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1. SCOPE  

1.1  Purpose 

1.1.1  This Standard establishes requirements for maintaining a segregated chain 
of custody for REEL Cotton from the spinner onwards to ensure accurate 
and verifiable claims throughout the textile supply chain. 

1.1.2  CottonConnect recognises that many organisations may already hold 
certification to other credible chain of custody standards. In order to 
reduce duplication of audit activities and certification burden, this Standard 
provides for conditional recognition of approved external certifications, 
subject to independent verification by an approved Certification Body. 

1.1.3  Recognition does not constitute automatic acceptance. Eligibility for 
reduced assurance shall be determined through documented verification to 
ensure continued integrity, traceability, and consistency with REEL 
requirements. 

1.2  Relationship to the REEL Production Standard 

1.2.1  The REEL and REEL Regenerative standards govern certified activities from 
farm through ginning. 

1.2.2  Upon completion of ginning, responsibility for certified material transitions 
from the REEL Production Standard to the REEL Chain of Custody Standard. 

1.3  Transition Point 

1.3.1  The formal transition between the REEL Production Standard and the REEL 
Chain of Custody Standard occurs at the point of transfer of certified cotton 
from a certified gin to a spinner. 

1.3.2  From the point of receipt by the spinner, certified material shall be subject 
to this Standard.  

1.4  Exemptions 
 
1.4.1  The following entities are not required to hold certification under this 

Standard: 
 
1.4.1.1 Retailers selling finished goods directly to consumers without further 

processing. 
 
1.4.1.2  Brands that do not own or operate manufacturing facilities. 
 
1.4.1.3  Distributors of finished goods. 
 
1.4.1.4  Traders not taking physical possession of certified goods, provided all of 

the following conditions are met: 
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a) All suppliers of REEL-certified material hold valid certification to the 
applicable REEL standard or approved chain of custody standard; 
 
b) The trader is identified on transaction documentation; 
 
c) No change in certified volume occurs; 
 
d) Goods are shipped directly from seller to buyer; 
 
e) Adequate sales records are maintained for audit. 

 
1.4.2.  Exempt entities shall not make REEL claims unless permitted under the 

REEL Labelling and Claims Guidelines. 
 
 

2. NORMATIVE REFERENCES 
 
2.1 Assurance and Certification Manual for REEL Chain of Custody Standard 
 
2.2 CottonConnect Conflict of Interest Policy 
 
2.3 Eligibility Requirements to Participate in the REEL Programme 
 
2.4 Governance of the Reel Standards System 
 
2.5 ISEAL Code of Good Practice for Sustainability Systems 
 
2.6 ISO 22095: Chain of Custody — General terminology and models 
 
2.7 REEL Cotton Standard 1.0  
 
2.8 REEL Regenerative Standard 1.0 
 
2.9 REEL Standard - Key Terms and Definitions 
 
2.10 REEL Standards Labelling and Claims Guidelines  
 

3. TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 
3.1  For the purposes of this Standard: 
3.1.1  'Shall' denotes a mandatory requirement. 
3.1.2  'Should' denotes a recommendation. 
3.1.3  'May' denotes permission. 
3.1.4 'Can' denotes possibility or capability. 
3.2  Additional definitions are provided in REEL Chain of Custody Definitions. 
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4. CHAIN OF CUSTODY MODEL 

4.1  Segregation Model 

4.1.1  The organisation shall implement a physical segregation model. 

4.1.2  REEL-certified material shall remain clearly identifiable at all stages of 
receipt, handling, storage, processing, and transfer. 

4.1.3  Uncontrolled mixing or commingling is prohibited. 

4.2  Controlled Blending 

4.2.1  Controlled blending is permitted from the spinner onwards, provided 
blending is intentional, documented, and verifiable. 

4.2.2  Blend ratios shall be defined prior to production, recorded at production, 
and reflected in volume reconciliation and transaction documentation. 

4.3  Content Requirements 

4.3.1  Products making a REEL claim shall contain a minimum of thirty percent 
(30 %) REEL Cotton by weight. 

4.3.2  Remaining fibre content shall be certified to a CottonConnect-approved 
sustainability standard. 

4.4  Downgrading 

4.4.1  Material that loses identity or fails to meet the requirements of this 
Standard shall be downgraded and shall not re-enter the certified supply 
chain. 

 

5. MANAGEMENT SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS 

5.1  Management System Framework 

5.1.1  The organisation shall establish, document, implement, and maintain a 
management system sufficient to ensure ongoing conformity with this 
Standard. 

5.1.2  The management system shall include documented procedures defining 
how REEL-certified materials are received, verified, identified, handled, 
processed, blended (where permitted), stored, transferred (internally and 
externally), recorded, sold, and dispatched. 
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5.1.3  The organisation shall ensure that documented procedures are controlled, 
current, and protected from unauthorised modification. 

5.1.4  The organisation shall ensure that records and data relevant to certified 
material, transaction documentation, volume reconciliation, and claims are 
accurate, complete, and protected against loss, unauthorised access, or 
modification. 

5.1.4.1  Where digital systems are used, the organisation shall implement 
appropriate safeguards, including: 

a) Controlled user access based on defined roles and responsibilities; 
b) Protection against unauthorised alteration or deletion of records; 
c) Version control where records are amended; 
d) Backup and recovery procedures sufficient to prevent loss of critical 
certification data; and 
e) Retention controls ensuring records remain available for the required 
retention period. 

5.1.4.2  Records shall be retained for a minimum period of three [3] years or as 
required by applicable law, whichever is longer. 

5.1.5  The management system shall be appropriate to the size and operational 
complexity of the organisation, taking into account the results of the risk 
assessment required under Clause 5.4. 

5.2  Roles, Responsibilities, and Authority 

5.2.1  The organisation shall appoint a designated management representative 
with responsibility and authority for ensuring overall conformity with this 
Standard. 

5.2.2  Roles, responsibilities, and authorities related to chain of custody 
compliance shall be clearly defined, documented, and communicated within 
the organisation. 

5.2.3  The designated management representative shall have authority to: 

a) Implement corrective actions; 
b) Prevent non-compliant REEL claims; 
c) Authorise downgrading of non-conforming material; and 
d) Suspend processing, dispatch, or claims where chain of custody integrity 
is compromised. 

5.3  Competence and Training 

5.3.1  Personnel performing activities that may affect chain of custody integrity 
shall be competent on the basis of appropriate education, training, or 
experience. 
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5.3.2  The organisation shall provide initial and periodic training to relevant 
personnel to ensure continued understanding of: 

a) Segregation requirements; 
b) Controlled blending provisions; 
c) Transaction documentation requirements; 
d) Volume reconciliation procedures; 
e) Claims restrictions; and 
f) Downgrading procedures. 

5.3.3  Training shall be provided: 

a) Upon hiring; 
b) Upon role change; 
c) When procedures are updated; and 
d) At intervals sufficient to maintain competence. 

5.3.4  Training records shall be maintained and made available for audit. 

5.4  Risk Assessment 

5.4.1  The organisation shall conduct and document an annual risk assessment to 
identify activities, processes, or locations where the physical identity or 
integrity of REEL-certified cotton could be compromised. 

5.4.2  The risk assessment shall identify and evaluate risks that could 
compromise the integrity of REEL-certified material, including but not 
limited to: 

a) Mixing or commingling with non-certified material; 
b) Substitution or contamination; 
c) Mislabelling or incorrect status attribution; 
d) Fraudulent or intentional misrepresentation; and 
e) Administrative or system errors affecting material traceability. 

5.4.3  The assessment shall cover all operational stages and control points within 
the organisation’s activities, including: 

a) Receipt of goods; 
b) Storage and warehousing; 
c) Processing and blending; 
d) Internal transfers and outsourced activities; 
e) Transport and dispatch; and 
f) Documentation systems and digital traceability platforms. 
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5.4.4  The organisation shall map and document locations where certified and 
non-certified materials are handled, stored, or processed within the same 
facility. 

