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I. INTRODUCTION 

1. The jute and hard fibres group of commodities (JHFs)2 are a key source of livelihood for 
millions of households in developing countries, where they are produced, processed and exported 
either as final goods or as inputs into further manufacturing processes. Since 2001, JHFs experienced 
steady export growth which was reversed only in 2008 due to repressed import demand at the height 
of the global economic downturn. Erratic weather patterns, relative price movements in favour of 
competing crops (e.g. rice competes for land with jute), coupled with intense competition from 
synthetic fibres were some of the key factors driving competitiveness of the JHFs sector. 

2. The export growth of JHFs experienced during the 2001-08 period can be attributed in part to 
increased global demand for processed products of JHFs, driven by rising demand for natural fibre 
composite material due to environmental concerns over the cost and impact of increasing use of 
petroleum derivatives and unsustainable deforestation practices, exacerbated by rising public 
perception of the negative effects of climatic change. These concerns have renewed interest in natural 
fibres with the focus on renewable raw materials with good mechanical performance and eco-
friendliness. These biomaterials can be substituted for wood/synthetic fibre products and more 
importantly, have wide applications in the automotive and construction industries which are the key 
sectors spurring the expansion of natural fibre composite applications3. 

                                                      
1 The statistical tables supporting the data in this document can be found in document CCP:HF/JU 11/CRS 4. 
2 JHFs here refer to the raw and processed products of the following natural fibres: jute and kenaf (soft fibres), 
sisal, coir and abaca (hard fibres). 
3 Natural fibre composites are heterogeneous materials made of a polymer resin reinforced by natural fibres, 
combining the high mechanical and physical performance of natural fibres and the appearance, bonding and 
physical properties of polymers. 
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3. This document is prepared in response to the decision reached during the last  Joint Meeting of 
the Intergovernmental Groups on  hard fibres and on jute, kenaf and allied fibres held in 2009, during 
which, the Secretariat was requested to prepare a stock-taking paper of key trade policies and issues 
affecting fibres and their  products market so as to have a better understanding of the policy 
environment influencing international markets and trade. 

4. Since 1996 trade agreements under the WTO have resulted in significant reductions in 
agricultural trade barriers and trade distorting support measures in many countries. In the case of 
JHFs, since these fibres are principally produced and exported by developing countries which typically 
do not provide trade distorting support, it is the support provided by countries producing and exporting 
competing products that are important for the competitiveness of the JHFs market. Moreover, although 
tariffs on JHFs have been generally brought down under both multilateral and bilateral trade 
liberalization, the market access environment for JHFs is one with still some remaining levels of tariff 
escalation (tariff increases as the stage of processing rises) and the use of non-tariff barriers (NTBs). 
Furthermore, the development of the composite fibre industry is likely to add a further dimension to 
these issues facing the JHFs sector. The analysis of the trade regimes involved is likely to be complex, 
involving a wide range of end products for which the fibre content is uncertain. Hence this paper 
makes no attempt to describe the policy environment involved. 

5. To address these issues, the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 presents an overview of 
salient trends and drivers of trade and competiveness. Section 3 presents trade policies which directly 
affect JHFs – tariffs and the extent of tariff escalation; non-tariff barriers and other trade distorting 
support policies. Section 4 examines the issues and challenges facing traditional JHFs exporters in the 
emerging composite fibre market and Section 5 concludes the paper. 

II. TRENDS AND STRUCTURE OF JHFs TRADE 

6. The evolution of world trade (exports) of the JHFs since 1996 can be categorized in three 
phases (Figure 1a and 1b).  Figure 1a depicts the trends in export of jute and products, while 6b 
depicts it for the hard fibres and their products (sisal, coir and abaca). However, both trends exhibit 
similar pattern: the period from 1996-2001- was one of stagnant growth; from 2001-2008 - there was 
an upward trend in exports representing steep growth period. During the latter period, the value of 
world exports of jute and products increased from USD 1.2 to 5.4 billion at its peak in 2008. Similarly, 
for the hard fibres, the value of exports increased by over 80 percent to USD 1.7 billion. After this 
period, there has been a reversal of export trends for all JHFs as a result of the ongoing global 
economic and financial downturn.  Jute, the largest item traded, accounted for between 56-75 percent 
of the total JHFs exports, mirroring exactly the evolution of the overall trend4. 

