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Introduction: 

Before I start I should say something about my own credentials – or lack of them. I’m not an academic - As a young man I dropped out of University so quickly that all I may have learnt there was, that there was a well-oiled revolving door on the premises. As a mature student I went back and studied Co-operative studies and Development Studies. I’m currently employed as the co-ordinator with the Irish Fair Trade Network, a small Third World charity. My role, or practice, consists mainly in promoting the Fairtrade Mark – a micro project which links consumers in rich northern markets directly with the producers of a limited range of tropical agricultural commodity products.

Fairtrade offers small farmers, who grow cash crops like coffee, the opportunity to develop beyond mere subsistence. In the main people’s food needs are met by growing crops like cassava, maize and bananas so they have some food security – what they don’t have is income security. 

For the benefit of people from overseas I should explain that the expression ‘Third World’ is one we use all the time, though obviously there are more thoughtful ways of describing that part of the world that most people live in. The reason we use it is because we live and work in Ireland and for most people in Ireland, the North means the North of Ireland, and the South means the South of Ireland. At work we are usually talking to people who are very busy, and we have to tell them what we are about in about three minutes or less, (not a lot of time to expound on other development issues and language). For many of these people ‘Majority World’ could be the name of a girl band. So no offence, conscious or unconscious, is meant by it. 

A question that’s sometimes asked in relation to Fairtrade and ethical consumption is should there be any international trade anyway? Speaking as someone who lives in a country that allegedly has just overtaken the US as the world’s largest exporter of computer software and is, according to a report in the Economist , the world’s second most globalised economy after Singapore and ahead of the US, which comes third, there probably wouldn’t be many takers here for the idea that international trade can’t a good idea. 

In terms of the environmental costs of transporting tropical commodity products to our markets, we probably use up more energy as consumers, travelling to and from supermarkets than is used shipping the goods. The main issue for the environment is exactly the same issue as for producers in developing countries, namely the terms of trade. Is the price paid for goods the real price, one that allows for sustainable production methods including a living wage for the producer? In trying to raise standards we shouldn’t always impose the costs of doing so on the people who can least afford to pay. 

Background:
The Irish Fair Trade Network was set up in 1991 after an international conference organised in Kilkenny by the International Federation for Alternative Trade, which is an umbrella body for Third World producers, as well as for importers and traders. The sponsors of that conference and founders of the IFTN, included the Co-operative Studies Centre here in NUI Cork as well as Comhlámh. Most of the main development agencies in Ireland were also involved and currently there are individuals from most of the overseas development agencies in Ireland on our Board.

The IFTN has been involved in a lot of different activities over the years. We produce a limited range of educational materials for use in secondary schools. Currently most of our work is with the Fairtrade Mark – which is the only independent guarantee of a better deal for Third World producers.  In recent years we have also been involved in promoting ethical trade which focuses on codes of conduct based on International Labour Organisation minimum standards. We have also been coordinating work in Ireland around the international banana economy. The last two areas of work are the responsibility of a colleague John Daly who has been the Director of the IFTN, who works with us now as a volunteer. 

A number of people here are also involved in these areas of work, including Alistair, who is one of the world’s experts on the banana economy. What I want to concentrate on is the Fairtrade Mark, particularly in relation to Ireland.

Fairtrade

Depending on what country you are in, you’ll be told that Fairtrade, as a way of supporting small farmers and marginalised producers, began at different times. In this part of the world it is generally accepted that it started when Oxfam began importing pincushions from Hong Kong after the Second World War. Over the next forty years it developed to a point where there were about 3000 World Shops in Europe selling a large range of craft goods and in later years food products like coffee. 

In 1989 the International Coffee Agreement, which had guaranteed export prices of $1.26 per LB for green coffee collapsed. Over the next eighteen months coffee prices fell to as low as .50 US cents a LB which had a devastating effect on the livelihoods of the seven million small farmers who depend on coffee as their only source of a cash income.