5.4.5  Where shared equipment, facilities, systems, or personnel are used, the 
organisation shall specifically assess the adequacy of: 

a) Cleaning, purge, and production scheduling controls; 
b) Storage and logistics segregation measures; 
c) Controls linking transaction documentation and inventory records to 
physical material; and 
d) Personnel competence and supervision. 

5.4.6  Where significant operational changes occur, the risk assessment shall be 
updated without undue delay. 

5.5  Control Measures 

5.5.1  The organisation shall establish, implement, and maintain documented 
control measures based on the results of the risk assessment. 

5.5.2  Control measures shall be proportionate to identified risks and shall be: 

a) Clearly documented; 
b) Operationally implemented; 
c) Monitored for effectiveness; and 
d) Periodically reviewed. 

5.5.3  Control measures shall include preventive (e.g., segregation, system 
restrictions) and detective (e.g., reconciliation, audits, spot checks) 
measures sufficient to maintain the integrity of certified material and 
claims. 

 

6. RECORDKEEPING AND DATA INTEGRITY 

6.1  General Recordkeeping Requirements 

6.1.1  The organisation shall establish, implement, and maintain documented 
procedures for the creation, control, retention, and protection of records 
necessary to demonstrate conformity with this Standard. 

6.1.2  Records shall provide objective evidence of: 

a) Certified material flows; 
b) Volume reconciliation; 
c) Transaction documentation; 
d) Risk assessment; 
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e) Training and competence; 
f) Non-conformities and corrective actions; 
g) Complaints and appeals; and 
h) Management review activities. 

6.2  Retention Period 

6.2.1  Records shall be retained for a minimum of three (3) years, unless a longer 
retention period is required by applicable law. 

6.2.2  Where certification is withdrawn or terminated, records relating to certified 
material and claims shall remain available for the required retention period. 

6.3  Record Integrity and Protection 

6.3.1  Records shall be: 

a) Accurate and complete; 
b) Legible and identifiable; 
c) Protected against loss, damage, or unauthorised alteration; and 
d) Retrievable within a reasonable timeframe for audit. 

6.3.2  Where electronic systems are used, the organisation shall ensure: 

a) Access controls restricting unauthorised modification; 
b) Audit trails or version control where relevant; 
c) Regular data backup; and 
d) Secure storage to prevent data loss or corruption. 

6.4  Availability for Audit 

6.4.1  Records shall be made available to the Certification Body upon request. 

6.4.2  Failure to provide sufficient objective evidence of conformity may result in 
non-conformity. 

 

7. TRANSACTION DOCUMENTATION  

7.1  General Requirements 

7.1.1  Each sale or transfer of REEL-certified material involving a change of legal 
ownership between certified organisations shall be supported by valid 
transaction documentation, except where the transaction qualifies under 
the trader exemption conditions set out in Clause 1.4 and Annex B. 
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7.1.2  Transaction documentation shall provide objective evidence that the 
certified material transferred falls within the valid scope of certification at 
the time of transfer. 

7.2  Consolidated Transaction Documentation 

7.2.1  Where permitted under the REEL Chain of Custody Standard Transaction 
Document Requirements, a single Transaction Certificate (TC) or 
Transaction Declaration (TD) may cover multiple transfers of legal 
ownership between the same seller and buyer, subject to defined limits and 
conditions. 

7.2.2 Consolidation shall not remove the requirement that: 

a) Each individual transfer be supported by valid commercial 
documentation; 
b) Volume eligibility be confirmed at the time of each transfer; 
c) Reconciliation requirements under Section 8 remain fully applicable. 

7.3  Forms of Transaction Documentation 

7.3.1  Transaction documentation shall take the form of either: 

a) A transaction certificate issued by the seller’s Certification Body; or 
b) A digital transaction declaration generated within TraceBale or an 
approved equivalent data system, where both organisations are registered 
users of that system. 

7.3.2  Where TraceBale or an approved equivalent data system is used in 
accordance with Clause 5.1.4.1, a Certification Body-issued transaction 
certificate is not required. 

7.4  Prohibition on Claims Without Valid Documentation 

7.4.1  Where a transfer of legal ownership of REEL-certified material requires 
transaction documentation under Clause 7.1.1, no REEL claim associated 
with that transfer shall be made unless valid transaction documentation 
has been issued within the required timeframe. 

7.4.2  Certified material shall not be sold, transferred, or represented as REEL-
certified where valid transaction documentation has not been issued in 
accordance with this Standard. 

7.4.3  The prohibition in Clause 7.4.1 applies regardless of whether any delay in 
issuance is attributable to the certified organisation or to the Certification 
Body. 
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7.5  Receipt of Certified Cotton from Ginning Operations 

7.5.1  Where certified cotton is received from a gin operating under the REEL 
Production Standard, the receiving spinner shall verify, prior to treating the 
material as certified input, that: 

a) The supplying gin holds valid certification under the REEL Production 
Standard at the time of transfer; 
b) The transaction documentation is valid and issued in accordance with 
the REEL Production Standard; 
c) Bale identification numbers, quantities, and certification status 
correspond to the shipment received; and 
d) The material falls within the certified scope of the supplying gin at the 
time of transfer. 

7.5.2  The receiving spinner shall not treat the material as REEL-certified input 
unless the verification requirements in Clause 7.5.1 have been fulfilled. 

7.5.3  Where TraceBale or an approved equivalent data system is used, the 
receiving spinner shall confirm that the transfer is correctly recorded within 
that system prior to making any REEL claim. 

7.6  Internal Transfers Within the Same Scope Certificate 

7.6.1  Transfers of certified material between sites covered under the same scope 
certificate shall be documented through an internal transfer record. 

7.6.2  Internal transfer records shall include, at a minimum: 

a) Sending site; 
b) Receiving site; 
c) Material description; 
d) Quantity; 
e) Date of transfer; and 
f) Reference to the originating transaction documentation. 

7.6.3  Internal transfers shall not require issuance of a transaction certificate, as 
no change of legal ownership occurs. 

7.6.4  The organisation shall ensure that internal transfers are: 

a) Included in volume reconciliation in accordance with Clauses 8.1 to 8.4; 
b) Fully auditable; and 
c) Recorded within TraceBale or an approved equivalent data system where 
such a system is used. 

7.7  Issuance Timeframes 

7.7.1  Transaction documentation shall be issued no later than two (2) weeks 
following the transfer of legal ownership of certified material. 
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7.7.2  Retroactive issuance beyond this period shall not be permitted, except 
where expressly authorised by the Certification Body under documented 
exceptional circumstances. 

7.7.3  Where consolidated transaction documentation is permitted, issuance shall 
occur no later than two (2) weeks following the final transfer date included 
in the consolidated document, or within the maximum consolidation period 
defined in the Transaction Document Requirements, whichever occurs first. 

7.8  Content Requirements 

7.8.1  Transaction certificates and transaction declarations shall contain, at a 
minimum, all information required in the Transaction Certificate Template 
set out in the REEL Chain of Custody Standard Transaction Document 
Requirements. 

7.8.2  Transaction documentation shall be accessible and retained in accordance 
with Clause 5.1.4 and made available for audit and verification purposes. 

7.9  Certification Body Validation 

7.9.1  Where a Transaction Certificate is issued directly by a Certification Body, it 
may bear the Certification Body’s seal or authorised signature. 

7.9.2  Where transaction documentation is generated through an approved digital 
traceability system in accordance with Clause 5.1.4.1, inclusion of a 
Certification Body seal or signature is not required, provided oversight and 
control requirements under Clause 13.4.3.1 are fulfilled. 

7.10  Transaction Numbering (Digital System) 

7.10.1  Where an approved digital traceability system (e.g. TraceBale) is used, the 
system shall automatically generate a unique transaction reference number 
at the time of declaration. 

7.10.2  Transaction reference numbers generated within the approved system shall 
be system-controlled and shall not be altered by the certified organisation. 

7.10.3  Where a transaction declaration is issued within an approved digital system 
in accordance with Clause 5.1.4.1 and Clause 6.3.2, a separate 
Certification Body-issued transaction certificate is not required. 