 

                                                      
4 Trade flow by source and destination are given in the Annex. 
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Figure 1a: Trends in Jute Fibre & Products Exports, 1996-2010
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A. COMPETITIVENESS AND KEY DRIVERS 

7. The key factors having an impact on competitiveness and export availabilities of the JHFs are, 
on the production side, price stability and reliability of supplies. These, in turn, are affected by 
climatic conditions, relative prices of competing crops and returns to farmers in the previous season. 
Production policies also influence farmer planting decisions, for example in cases where support 
measures have favoured food crops.  

8. On the demand side, competitiveness is influenced by prices of JHFs vis-à-vis those of 
competing fibres, particularly synthetics, in various end-use markets where substitution is a technically 
acceptable option. Aggressive price competition from synthetic products, particularly polypropylene, 
in many major end uses has been the single most important factor responsible for the drop in demand 
for jute and hard fibres.  

9. Underlying structural conditions in many JHF producing countries have also had an impact on 
the size and distribution of markets. Although also confronted by competition from synthetics, 
domestic demand for JHFs has held up better in some of the large producing countries, such as China 
and India, than in some of the smaller producing countries relying on export markets. 

10. At the international level competitiveness is affected by the policy environment under which 
trade occurs. In most developing countries, increasing trade of agricultural as well as other packaged 
commodities, such as cement and agro-chemicals, continued to be a major source of growth in demand 
for jute. Although bulk handling of commodities has made significant inroads in international trade, 
bagging is still extensively used for domestic transportation, distribution and storage in rural areas. 
However, jute bags have been losing market share to synthetics, and domestic demand is often 
maintained by deliberate policy choices, e.g. by parastatals. 

11. The situation is similar for sisal, especially with the introduction of new harvesting techniques 
that required either the use of less fibre twine or the use of synthetic twine. This trend is more 
pronounced in developed countries where technological developments in baling hay and straw have 
favoured the use of synthetics and have thus reduced the share of sisal harvest twine significantly. 
Consequently, amongst the JHFs group, the only fibre that resisted competition from synthetics is 
abaca, due to the superior properties of its fibre relative to synthetics in its chief end-use – specialty 
papers. 

12. However, despite these setbacks, rising concern about environmental sustainability, wide 
acceptance of “green” products and increases in petroleum prices which suggest similar increases into 
the foreseeable future are likely to have a positive effect on the expected growth in natural fibre-based 
composite products. The JHFs group (and other natural fibres also), being eco-friendly, lightweight, 
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strong and low cost have already started to replace glass and other synthetic materials in numerous 
engineering applications in automobiles, furniture, packaging, consumer goods and construction5. 

III. TRADE POLICIES AFFECTING FIBRES AND THEIR PRODUCTION 

13. Although the multilateral trade agreements under the WTO have reduced import tariffs and 
imposed disciplines on other trade distorting domestic support and export subsidy measures, the tariff 
structure of JHFs and competing products exhibit the same pattern that existed prior to the WTO 
agreements. MFN tariffs on raw and some semi-processed JHFs products are still zero in many 
countries with higher tariffs for processed products (tariff escalation) of JHFs. For the main competing 
product of JHFs, polypropylene and flax - imports are still widely taxed and often at higher rates in the 
developing countries. Importantly, also, as tariff barriers are being dismantled in many countries, the 
use of non-tariff-barriers (NTBs) which includes measures like – price control measures, financial 
measures, automatic licensing, technical measure, etc., are reportedly on the rise. However, removal or 
gradual elimination of NTBs are likely to bring significant benefits for developing country exporters 
provided robust strategies are in place to capture gains along the JHFs value chain, especially in the 
emerging composite fibre market. 

14. Some major jute fibre producing countries are also key importers of jute fibre (India and 
China). However, Pakistan, an insignificant producer is the main jute fibre importer globally and, 
together with China and India, accounted for almost 75 percent of world imports of jute fibre in 2009. 
Pakistan, like most developed country importers imposes zero tariffs on jute fibre imports, while 
China and India apply MFN tariffs of 5 and 10 percent respectively (Statistical Table 3). Bangladesh, a 
key producer, imposes 25 percent MFN duties on all jute and jute products except jute twine and 
cordage for which the duty is zero for all countries. For other processed jute products, Iran imposes a 
tariff of 30-65 percent, China from 6-14 percent, India uniform at 10 percent and Pakistan 10-25 
percent.  

