Follow-up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on the proposal for a Council decision on the conclusion, on behalf of the Union, of the Voluntary Partnership Agreement between the European Union and the Republic of Côte d’Ivoire on forest law enforcement, governance and trade in timber and timber products to the European Union (FLEGT)
1. Rapporteur: Karin KARLSBRO (Renew / SE)
2. Reference numbers: 2023/0222R (NLE) / A9-0137/2024 / P9_TA(2024)0209
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 11 April 2024
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Trade (INTA)
5. Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The European Parliament calls for swift ratification of the agreement by both sides, adoption of necessary legislation, improving administrative capacity, increased funding allocation to the Forest Partnership with Côte d’Ivoire as well as measures to support the reduction of administrative processes.
The resolution highlights the high deforestation rates and the dramatic decrease of forest cover in Côte d’Ivoire, particularly related to cocoa production, and the need for regulatory reforms and independent evaluations. It emphasizes the importance of stakeholder involvement, gender equality, and the protection of human rights in the implementation stage. The resolution also addresses the need for measures to tackle fraud, corruption, and illegal logging, the involvement of the private sector, and the impact on forest jobs and rural employment. It further stresses the importance of sustainable cocoa production.
Additionally, the resolution emphasizes the need to address the root causes of deforestation, ensure fair prices for cocoa, and abolish child labour in cocoa production, among measures that will contribute to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. It also calls for coordination between different initiatives in the forest sector, including streamlining actions taken under Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) and the EU Deforestation Regulation, and the full participation of all stakeholders. The resolution stresses the importance of Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) as a legal framework and calls for regular reporting on their implementation.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the European Parliament support for the conclusion of the VPA with Côte d’Ivoire and the attention paid to the VPA’s role in ensuring ensure legality of timber imports as well as providing a basis for dialogue and cooperation in accordance with the EU and Côte d’Ivoire’s joint commitment to sustainably manage all types of forests.
Côte d’Ivoire has shown its commitments to the objectives of the FLEGT Action Plan and to the VPA negotiation process through strong stakeholder engagement, the adoption of necessary legislation, and an explicit focus on gender equality and workers’ rights. In line with paragraphs 4, 7, 11 and 12 of the resolution, the text of the VPA agreement builds on these commitments and includes specific provisions on stakeholder involvement and gender equality under its Article 16. It identifies key areas for further legal reform during the implementation phase in its Annex II, and specifically foresees verification of compliance with (female) workers’ rights to demonstrate legal compliance as part of the Legality Verification System provided for under its Article 8.
The Commission and the EU Delegation to Côte d’Ivoire have provided funding, capacity building, logistic and technical support throughout the negotiation process including for preparing the implementation of the agreement. This support has ensured effective stakeholder participation in the VPA negotiation and associated law reform processes. In line with paragraphs 2 and 4, it further enabled a head start to review, update and digitise existing national procedures and systems and to ensure timber legality and traceability. In line with paragraph 11, the EU has funded a gender audit in support of the development of a strategy to mainstream gender analysis throughout the timber sector.
The EU and Côte d’Ivoire are committed to continue deepening this support in view of the accompanying measures for the effective implementation identified in Article 15 and Annex VII of the VPA. Support to VPA’s implementation will be provided through the 2023-2024 Multiannual Action Plan (MAP “Programme d’Appui aux Systèmes Sylvicole et Agroalimentaire Durables”) in line with calls in paragraphs 4, 10, 14 and 18 of the resolution to provide funding, capacity building, logistic and technical support.
More broadly, development cooperation between the EU and Côte d’Ivoire recognizes the link between forests, agriculture and governance and the importance of sustainable cocoa production to address the root causes of deforestation. In this context, the EU Sustainable Cocoa Initiative plays a key role in tackling deforestation and child labour, while ensuring a living income for cocoa farmers in Cote d’Ivoire (paragraph 15). The Initiative is supported by the Sustainable Cocoa Program, which allocates budgetary support and technical assistance to improve the sustainability of the cocoa sector in Cote d’Ivoire, among others. The 2022 Roadmap for sustainable cocoa, establishes a dedicated focus group on root causes of deforestation (paragraph 16) and ensuring a living income for farmers. 
Furthermore, in line with paragraph 10, the Multiannual Indicative Programme (MIP) 2021-2027 for Côte d'Ivoire foresees that the possibility of a forest partnership can be explored.
In line with paragraphs 10 and 21, regular meetings of the Commission Expert Group/Multi-Stakeholder Platform on Protecting and Restoring the World’s Forests, including the EU Timber Regulation and the FLEGT Regulation, as well as updates on progress with regards to all VPAs in the context of the VPA group set up by the INTA Committee show the Commission’s commitment to provide periodical updates on the progress made on the FLEGT action plan.
In line with paragraphs 18 of the resolution and Article 30 of the EU Deforestation Regulation, the EU and Côte d’Ivoire have started discussions on the impact of this new regulation on the VPA with the view to understanding better the opportunities and challenges for all actors, state and non-state and exploring possibilities for complementing the legality requirements under the EU Deforestation Regulation.
In line with paragraph 14 of the resolution and Article 14 of the VPA, the EU and Côte d’Ivoire have started discussions on a timetable and plan for implementation to be proposed to the Joint Implementation Committee upon entry into force of the agreement. This implementation plan shall include a proposed explanatory note detailing how parties will monitor and evaluate implementation progress and how impacts of the agreement, including on workers and smallholders will be assessed.
The EU’s partnership with Africa is a key priority for the Commission. Through the Global Gateway Strategy, it seeks to tackle the most pressing global challenges, including fighting climate change and supporting the security of global supply chains. The only way to achieve these goals is through mutually beneficial partnerships, the kind of which is underscored with the conclusion of the VPA between the EU and Côte d’Ivoire.