7.10.4  The Certification Body shall verify transaction declarations and system 
controls during audits. 

7.11  Invalid Transaction Documentation 

7.11.1  Transaction documentation shall be deemed invalid where it is: 
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a) Incomplete; 
b) Inaccurate; 
c) Duplicated; 
d) Issued outside the certified scope; or 
e) Not issued in conformity with this Standard. 

7.11.2  Invalid transaction documentation shall not be used to substantiate REEL 
claims. 

 

8. VOLUME RECONCILIATION 

8.1  Volume Control System 

8.1.1  The organisation shall establish, implement, and maintain documented 
controls to accurately measure, record, and reconcile volumes of REEL-
certified input and output materials on an ongoing basis. 

8.1.2  Volume control procedures shall ensure that certified material flows are: 

a) Traceable; 
b) Verifiable; and 
c) Consistent with valid and verified transaction documentation issued in 
accordance with Clauses 7.1 – 7.11 and with inventory records. 

8.1.3  Consolidated Transactions 

Where a transaction certificate or transaction declaration covers multiple 
transfers: 

a) Volume eligibility shall be confirmed at the time of each individual 
transfer of legal ownership; 
b) Input volumes shall be recognised in reconciliation based on actual 
transfer dates, not certificate issuance date; 
c) Consolidation shall not permit retroactive allocation of volume. 

8.2  Output Volume Limits 

8.2.1  Output volumes of REEL-certified material shall not exceed eligible input 
volumes supported by valid and verified transaction documentation. 

8.2.2  Eligible input volumes shall consist only of: 

a) Certified material supported by valid transaction documentation issued 
in accordance with Section 7; and 
b) Existing certified inventory balances carried forward from prior 
reconciliation periods, provided such balances have been substantiated and 
are not subject to unresolved discrepancies. 
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8.2.3  Volume calculations shall account for: 

a) Existing certified inventory; 
b) Documented production volumes; 
c) Recorded losses, waste, and by-products; and 
d) Approved and documented conversion factors. 

8.2.4  Conversion factors shall: 

a) Be documented; 
b) Be technically justified; 
c) Be applied consistently; and 
d) Reflect technically justified and realistic production yields for the specific 
process and facility. 

8.2.5  The Certification Body shall verify that applied conversion factors are 
reasonable and consistent with expected industry ranges for the relevant 
process. 

8.2.6  Transaction declarations shall not be issued by the organisation, and 
transaction certificates shall not be issued by the Certification Body, where 
sufficient eligible certified volume is not available. 

8.3  Frequency and Period of Reconciliation 

8.3.1  The organisation shall conduct documented input-output reconciliation at 
defined intervals not exceeding twelve (12) months. 

8.3.2  Where production volumes, operational complexity, or identified risk 
warrant, reconciliation shall be conducted more frequently. 

8.3.3  Reconciliation periods shall be clearly defined and shall not overlap. 

8.3.4  No input or output volume shall be counted in more than one reconciliation 
period. 

8.4  Discrepancies and Over-Issuance 

8.4.1  Any discrepancy identified during reconciliation shall be investigated 
without undue delay. 

8.4.2  The organisation shall determine the root cause of discrepancies and 
implement corrective actions to prevent recurrence. 

8.4.3  Where discrepancies result in overstatement of certified volume or over-
issuance of certified output, the organisation shall: 

a) Immediately cease affected REEL claims; 
b) Ensure that affected products or volumes are not described, 
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represented, or sold as REEL-certified unless and until eligibility can be 
substantiated; 
c) Correct or withdraw affected claims where applicable; 
d) Adjust certified inventory balances accordingly; and 
e) Notify the Certification Body where material over-issuance has occurred. 

8.4.4  Certified volume shall not be carried forward where eligibility cannot be 
substantiated. 

8.4.5  Where material over-issuance or systemic reconciliation failure is identified, 
the organisation shall assess whether prior reconciliation periods may have 
been affected and extend its investigation accordingly. 

 

9.  LABELLING AND CLAIMS 

9.1  Certification Status 

9.1.1  Certification under the REEL Chain of Custody Standard applies exclusively 
to the organisation’s chain of custody management system and certified 
operations. 

9.1.2  Certification under this Standard does not constitute product certification. 

9.1.3  Products may only carry claims relating to certified content in accordance 
with this Section. 

9.2  Permitted Claims 

9.2.1  Only content-based claims are permitted under this Standard. 

9.2.2  Products manufactured under a valid REEL Chain of Custody certification 
may state that they: 

a) Contain REEL-certified cotton; or 
b) Contain cotton sourced under the REEL Standard. 

9.2.3  All claims shall clearly refer to the certified cotton content and shall not 
imply certification of the entire product. 

9.2.4  Products shall not be described, labelled, marketed, or presented as “REEL 
certified” or otherwise represented as certified products. 

9.3  Volume and Scope Conditions for Claims 

9.3.1  All claims shall be supported by sufficient eligible certified input volumes 
verified in accordance with Sections 7 and 8. 
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9.3.2  Claims shall be consistent with the applicable chain of custody model 
defined in Clauses 4.1 to 4.4. 

9.3.3  Claims shall be limited to: 

a) Product categories listed on the organisation’s valid scope certificate and 
defined in Annex A – Product Categories (Normative), and 
b) Sites included within the organisation’s certification scope. 

9.3.4  The organisation shall not make claims that exceed available certified 
balances. 

9.3.5  Claims shall not be made where valid transaction documentation has not 
been issued in accordance with Clauses 7.1 – 7.11. 

9.4  Suspension, Expiry, and Withdrawal 

9.4.1  Claims shall immediately cease upon suspension, expiry, or withdrawal of 
certification. 

9.4.2  Products manufactured during a period in which certification was not valid 
shall not be described or presented as containing REEL-certified cotton. 

9.5  Prohibited Practices 

9.5.1  The organisation shall not: 

a) Use wording, imagery, layout, or presentation that implies product 
certification; 
b) Exaggerate the certified content or its environmental, social, or 
sustainability impact; 
c) Make claims outside the certified scope; 
d) Continue to use outdated claims or labelling following a change in 
certification status; or 
e) Make claims that are false, misleading, or not substantiated by 
documented evidence. 

9.5.2  Misuse of claims may result in corrective action, suspension, or withdrawal 
of certification. 

9.6  Compliance with Claims Guidelines 

9.6.1  All claims, labelling, and use of the REEL name, trademarks, or associated 
marks shall comply with the REEL Labelling and Claims Guidelines. 

9.6.2  In the event of conflict between this Standard and the REEL Labelling and 
Claims Guidelines, the more restrictive requirement shall apply. 

 



REEL Chain of Custody Standard – Version 1.0 

Issued by CottonConnect 19 

10. LEGAL COMPLIANCE 
 
10.1  General Legal Compliance 

10.1.1  The organisation shall comply with all applicable local, national, and 
international laws and regulations relevant to its certified operations. 

10.1.2  Applicable legal requirements shall include, but are not limited to: 

a) Business registration and corporate governance; 
b) Labour and employment laws; 
c) Occupational health and safety requirements; 
d) Environmental protection regulations; 
e) Customs, import, and export controls; 
f) Trade, sanctions, and anti-corruption requirements; and 
g) Product integrity, labelling, and consumer protection laws. 

10.1.3  Failure to comply with applicable legal requirements that materially affect 
certified operations may result in suspension or withdrawal of certification. 

10.2  Responsibility for Legal Compliance 

10.2.1  Compliance with applicable legal and regulatory requirements shall remain 
the responsibility of the organisation at all times. 

10.2.2  Responsibility for legal compliance shall apply equally where activities are 
outsourced or subcontracted. 

10.2.3  The organisation shall ensure that subcontracted or outsourced activities 
that affect certified material are conducted in accordance with applicable 
legal requirements. 

10.3  Identification and Monitoring of Legal Requirements 

10.3.1  The organisation shall establish and maintain documented procedures to 
identify, access, and keep current all applicable legal and regulatory 
requirements relevant to its certified activities. 

10.3.2  The organisation shall evaluate its compliance with such requirements at 
planned intervals appropriate to the nature, scale, and risk of its 
operations. 