15. It is important to note that the effectively applied tariffs in trade amongst developing countries 
are mostly governed under either some form of preferential, bilateral or regional trade agreements 
which have rendered the MFN duties at or near zero. Furthermore, a number of developing countries 
have granted duty and quota free access to some LDCs and/or duty free access under the generalized 
preference schemes among developing countries. 

16. Among the developed countries, woven fabrics of jute carries a zero duty in the United States, 
4 percent in the European Union and 10 percent in Japan. For other processed products, the duty varies 
from country to country with tariff escalation a general feature (Statistical Table 3). Developing 
country exports to these countries are mostly under GSP which renders tariffs at or near zero. 
However, a number of countries have not been able to effectively utilize these preferences due to 
stringent product specific rules of origin provisions in the case of the European Union-GSP (the EBA) 
and ‘competitive need limits’, in the case of the United States – which requires that GSP treatment be 
suspended if United States imports of an eligible product from a single country exceeds a specified 
threshold limit. 

17. In the case of sisal, the United States (61 percent of world imports) and the European Union, 
which together account for 80 percent of world sisal products imports, both impose zero tariffs on raw 
sisal fibre. The United States imposes a 3.6 percent duty on twines/cordage of sisal but the European 
Union imposes a duty of 12 percent (Statistical Table 4). Australia and Japan impose duties of 5 and 
4 percent on twines/cordage of sisal, respectively. China has a duty of 5 percent and India charges 
10 percent on ropes and twines of sisal. Tanzania, a major sisal producer, imposes zero MFN duty for 
the raw fibre and 25 percent for processed sisal products, which is in line with is it common external 
tariff (CET) under the customs union agreement of the East African Community (EAC). 

                                                      
5 “Properties and performance of natural-fibre composites”, edited by Kim L. Pickering, Woodhead Publishing 
Ltd, UK, 2008. 
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18. India, Sri Lanka and Thailand are the major producers of coir fibre. China is the world’s 
largest importer and imposes zero duty on the fibre but 25 percent for coir yarn and mats (Statistical 
Table 5). The European Union is the largest importer of coir yarn and mats. Its principal suppliers are 
India, Sri Lanka, Philippines and China. The European Union imposes an MFN duty of 4 percent on 
coir floor coverings with zero on other products. However, most of the trade takes place under the 
GSP or some other preferential arrangement. 

19. The Philippines and Ecuador are the main producers and exporters of abaca and abaca 
products principally to the European Union, United States and Japan. All countries have set a zero 
MFN duty for most products except for cordage and ropes of abaca, were the duties range from a low 
of 1.9 percent for the United States to a high of 30 percent in Egypt (Statistical Table 6).  

20. In the case of competing polypropylene (Statistical Table 7) and flax (Statistical Table 8) 
products, the tariff structure reflects the interest in both developed and developing countries to protect 
their domestic industries. However, as with the case of JHFs, MFN applied tariffs are relatively lower 
in the developed countries compared to the developing countries. 

A. NON-TARIFF BARRIERS 

21. Although there is no agreed formal definition of NTBs, in general, NTBs refer to all non-tariff 
restrictions on trade in goods, services and investment. These include border measures (customs 
procedures, etc.) as well as behind-the-border measures flowing from domestic laws, regulations and 
practices. Exporters of JHF products face a number of NTBs which often inhibits their ability to 
profitably engage in international trade. Although the WTO and other International and regional 
institutions (e.g. COMESA) collect information on them, these efforts should be strengthened to 
include proper classification and acceptable measures of disciplining NTBs. A summary of the NTBs 
reported by JHFs exporters are presented below. 

22. Exporters of JHFs goods often face stringent technical barriers to trade (packaging and 
labeling requirements, etc.), sanitary and phytosanitary standards (SPS), adverse customs and 
administrative procedures, arbitrary import licensing requirements on the exports of yarn, 
twine/cordage, etc. The current packaging requirements of some JHFs products which previously 
requires fumigation with methyl bromide has been reported by some exporters as very costly, since 
methyl bromide is banned in many countries6 as it is regarded as an ozone depleting substance. 
Cheaper alternative methods and techniques are not widely available and most of the materials now 
available for fumigation are designed for specific pests as opposed to methyl bromide which can be 
applied for most pest control situations. This is an area for urgent action as it relates to some food 
products as well. SPS measures and certification requirements by some countries also curb export 
potential due to additional formalities, which have adverse time and cost implications especially for 
small exporters. Furthermore, requirements for special certificates of origin, import licenses and 
registration in some recipient countries, as well as additional documentation at the port of discharge 
for customs valuation and pre-shipment inspection have been reported by some exporting countries as 
major constraints to trade. 

