
desired gross profits.   