10.3.3  Where legal requirements change in a manner that affects certified 
operations, the organisation shall update relevant procedures and controls 
without undue delay. 

10.4  Evidence of Compliance 



REEL Chain of Custody Standard – Version 1.0 

Issued by CottonConnect 20 

10.4.1  The organisation shall maintain appropriate records or other objective 
evidence demonstrating compliance with applicable legal and regulatory 
requirements. 

10.4.2  Such evidence shall be made available to the Certification Body upon 
request. 

10.5  Legal Non-Compliance Affecting Certified Operations 

10.5.1  Where the organisation becomes aware of non-compliance with applicable 
legal or regulatory requirements that may affect the integrity of certified 
material, traceability systems, or REEL claims, it shall: 

a) Take prompt corrective action; 
b) Prevent affected material from being represented as REEL-certified 
where integrity cannot be assured; and 
c) Notify the Certification Body where the non-compliance materially affects 
certified operations. 

10.5.2  Notification to the Certification Body shall be required where non-
compliance: 

a) Involves fraud, falsification of records, or misrepresentation of certified 
material; 
b) Relates to illegal sourcing, trade, or customs violations involving cotton; 
c) Results in product seizure, regulatory enforcement action, or formal 
legal proceedings; 
d) Materially affects the accuracy or substantiation of REEL claims; or 
e) Presents significant reputational or systemic risk to the REEL system. 

10.6  Relationship to Certification 

10.6.1  Certification to this Standard does not replace, supersede, or exempt the 
organisation from its legal obligations. 

10.6.2  Compliance with this Standard shall not be interpreted as a guarantee of 
full legal compliance beyond the scope of the chain of custody 
requirements. 

 

11. NON-CONFORMITIES AND CORRECTIVE ACTIONS 

11.1  General Requirements 

11.1.1  The organisation shall establish, implement, and maintain documented 
procedures to identify, record, evaluate, and manage non-conformities 
related to this Standard. 
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11.1.2 Non-conformity procedures shall ensure that identified non-conformities 
are: 

a) Documented; 
b) Evaluated to determine root cause; 
c) Corrected in a timely manner; and 
d) Addressed through corrective and preventive actions designed to 
prevent recurrence. 

11.1.3  The organisation shall retain records of all identified non-conformities and 
corrective actions taken. 

11.2  Classification of Non-Conformities 

11.2.1  Non-conformities shall be classified as either Major or Minor. 

11.2.2  A Major Non-Conformity is a failure that: 

a) Compromises or has the potential to compromise the integrity of 
certified material, traceability, or REEL claims; 
b) Results in inaccurate, misleading, or unsubstantiated claims; 
c) Indicates systemic failure of the chain of custody management system; 
d) Involves fraud, falsification, or intentional misrepresentation; or 
e) Represents serious legal non-compliance affecting certified operations. 

11.2.3  A Minor Non-Conformity is an isolated or non-systemic failure that does not 
compromise the overall integrity of the chain of custody system. 

11.2.4  Repeated Minor Non-Conformities of the same or similar nature may be 
escalated to Major where they indicate systemic weakness. 

11.3  Corrective Action Plans 

11.3.1  For all non-conformities identified by the Certification Body, the 
organisation shall submit a documented corrective action plan within thirty 
(30) days of notification. 

11.3.2  Corrective action plans shall include: 

a) Identification of root cause; 
b) Immediate corrective measures taken, where applicable; 
c) Preventive actions to avoid recurrence; and 
d) Defined implementation timelines. 

11.4  Timeframes for Closure 

11.4.1  For Major Non-Conformities: 
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a) A corrective action plan shall be submitted within thirty (30) days; 
b) Full implementation and verification of effectiveness shall be completed 
within sixty (60) days of notification, unless otherwise approved in writing 
by the Certification Body under documented exceptional circumstances. 

11.4.2  Failure to close a Major Non-Conformity within the required timeframe may 
result in suspension of certification. 

11.4.3  For Minor Non-Conformities: 

a) A corrective action plan shall be submitted within thirty (30) days; 
b) Full implementation shall be completed within twelve (12) months and 
prior to the next surveillance or recertification audit. 

11.5  Verification of Effectiveness 

11.5.1  Corrective actions shall be verified for effectiveness by the Certification 
Body prior to closure. 

11.5.2  Verification may include review of objective evidence, follow-up audit 
activities, or on-site verification where necessary. 

11.5.3  A non-conformity shall not be considered closed until the Certification Body 
confirms that corrective actions are effectively implemented and sustained. 

 

12. CERTIFICATION AND SCOPE CONTROL  

12.1  Granting of Certification 

12.1.1  Certification to the REEL Chain of Custody Standard shall be granted by an 
approved Certification Body following successful completion of an audit 
demonstrating conformity with all applicable requirements of this Standard. 

12.1.2  Certification shall be granted at the legal entity level. 

12.1.3  Certification shall apply only to the sites, products, and processes listed on 
the scope certificate. 

12.1.4  The certified organisation shall maintain conformity with this Standard at 
all times as a condition of certification. 

12.2  Application and Initial Certification 

12.2.1  Organisations seeking certification shall submit a complete application to 
an approved Certification Body. 
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12.2.2  The Certification Body shall conduct an initial audit in accordance with this 
Section and Section 13. 

12.2.3  Certification shall only be granted where: 

a) No open Major Non-Conformities remain; and 
b) All applicable requirements of this Standard have been verified as 
effectively implemented. 

12.3  Scope Certificate 

12.3.1  Upon successful certification, the Certification Body shall issue a scope 
certificate that conforms with the REEL Chain of Custody Standard Scope 
Certificate. 

12.3.2  The scope certificate shall clearly define: 

a) The legal entity; 
b) Certified sites; 
c) Approved activities; and 
d) Product categories covered under certification. 

12.3.3  Activities or products not listed on the scope certificate shall not be 
represented as certified. 

12.3.4  The scope certificate shall be published in English. 

12.3.5  Any translated versions shall be clearly identified as unofficial and provided 
for informational purposes only. 

12.3.6  Product categories listed on the scope certificate shall correspond to the 
organisation’s certified processing activities and shall be selected from the 
categories defined in Annex A – Product Categories (Normative). 

12.4  Multi-Site Certification 

12.4.1  Multi-site certification may be granted where two or more sites operate 
under: 

a) A single legal entity; or 
b) Common ownership with a centrally controlled and documented chain of 
custody management system. 

12.4.2  The organisation shall demonstrate that: 

a) A single, documented management system applies to all included sites; 
b) A designated management representative has authority over all sites 
included in the scope; 
c) Central oversight mechanisms are implemented to monitor compliance 
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at site level; 
d) Corrective actions can be enforced across all sites; and 
e) Records necessary to demonstrate conformity are centrally controlled or 
accessible. 

12.4.3 Each site included within a multi-site certificate shall: 

a) Operate in conformity with this Standard; 
b) Be subject to the organisation’s documented procedures; and 
c) Be individually identifiable. 

12.4.4  All certified sites shall be explicitly listed on the scope certificate, including: 

a) Legal entity name; 
b) Site name; 
c) Physical address; 
d) Approved activities; and 
e) Applicable product categories. 

12.4.5  The Certification Body shall apply risk-based sampling to multi-site 
certificates in accordance with Section 13 and Annex G - Risk Assessment 
and Assurance Classification. 

12.4.6  The Certification Body may require additional audits where risk level, 
compliance history, or operational complexity warrants increased 
verification. 

12.4.7  Multi-site certification shall not be granted where: 

a) Sites operate independently without central management control; 
b) There is no authority to implement corrective actions across all sites; 
c) Sites are separate legal entities without documented common ownership 
and central control; or 
d) The integrity of certified material cannot be assured across all locations. 

12.5  Scope Certificate Validity 

12.5.1  The scope certificate shall be valid for a period of three (3) years from the 
date of issuance. 

12.5.2  Continued validity shall be contingent upon: 

a) Ongoing conformity with this Standard; 
b) Timely closure of non-conformities; 
c) Completion of required surveillance and assurance activities; and 
d) Continued compliance with transaction documentation, volume 
reconciliation, and claims requirements. 