23. Moreover, it has been reported that some countries have standards for jute bags which are very 
difficult to meet and can add extra cost for exporters. In other countries, sacks and woven fabrics 
require certification that industrially processed JHFs have originated from pest-free crops. Also, for 
some countries, blended products require additional certification depending on the specific percentage 
of certain JHFs in the fabric. Exporters to some countries have reported that they are required to 
undertake testing of products and to submit additional certificates during the trading process, involving 
extra time and cost. Very often, classification of products is done in an ad hoc manner, without 
appropriate justification and this can also lead to higher duties and levies. Others have reported that 
JHFs products face high anti-dumping duties and non-automatic licensing procedures. 

                                                      
6 According to the Montreal Protocol, developed countries were expected to ban the use of methyl 
bromide by 2006 and a total ban by all countries by 2013. 
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24. In addition, some exporters also face obligatory requirements with regards to various (private) 
standards such as health, safety, child labour, working hours, wages and benefits, freedom of 
association, environmental compliance, etc. To overcome the problems associated with application of 
these requirements, exporters would need to effectively engage and participate in both bilateral and 
multinational negotiations as well as in capacity building, as some of these concerns are considered 
legitimate or precautionary by the countries imposing them.  

25. In the area of domestic support and other trade distorting measures, the JHFs were not subject 
to reduction commitments under the WTO as the key producers and exporters in this industry - the 
developing countries - typically do not provide such support. Also, in the case of competing products, 
flax and hemp, no export subsidy commitments are reported to the WTO, with the exception of 
Canada which lists its total outlay for oilseeds in which linseeds (from flax) are covered. If any trade 
distorting measures are adopted by countries, they maybe indirectly applied and are limited to certain 
domestic support measures that countries are not mandated to discipline in the WTO. In essence, the 
critical instruments in the JHFs market are the internal market organization or strategies, tariff and 
non-tariff barriers and growth in international demand. 

IV. KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES FOR THE EMERGING FIBRE 
COMPOSITE INDUSTRY 

26. Environmental concerns over the cost and impact of increasing use of petroleum derivatives 
and unsustainable deforestation practices, exacerbated by an accelerating rate of negative climatic 
effects have created increased potential for natural fibres not only as substitutes for wood/synthetic 
fibre products, but more importantly, in composite fibre applications. These concerns have led to 
renewed interest in biomaterials with the focus on renewable raw materials that can be processed with 
lower energy consumption requirements, as well as recyclable materials including those from which 
energy can be recovered. Such materials are widely available within the broad spectrum of natural 
fibre composites. However, as there are many other natural fibres that may have certain superior 
properties7 over JHFs (e.g. flax fibre offers a higher reinforcing potential and tensile strength 
compared to JHFs in composite applications), the composite market landscape presents new 
challenges for developing country producers of JHFs. The advantages and disadvantages of using 
natural fibres in composites are presented below. 

 

Advantages/disadvantages in using Natural Fibres in Composite Applications 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Renewable resource with production requiring low 
CO2 emissions 

Enormous variability in quality 

Non-toxic, recyclable and biodegradable Poor moisture resistance 

Low specific weight, compared with glass reinforced 
composites 

Poor fire resistance 

Good thermal and acoustic insulating properties Highly variable price and supplies 

High electrical resistance Low durability 

Processing atmosphere is worker-friendly with better 
working conditions 

Odour 

Source: compiled from various sources. 

27. One major area of development over the last decade has been in the use of compression 
moulded natural-fibre reinforced thermoplastic panels that have been widely adopted in the European 

                                                      
7 “Properties and performance of natural-fibre composites”, edited by Kim L. Pickering, Woodhead Publishing 
Ltd, UK, 2008. 
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automotive industry for parts such as door panels, headliners, package trays, dashboard and boot/trunk 
liners. This has been largely influenced by the European Union End-of-life Vehicle Directive, adopted 
in 2000, stating that from 2006, the reuse and recovery of an end-of-life vehicle should be between 
85-95 percent by weight8. Several other countries including some in Asia have or are in the process of 
developing similar legislation. 