12.5.3  Certification shall expire at the end of the three-year validity period unless 
recertification has been successfully completed. 
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12.5.4  Recertification audits shall be conducted prior to certificate expiry to 
maintain uninterrupted certification status. 

12.6  Transfer Between Certification Bodies 

12.6.1  A certified organisation may transfer certification from one approved 
Certification Body to another, provided that certification is valid and not 
suspended. 

12.6.2  The receiving Certification Body shall verify, at a minimum: 

a) Validity and expiry date of the current scope certificate; 
b) Status of open non-conformities; 
c) Results of the most recent audit; 
d) Any ongoing investigations or enforcement actions; and 
e) Current assurance classification under Clause 13.3 and Clause 13.6. 

12.6.3  Certification shall not be transferred where: 

a) Certification is suspended; 
b) Major Non-Conformities remain unresolved beyond agreed timelines; 
c) Fraud or misrepresentation is under investigation; or 
d) The scope certificate has expired. 

12.6.4  The receiving Certification Body shall conduct a documented review prior to 
accepting transfer and determine whether an additional audit is required. 

12.6.5  Transfer shall not result in extension of the original three-year certification 
cycle. 

12.6.6  Upon successful transfer, a new scope certificate shall be issued 
maintaining the original expiry date. 

12.7  Changes to Scope 

12.7.1  The certified organisation shall notify the Certification Body without undue 
delay of material changes affecting certification, including: 

a) Addition or removal of sites; 
b) Changes in ownership or legal entity; 
c) Addition of new products or processes; or 
d) Significant operational changes that may affect chain of custody 
integrity. 

12.7.2  The Certification Body shall determine whether additional assessment is 
required before updating the scope certificate. 

12.7.3  Updated scope certificates shall be issued where changes are approved. 
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12.8  Suspension 

12.8.1  Certification may be suspended where: 

a) Major Non-Conformities remain unresolved beyond required timelines; 
b) Misuse of claims or trademarks is identified; 
c) Required surveillance or assurance activities are not completed; 
d) Valid transaction documentation is not maintained; 
e) Volume reconciliation requirements are not fulfilled; or 
f) Material legal non-compliance affects certified operations. 

12.8.2  During suspension: 

a) The organisation shall not make REEL claims; 
b) No new transaction documentation shall be issued; and 
c) Certified material shall not be represented as REEL-certified. 

12.8.3  Suspension shall only be lifted upon verification of corrective action by the 
Certification Body. 

12.9  Withdrawal or Termination 

12.9.1  Certification shall be withdrawn or terminated where: 

a) Non-conformities are not resolved within specified timeframes; 
b) Fraud or intentional misrepresentation is confirmed; 
c) The organisation voluntarily withdraws; or 
d) Conditions for certification are no longer met. 

12.9.2  Upon withdrawal or termination: 

a) All REEL claims shall immediately cease; 
b) References to certification shall be removed from products, 
documentation, and marketing materials; 
c) Outstanding transaction documentation shall be reconciled; and 
d) Certified inventory shall not be described, represented, or sold as REEL-
certified unless expressly authorised by the Certification Body under 
controlled conditions. 

12.10  Public Information 

12.10.1  CottonConnect shall maintain a publicly accessible list of certified 
organisations and valid scope certificates. 

12.10.2  Certification status shall be updated without undue delay following 
issuance, suspension, withdrawal, or expiry. 
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13. ASSURANCE AND VERIFICATION  

13.1  Recognition of Other Chain of Custody Certifications 

13.1.1  CottonConnect may recognise certification to another approved chain of 
custody standard listed in Annex D for the purpose of reducing duplication 
of audit activities. 

13.1.2  Recognition of another standard shall not constitute automatic approval 
and shall be subject to verification by the Certification Body. 

13.1.3  Recognition shall apply only for the duration of the external certification’s 
validity period. 

13.1.4  Recognition may be withdrawn at any time where equivalency conditions 
are no longer met. 

13.2  Assurance Model 

13.2.1  The default assurance model under this Standard shall require a physical 
third-party audit. 

13.2.2  Reduced assurance is an exception to the default model and may be 
granted in any certification year where eligibility conditions in Clause 13.4 
are satisfied. 

13.2.3  Eligibility for reduced assurance shall not be automatic and shall be subject 
to documented determination by the Certification Body. 

13.2.4  Reduced assurance status shall be subject to ongoing review and may be 
withdrawn where risk increases. 

13.2.5  Risk-Based Assurance Determination 
Assurance levels, including audit frequency, audit type, and application of 
unannounced audits, shall be determined through a documented risk 
assessment conducted in accordance with Annex G (Risk Assessment and 
Assurance Classification). 

13.3  Eligibility for Reduced Assurance 

13.3.1 An organisation may be eligible for reduced assurance where all of the 
following conditions are met: 

a) The organisation holds a current and valid certification to REEL or to an 
approved chain of custody standard listed in Annex D; 
b) The organisation has no open Major Non-Conformities; 
c) The organisation has not been suspended, withdrawn, or terminated 
from any certification scheme within the previous three (3) years; 
d) The organisation provides a signed Certification History Declaration 
(Annex E) covering the previous three (3) years, including: 
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i) All chain of custody certifications held; 
ii) Any suspensions, withdrawals, or terminations; 
iii) Corrective actions taken. 

13.3.2  Failure to meet any condition in Clause 13.3.1 shall result in application of 
the default assurance model. 

13.3.3  Eligibility for reduced assurance may be withdrawn at any time where 
material non-compliance, legal breach, fraud risk, or reputational risk is 
identified. 

13.4  Assurance Activities 

13.4.1  Default Assurance Model 

13.4.1.1  A physical third-party audit shall be conducted at least annually. 

13.4.1.2  Unannounced audits shall be conducted based on a minimum sampling rate 
of √n/2 and shall be prioritised based on risk classification determined in 
accordance with Annex G. 

13.4.2  Reduced Assurance Model 

13.4.2.1  Where reduced assurance eligibility has been granted, the Certification 
Body may conduct a virtual audit in lieu of a scheduled physical audit. 

13.4.2.2  A virtual audit shall include verification of: 

a) Validity and scope of recognised certification; 
b) Site identity and scope alignment; 
c) Closure of all Major Non-Conformities; 
d) Status of open Minor Non-Conformities and corrective action plans; 
e) Registration and effective use of TraceBale or an approved equivalent 
system; 
f) Reconciliation of reported certified volumes. 

13.4.2.3  Where any Major Non-Conformity remains open, the organisation shall 
revert to the default assurance model. 

13.4.2.4  Reduced assurance organisations shall remain subject to risk-based 
sampling for physical audits in accordance with Clause 13.4.1.2. Such 
audits may be announced or unannounced at the discretion of the 
Certification Body based on risk evaluation. 

13.4.3 Oversight of Digital Transaction Systems 

13.4.3.1  Where transaction documentation is generated through an approved digital 
traceability system in accordance with Clauses 5.1.4.1 and 6.3.2, the 
Certification Body shall verify during audit activities that: 
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a) The organisation’s access rights and permissions are appropriately 
controlled; 
b) Transaction declarations correspond to eligible certified volumes as 
defined in Clauses 7.1 to 7.4; 
c) Reconciliation controls prevent over-issuance; and 
d) System-generated reference numbers are unique and protected from 
alteration. 
e) System controls enforce maximum consolidation limits and maintain 
individual transaction traceability within the consolidated transaction 
declaration. 

13.4.3.2  The Certification Body may review a risk-based sample of transaction 
declarations to verify accuracy and conformity. 

13.4.3.3  Where material discrepancies, misuse, or systemic weaknesses are 
identified, the Certification Body may: 

a) Increase verification activities; 
b) Conduct additional sampling or on-site review; or 
c) Require reversion to the default assurance model in accordance with 
Clause 13.3. 

13.5  Reassessment of Assurance Status 

13.5.1  Assurance status shall be reviewed annually. 

13.5.2  From Year 2 onwards and throughout the certification cycle: 

a) Reduced assurance eligibility shall be subject to documented 
reassessment; 
b) The Certification Body may increase assurance levels where audit 
findings, compliance history, operational complexity, or risk indicators 
warrant increased verification. 

13.5.3  Reversion to the default assurance model shall not extend the certification 
cycle. 

13.5.4  Risk classification shall be reviewed annually in accordance with Annex G. 
Where a change in risk score results in reclassification, the Certification 
Body shall adjust assurance intensity accordingly. 

13.5.5  Summary of Assurance Model (Informative Only) 

In the event of inconsistency, the normative clauses of Section 13 shall prevail 
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Assurance 
Status 

When Applied Audit Type Sampling 
Requireme
nts 

Eligibility Conditions Escalation / Reversion 

Default 
Assurance 
(Standard 
Model) 

Applies to all 
organisations 
unless reduced 
assurance 
eligibility is 
granted 

Annual physical 
third-party 
audit 

√n/2 
unannounce
d audits 
(minimum 1 
organisation 
per 
Certification 
Body per 
year) 

None – default model Suspension where Major 
Non-Conformities 
remain unresolved or 
other suspension 
triggers apply 

Reduced 
Assurance 
(Exception 
Model) 

May apply in 
any certification 
year where 
eligibility 
criteria are met 

Virtual audit 
permitted in 
place of 
scheduled 
physical audit; 
organisation 
remains subject 
to sampled 
physical audits 

√n/2 
sampling 
continues to 
apply 

• Valid recognised 
certification (Annex D)  
• No open Major Non-
Conformities  
• No 
suspension/withdrawal 
in previous 3 years  
• Signed Certification 
History Declaration 

Reverts to Default 
where:  
• Any Major Non-
Conformity remains 
open  
• Eligibility conditions 
are no longer met  
• Increased risk is 
identified 

Assurance 
Status 
Reassessmen
t 

Conducted 
annually for all 
organisations 

Determined by 
Certification 
Body based on 
risk and 
performance 

Sampling 
continues to 
apply 

Continued compliance 
and risk profile 
acceptable 

Certification Body may 
increase assurance level 
where performance, 
compliance history, or 
risk indicators warrant 

 

13.6  Transaction Certificate Issuance and Escalation 

13.6.1  Where a Certification Body fails to issue a required transaction certificate 
within the prescribed timeframe, despite complete and timely submission 
by the certified organisation, the organisation shall notify CottonConnect 
without undue delay. 

13.6.2  Upon documented review, CottonConnect may grant conditional recognition 
of the transaction where sufficient objective evidence of transfer and 
conformity exists.  

13.6.3  Conditional recognition shall be: 

a) Temporary; 
b) Documented; and 
c) Subject to subsequent verification. 

13.6.4  Failure of a Certification Body to issue transaction certificates in a timely 
manner may result in corrective action at the Certification Body level. 
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14. COMPLAINTS AND APPEALS  

14.1  Complaints Mechanism 

14.1.1  The organisation shall establish, implement, and maintain a documented 
procedure for receiving, recording, evaluating, and addressing complaints 
related to its REEL-certified activities. 

14.1.2  The complaints procedure shall ensure that complaints are: 

a) Acknowledged in a timely manner; 
b) Evaluated impartially; 
c) Investigated where relevant and proportionate to the nature of the 
complaint; and 
d) Resolved without undue delay. 

14.2  Records and Transparency 

14.2.1  The organisation shall: 

a) Maintain records of all complaints related to REEL-certified activities; 
b) Document investigation findings, actions taken, and outcomes; and 
c) Make such records available to the Certification Body upon request. 

14.2.2  Where a complaint relates to potential fraud, misrepresentation, 
substitution, or integrity of certified cotton, the organisation shall notify the 
Certification Body without undue delay. 

14.3  Appeals Against Certification Decisions 

14.3.1  The organisation has the right to appeal certification decisions issued by 
the Certification Body. 

14.3.2  Appeals shall be submitted in accordance with: 

a) The appeals procedure set out in Annex F; or 
b) The Certification Body’s documented appeals procedures, where 
applicable. 

14.3.3  The Certification Body shall ensure that appeals are: 

a) Handled impartially; 
b) Decided by persons not involved in the original decision; and 
c) Resolved within defined and communicated timeframes. 

14.4  REEL-Level Complaints and Appeals 

14.4.1  REEL shall maintain an independent complaints and appeals redressal 
mechanism. 
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14.4.2  Stakeholders may submit complaints or appeals to REEL where: 

a) They believe a Certification Body has not followed due process; 
b) There are concerns regarding the integrity, impartiality, or consistency 
of certification decisions; or 
c) A matter remains unresolved following completion of the Certification 
Body’s appeals process. 

14.4.3  The REEL complaints and appeals procedure shall be set out in Annex F. 

15. MANAGEMENT REVIEW AND CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT 

15.1  Management Review 

15.1.1  The organisation shall conduct a documented review of its chain of custody 
management system at planned intervals, and at least annually. 

15.1.2  The management review shall evaluate, at a minimum: 

a) Results of internal and external audits; 
b) Identified non-conformities and their status; 
c) Status and effectiveness of corrective and preventive actions; 
d) Complaints related to certified activities; 
e) Changes in applicable legal, regulatory, or standard requirements; 
f) Changes in organisational structure, ownership, processes, or scope; and 
g) Risks to the integrity of certified cotton and associated claims. 

15.2  Continuous Improvement 

15.2.1  The organisation shall identify and implement actions necessary to: 

a) Strengthen safeguards over certified material; 
b) Prevent recurrence of non-conformities; 
c) Address identified integrity risks; and 
d) Improve the effectiveness and robustness of the chain of custody 
system. 

15.2.2  Improvement actions shall be documented and, where applicable, 
integrated into: 

a) Corrective action procedures; 
b) Risk assessment processes; and 
c) Management system updates. 

15.2.3  Records of management reviews and resulting actions shall be maintained 
and made available to the Certification Body upon request. 



REEL Chain of Custody Standard – Version 1.0 

Issued by CottonConnect 33 

16. CONFLICT OF INTEREST 

16.1  All certified organisations and users of this Standard shall comply with the 
CottonConnect Conflict of Interest Policy. 

16.2  The organisation shall ensure that internal responsibilities relating to chain 
of custody verification, claims approval, and transaction documentation are 
assigned and performed in a manner that safeguards impartiality and 
prevents conflicts of interest. 

17. FINAL PROVISIONS 

17.1  Normative Status of Annexes 

17.1.1  Annexes referenced in this Standard shall form an integral part of its 
requirements where explicitly stated as normative. 

17.1.2  Annexes designated as informative are provided for guidance only and shall 
not constitute mandatory requirements unless expressly referenced in a 
normative clause. 

17.2  Interpretation 

17.2.1  Questions regarding interpretation of this Standard shall be referred to 
CottonConnect. 

17.2.2  CottonConnect may issue formal clarifications, guidance notes, or 
interpretative statements to ensure consistent and harmonised application 
of this Standard. 

17.2.3  Such clarifications shall not retroactively impose new normative 
requirements unless formally incorporated through revision of this 
Standard. 

17.3  Amendments 

17.3.1  CottonConnect reserves the right to revise this Standard. 

17.3.2  Revisions shall be issued with a defined effective date. 

17.3.3  Where revisions materially affect certified organisations, a defined and 
reasonable transition period shall be established and communicated. 
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Annex A – Product Categories (Normative) 
 
A.1  Purpose 
A.1.1  This Annex defines the recognised product categories that may be listed on a 

REEL Chain of Custody Scope Certificate. 
 
A.1.2  Product categories shall correspond to the organisation’s certified processing 

activities and define the types of outputs that may be represented as REEL-
certified. 