28. In the United States, the construction industry has received much of the focus in the use of 
fibre composites. In other countries, natural fibres, including the JHFs group have been used as 
alternatives to artificial fibres for reinforcement in composites (e.g. in the manufacture of cement 
paste, mortar and/or concrete, ply-wood (coir- and jute-ply), etc.) to improve the mechanical 
properties of these materials. Also, emerging legislations and government support in many countries 
which specifically imposes limits on importation and use of some synthetic products have also further 
strengthened the market outlook for fibre composites. Besides the automotive and construction 
industries, fibre composites have been used in the manufacture of sporting goods, mobile phone and 
laptop cases, consumer goods, paper pulp, technical textiles, handicrafts and fashion accessories, etc9. 

29. Chart 1 below brings out the key forces driving the current and future growth of the natural 
fibre composite industry. However, as most of these developments are taking place in the developed 
countries, to be able to participate in this highly promising market, developing countries would have to 
realign their current strategies to determine their own priorities and products, create links with 
developed and developing countries and relevant research organizations to develop their own 
capacities with technologies tailored to their needs.  

30. The demand for natural fibre composites is expected to be high, in particular, in automotive 
and construction applications due to increasing awareness and acceptance of green products, the need 
for lightweight cost-effective products, the need to reduce global warming effects and government and 
international support10. Some developing countries have already made good progress (e.g. coir- and 
jute-ply in India; sisal bricks and other construction materials in Tanzania, etc.) and there are 
developments in others which should be further developed and strengthened through public-private-
partnerships. 

V. CONCLUSIONS 

31. The implementation of the WTO Uruguay Round agreements since 1996, and the phasing out 
of the Multi-Fibre Agreement (MFA) in 2004 were two important milestones for international trade in 
JHFs. Under the WTO, disciplines were put in place to reduce tariffs and convert other forms of 
restrictions into tariff equivalents and reduce them under an agreed formula for improvements in 
market access; and the reduction with a view to eliminating other trade distorting measures, have been 
well adhered to in relation to JHFs. The end of the MFA, which had imposed quota restrictions on 
textile imports and for which exports were charged MFA duty rates instead of lower GSP rates when 
imports exceed quota limits; is expected to improve market access for developing countries’ textile 
and clothing products. Added to these developments, the increase of bilateral and regional trade 
agreements in recent years have all served to create a conducive environment for developing country 
exporters of JHFs. 

32. However, this situation should not encourage complacency, as there are still tariffs and 
significant NTBs that need to be eliminated before the JHFs producers and exporters obtain optimum 
and sustainable benefits. In particular, efforts should be made to engage with trade partners in 
bilateral, regional and multilateral negotiations to dismantle the remaining tariffs, especially tariff 
escalation. In the case of NTBs, although minor progress has been made on some fronts – in terms of 
reporting and monitoring, no concrete actions or road map to their phasing out have been agreed at the 
multilateral level. For those on SPS grounds which are sometimes justifiably imposed, concerned 
exporters should seek support in enhancing their capacities to meet those standards. 

                                                      
8 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/elv_index.htm 
9 Ibid, 6. 
10 See "Opportunities in Natural Fiber Composites", Lucintel Brief, March 2011: www.lucintel.com 
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33. There is no use gaining market access and entry if products are not available in acceptable 
quality and quantity. In this regard, JHFs producers would need to ensure that supply-side and 
marketing constraints should be overcome. These should be addressed on several fronts: through 
operationally effective policy, capacity and institutional building, investment in research and 
development along the JHFs value-chain and on market enhancing infrastructure. The focus should not 
only be limited to improving the agronomic conditions for JHFs but should include research and 
development on new and prospective  end-uses, building on the current heightened environmental 
concerns over the use of  synthetic substitutes. 

34. In the emerging composite fibres market, developing country producers of JHFs should 
develop comprehensive strategies that would ensure that they are an integral part of the global supply 
chain rather than being solely in a position of supplying raw materials and intermediate inputs to 
foreign markets. Such strategies should also examine potential applications of composite fibres 
materials in their own domestic markets, including those that can substitute for existing applications 
that may have known harmful effects on their environment 

35. Finally, the Secretariat would like to seek the Groups' guidance on the following: 

 Addressing the recommendations of the Consultation in the area of trade and trade related 
measures; 

 Re-design of the current questionnaire used to collect data to include policy measures 
affecting trade; 

 Structure of the website for the scope of the information related to trade; tariffs, NTBs, etc; 
 Conduct comprehensive studies to update information on trade and market dynamic for the 

JHFs sector including market prospects and opportunities in the fibre composite market for the 
fibre products covered by the joint group. 
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Chart 1: Forces Driving the Natural Fibre Composites Industry 
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