 
A.2  Recognised Product Categories 

Certification Bodies shall use the following categories when defining scope: 
 
A.2.1  Fibre and Intermediate Material 

• Cotton fibre (post-ginning, received by spinner) 
• Sliver or roving 

 
A.2.2  Yarn 

• Yarn (including blended yarn where applicable) 
 
A.2.3  Fabric 

• Knitted fabric 
• Woven fabric 

 
A.2.4  Finished Textile Materials 

• Finished fabric 
• Treated or processed fabric 

 
A.2.5  Garments and Made-Ups 

• Apparel 
• Home textiles 
• Textile accessories 

 
A.2.6  Industrial and Technical Textiles 

• Industrial or technical textile products 
 
A.3  General Conditions 

A.3.1 Product categories listed on the scope certificate shall: 
a) Reflect the organisation’s certified processing activities; 
b) Not exceed the activities verified during audit; 
c) Correspond to the stage(s) of transformation performed. 

 
A.3.2  Product categories shall not imply product certification. 
 
A.3.3  Certification Bodies may include limited descriptive clarification where 

necessary, provided it does not expand the certified scope. 
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Annex B – Trader Exemption Conditions (Normative) 

B.1  Purpose 

This Annex defines the detailed conditions under which traders that do not 
take physical possession of REEL-certified material may be exempt from 
certification under this Standard. 

Exemption applies only where all conditions in this Annex are fulfilled. 

B.2  Eligibility Criteria 

A trader may be exempt from certification where all of the following 
conditions are met: 

B.2.1  No Physical Possession 

The trader: 
a) Does not receive, store, process, repackage, relabel, or otherwise 
physically handle REEL-certified material; 
b) Does not alter the certified status, volume, or identity of the material; 
c) Does not consolidate, split, or blend certified material. 

Physical possession includes temporary warehousing, bonded storage, cross-
docking, or any third-party storage under the trader’s operational control. 

B.2.2  No Change to Certified Volume or Status 

The trader: 
a) Does not change certified quantities; 
b) Does not apply conversion factors; 
c) Does not issue transaction documentation; 
d) Does not generate new REEL claims; 
e) Does not aggregate volumes across multiple suppliers in a manner that 
changes the certified balance. 
f) Does not request, manage, or issue consolidated transaction 
documentation. 

B.2.3  Direct Shipment 

a) Certified goods are shipped directly from the certified seller to the certified 
buyer; 
b) Shipping documents reflect direct dispatch; 
c) The trader is identified as a commercial intermediary only. 

B.2.4  Certified Counterparties 
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a) The seller holds valid certification at the time of transfer; 
b) The buyer holds valid certification where required under this Standard; 
c) Transaction documentation is issued between the certified seller and the 
certified buyer in accordance with Clause 7. 

B.2.5  Transparency on Documentation 

a) The trader shall be clearly identified on commercial documentation (e.g., 
invoice or contract); 
b) The trader shall not be identified as the certificate holder for the material; 
c) The trader shall not appear as issuer of transaction documentation. 

B.3  Recordkeeping Obligations 

Exempt traders shall maintain records sufficient to demonstrate compliance 
with this Annex, including: 

a) Sales contracts; 
b) Invoices; 
c) Shipping documents; 
d) Copies of supplier and buyer certificates; 
e) Corresponding transaction documentation issued between certified parties. 

Records shall be retained for a minimum of three (3) years. 

B.4  Prohibited Activities for Exempt Traders 

Exempt traders shall not: 

a) Take physical possession of certified material; 
b) Repackage, relabel, or modify goods; 
c) Issue transaction documentation; 
d) Market themselves as REEL-certified; 
e) Make REEL claims in their own name. 

If any of these activities occur, certification under this Standard is required. 

B.5  Loss of Exemption 

Exemption shall immediately cease where: 

a) The trader takes physical possession of certified material; 
b) The trader alters certified quantities or documentation; 
c) Fraud, misrepresentation, or non-compliance is identified; 
d) Required documentation cannot be produced. 

Where exemption ceases, the trader must obtain certification prior to 
continuing REEL-related activities. 
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Annex C – Multi-Site Certification (Normative) 
  
C.1  Purpose 

This Annex establishes the requirements for granting and maintaining multi-
site certification under the REEL Chain of Custody Standard. 

 
Multi-site certification is permitted to improve efficiency while maintaining 
robust assurance and traceability. 

 
C.2  Eligibility Requirements 

Multi-site certification may be granted where: 
a) All sites operate under a single legal entity; or 
b) All sites operate under common ownership with documented central control 
over chain of custody activities. 

 
The organisation shall demonstrate that a central function: 
• Establishes procedures applicable to all sites; 
• Maintains oversight of site-level performance; 
• Conducts internal monitoring where applicable; and 
• Has authority to enforce corrective actions. 

C.3  Central Management System 
The central function shall: 
a) Maintain a unified management system covering all sites; 
b) Maintain consolidated records sufficient to demonstrate overall volume 
reconciliation; 
c) Monitor certified volumes and claims across sites; 
d) Ensure consistent implementation of segregation and blending 
requirements; 
e) Maintain oversight of transaction documentation. 

 
C.4  Site-Level Responsibilities 

Each site included in a multi-site certificate shall: 
a) Comply fully with this Standard; 
b) Maintain site-level records; 
c) Cooperate with Certification Body audits; 
d) Implement corrective actions as required. 
Failure of one site to conform may result in: 
• Site-level suspension; or 
• Suspension of the entire multi-site certificate, where systemic weakness is 

identified. 
 
C.5  Scope Certificate Requirements 

The scope certificate for a multi-site organisation shall list: 
a) All certified sites; 
b) Site addresses; 
c) Activities conducted at each site; 
d) Product categories covered; 
e) Any limitations or conditions. 

 
Sites not listed on the scope certificate shall not be represented as certified. 
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C.6  Risk-Based Sampling 

The Certification Body shall apply risk-based sampling to determine audit 
coverage across sites. 
Sampling shall take into account: 
• Compliance history; 
• Operational complexity; 
• Volume and claims risk; 
• Geographic dispersion; 
• Use of subcontractors; 
• Results of previous audits. 

High-risk sites may be subject to: 
• Mandatory annual physical audit; 
• Unannounced audit; 
• Increased sampling frequency. 

Reduced assurance eligibility shall be evaluated at both: 
• Central level; and 
• Site level. 

 
C.7  Limitations 

Multi-site certification shall not be granted where: 
• There is no demonstrable central control; 
• Legal accountability is unclear; 
• Sites operate as independent businesses; 
• Oversight mechanisms are insufficient to protect integrity. 

 

Annex D – Approved Standards 
[CottonConnect shall publish and maintain a list of approved equivalent chain of custody 
standards.] 

 
 

Annex E– Certification History Declaration Template 
(Normative) 
 
Certification History Declaration   
(Chain of Custody Standards) 
 
Please complete all applicable fields. Expand tables as necessary. 
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E.1 Organisation Information 
Legal Entity Name  
Address  
Country  
Date of 
Declaration 

 

E.2 Declaration Scope 
This declaration covers the full period of the organisation’s certification history for all 
chain of custody standards recognized by CottonConnect, up to a maximum of the 
previous three (3) years from the date of signature. 

E.3 Current and Past Chain of Custody Certifications 
List all current and past certifications held during the declared period. Add rows as 
necessary. 
 
Standard 
Name 

Certification 
Body 

Certificate 
Number 

Scope 
(Products/Processes) 

Valid 
From 

Valid 
To 

Current 
Status 

       
       
       

E.4 Suspensions, Withdrawals, or Terminations 
List any suspensions, withdrawals, or terminations during the declared period. Add 
rows as necessary. 
 
Standard Type of Action Date of Action Duration Certification 

Body 
     
     
     

 
If none, indicate here: ☐ No suspensions, withdrawals, or terminations occurred 
during the declared period. 

E.5 Reasons and Corrective Actions 
For each suspension, withdrawal, or termination declared above, provide details 
below. Add additional sections if required. 
 
Reason for Action  
Corrective Actions Implemented  
Date Corrective Actions Completed  
Reason for Action  
Corrective Actions Implemented  
Date Corrective Actions Completed  

E.6 Declaration Statement 
I hereby declare that the information provided in this self-declaration is complete, 
accurate, and truthful to the best of my knowledge. I understand that providing false 
or misleading information may result in suspension, denial, or withdrawal of 
certification. 
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Authorized Representative 
Name 

 

Title  
Signature  
Date  

 

Annex F – Complaints and Appeals Procedure 
(Normative) 
 
F.1  Scope 
F.1.1  The scope of the appeal procedure is to provide a formal process for 

addressing complaints or appeals related to the Certification decisions made 
under REEL Standard certification process. 

 
F.1.2  Feedback and grievances about REEL activities outside the scope of this can 

be submitted as per the CottonConnect Grievance and Complaints Policy as 
outlined here. 

 
F.2  Appeal Procedure 
F.2.1  Appeals can be accepted up to 10 working days from the date of issue of the 

certificate/ communication of decisions regarding certifications to Producer 
Groups or supply chain partners. 

 
Step 1 - Appeal Submission 
Appeals shall be submitted in writing to appeals@cottonconnect.org to the 
REEL Secretariat. All supporting documents shall be provided at the time of 
appeal submission. Appeals without relevant supporting proof of evidence will 
not be accepted. 

 
Step 2 - Appeal Eligibility 
Upon receiving the appeal, the REEL Secretariat will review, whether the 
appeal is admissible as follows: 
• Shall be submitted within 10 working days from the date of issue of the 

certificate/ communication of decisions regarding certifications. 
• Shall use the appropriate format:  
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• All supporting documents and evidence are enclosed with the appeal 
application. 

• Shall be submitted by the certified organisation.  
• The REEL Secretariat will inform the applicants of the acceptance or 

rejection of the appeal or complaint within 7 working days. 
• If found inadequate, or non-admissible the organisation will be 

communicated about the same and will give additional 7 days to resubmit 
the application (resubmission is allowed only once). 

• The appellant is free to withdraw the appeals within 7 days of submission of 
the appeal 

 
Step 3 - Appeal Processing 
Upon acceptance of the appeal, REEL Secretariat will submit the appeal to the 
Certification Body for review the decision 
• The Certification Body will take a minimum of 7 days and a maximum of 14 

days to decide from the date of receiving the appeal. 
• During this period additional evidence or documents can be requested and 

the same should be provided by the appellant within 5 days of request. 
 

Step 4 - Appeal Decision 
• All appeal decisions and evaluations will be documented. 
• The final decision on an appeal shall be taken by, or formally reviewed and 

approved by, individuals who have not been involved in the certification 
activities connected to the original complaint or appeal. 

• All decisions and evaluations will be provided in writing, including the 
rationale behind each decision. 

 
Step 5 - Communication Appeal Decision 
• The decision will be communicated to the applicant in writing via email. 
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• All decisions will be final. 
• The applicant will be informed of the decision within a maximum of 25 

working days from the acceptance of the appeal. 
 
F.3  Confidentiality 

Due to the sensitive nature of appeals or complaints, the results will not be 
made public. Decisions will be communicated directly to the applicant. 
However, REEL Secretariat can share this information if there is a legal 
obligation to do so (with brands and other partners) or if an involved party 
makes a public statement regarding the complaint. CottonConnect reserves 
the right to share information about appeal and complaint processes in an 
anonymized form, whether within the organisation or for external reporting, 
to support the continuous improvement of the standards system, SOPs, and 
manuals. 

Annex G. Risk Assessment and Assurance 
Classification (Normative) 
 
G.1  Purpose 

G.1.1  This Annex establishes a structured, documented, and risk-based approach to 
assurance in alignment with the principles of the ISEAL Assurance Code. 

G.1.2  CottonConnect shall conduct and document a risk assessment for each 
certified organisation for the purpose of determining: 

a) Audit frequency; 
b) Audit type (physical or virtual); 
c) Application of unannounced audits; 
d) Eligibility for reduced assurance; and 
e) Any escalation of verification requirements. 

G.1.3 The risk assessment shall support proportional, consistent, and transparent 
assurance decisions. 

G.1.4  This Annex applies to system-level assurance risk and is distinct from the 
organisation-level operational risk assessment required under Clause 5.4. 

G.2  Timing of Risk Assessment 

G.2.1  CottonConnect and/or the approved Certification Body shall conduct or update 
the risk assessment: 

a) At initial certification; 
b) At least annually thereafter; 
c) Prior to granting or renewing reduced assurance status; and 
d) Whenever material changes occur that may affect the organisation’s risk 
classification. 
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G.2.2  Material changes may include, but are not limited to: 

• Significant increase in certified volumes; 
• Addition of sites or subcontractors; 
• Changes in ownership or legal structure; 
• Suspension or withdrawal under another certification scheme; 
• Confirmed legal or regulatory enforcement action; 
• Evidence of fraud, misrepresentation, or systemic control failure. 

G.3  Risk Assessment Criteria 

The risk assessment shall evaluate, at a minimum, the following risk domains: 

G.3.1  Compliance History 

Consideration shall be given to: 

a) Major non-conformities identified in the previous audit cycle; 
b) Repeated or systemic minor non-conformities across cycles; 
c) Timeliness and effectiveness of corrective actions; 
d) Prior suspension, withdrawal, or termination within the previous three (3) 
years. 

G.3.2  Legal and Regulatory Exposure 

Consideration shall be given to: 

a) Confirmed regulatory enforcement action; 
b) Ongoing litigation relating to fraud, trade violations, or sustainability 
claims; 
c) Publicly documented legal breaches affecting product integrity or 
traceability. 

G.3.3  Operational Complexity 

Consideration shall be given to: 

a) Number of sites covered under one scope certificate; 
b) Geographic dispersion of operations; 
c) Use of subcontractors (certified or non-certified); 
d) Complexity of material flows or blending operations; 
e) Volume and diversity of certified product categories. 

G.3.4  Volume and Claims Risk 

Consideration shall be given to: 

a) Rapid or unexplained increases in certified volumes; 
b) Significant fluctuations in inventory balances; 
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c) Discrepancies identified during reconciliation; 
d) Volume patterns inconsistent with industry norms. 

G.3.5  Traceability and System Controls 

Consideration shall be given to: 

a) Alignment between TraceBale (or approved equivalent system) and internal 
records; 
b) Quality and reliability of transaction documentation; 
c) Adequacy of digital access controls and record integrity safeguards; 
d) Prior discrepancies between physical and documented material flows. 

G.4.  Risk Classification 

G.4.1  Based on evaluation of the above criteria, CottonConnect and/or the approved 
Certification Body shall assign a documented risk classification. 

G.4.2  Risk classification shall be proportionate, evidence-based, and justified in 
writing. 

G.4.3  The rationale for classification shall be recorded and retained as part of the 
assurance record. 

G.5.  Impact on Assurance Activities 

G.5.1  Risk classification shall directly inform assurance intensity. 

G.5.2  Where risk is assessed as higher, assurance measures may include: 

a) Increased audit frequency; 
b) Mandatory physical audits in lieu of virtual audits; 
c) Increased sampling depth; 
d) Increased use of unannounced audits; 
e) Temporary suspension of reduced assurance eligibility. 

G.5.3  Organisations classified as High Risk shall not be eligible for reduced 
assurance. 

G.6.  Reassessment and Escalation 

G.6.1  Risk classification shall be reviewed at least annually. 

G.6.2  Where new information, audit findings, complaints, legal developments, or 
volume anomalies arise, CottonConnect and/or the approved Certification 
Body may: 

a) Reclassify the organisation; 
b) Increase assurance intensity; 
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c) Conduct additional verification activities; or 
d) Suspend reduced assurance eligibility. 

G.6.3  Changes in risk classification shall not extend the certification cycle unless 
otherwise required under Section 12. 

G.7.  Documentation and Transparency 

G.7.1 The risk assessment process shall: 

a) Be documented; 
b) Be applied consistently across organisations; 
c) Be subject to internal oversight and quality control; and 
d) Be available for review during system-level audits or accreditation 
processes. 

G.7.2  Individual risk scores or classifications shall not be made public unless 
required by law or formal policy. 