About the same time as the International Coffee Agreement collapsed the first Fairtrade label, the Max Havelaar label was launched for coffee in Holland. In its first year sales of coffee doubled the sales for all fairtrade products in Holland. There are now seventeen countries involved in selling Fairtrade Mark products and the range of products covered includes coffee, tea, bananas, cocoa, honey, sugar and orange juice.

The work of the seventeen countries is increasingly co-ordinated by Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International, an umbrella body which is responsible for setting and monitoring standards for the producer partners and commercial operators.

The Fairtrade guarantee varies from product to product depending on how they are produced. Small farmers grow all Fairtrade coffee, and they get a guaranteed minimum price of $1.26 a LB for green coffee. They also get a bonus of 0.05 US cents per LB when the world market price is above this amount. For most of last year the world price was still only about $1.00 per lb. For other products like tea, which are grown on plantations, the market price is always paid plus a bonus, which has to be paid to a workers committee. All of the producer groups have to be democratically organised, which for small farmers means they are members of cooperatives or for people working on plantations they have to be free to join an independent trade union and to bargain collectively. 

Ireland

In Ireland the three largest coffee roasters, Bewley’s, Robt. Roberts and Johnson Brothers each now have one brand of coffee that carries the Fairtrade Mark, both for the retail and catering markets. There are also a couple of other smaller companies involved. 

Most of the work we have done in the last few years has been with the catering market and we are beginning to see some measurable results. Ireland is unlike most other European countries in that over 80 % of the catering market is controlled by these same three companies. Last year for the first time we reached 1% of the catering market and have a target of 3% for this year. There are now tens of thousands of people in Ireland drinking Fairtrade Mark coffee everyday at work and in colleges like NUI Cork. Because the catering market is controlled by three companies which we work with it should be possible to reach somewhere between 10 and 20% of the catering market in the medium term. which hasn’t happened anywhere else. 

Its probably fair to say that in Ireland we are about five or six years behind some other European countries like Holland  – in terms of the availability of products, sales levels and general awareness of Fairtrade. In Holland over 80% of people know about their Fairtrade Mark (unfortunately less than 4% of people buy the products) – in Ireland probably 95% of people are not aware of it so there is plenty of room for growth.

Later this year we will be launching the first Irish Fairtrade Mark tea – we are still the highest per capita drinkers of tea in the world - and we will be able to use the work we have done with coffee to ensure a receptive market for it. We also intend to launch Fairtrade Mark bananas and again there is a special Irish interest as Fyffes, an Irish company are the fifth largest banana multi-national in the world.  

Impact and Perspectives

Fairtrade offers an alternative market for some of the poorest producers in the world. It is not intended as an alternative to political change but represents both an expression of, and support for political change. The Fairtrade Mark, because it works in mainstream markets and with ordinary commercial companies allows us to prove that there can be an alternative, that there doesn’t have to be a race to the bottom and that there can be independent standards.   Fairtrade and ethical trade are both voluntary instruments that work in the private sector – they are examples of what could be achieved if there was the political will in multi-lateral agencies like the ILO and WTO.

The Fairtrade Mark helps ordinary people realise that we are not passive subjects in the international trading system, that a globalised economy doesn’t have to be a homogenised economy controlled by and operating for the benefit of a handful of multi-national companies.

That said Fairtrade is never likely to usurp the dominance of multi-national companies. The highest market share achieved for any Fairtrade Mark product is 15% for bananas in Switzerland – which is a very respectable commercial market share.

Fairtrade won’t change the whole world, but for those Third World producers who are lucky enough to operate under the system it can change their worlds entirely.

To finish I’ll leave you with two quotes, both from Fairtrade banana producers:

‘Without the premium price, we would not be farming still. Farmers here are getting prices that do not cover their costs. We, however, have been able to cut fertiliser use by half and started using animal manure. We have stopped using herbicides and the groundcover between plants is now attracting back the wildlife. We have also built a kindergarden for 120 children and for the first time have organised waste collection in the community. We hope soon to have piped drinking water for the first time’     Deris Ariza, Asoproban cooperative, Colombia. 
And

´Before I was someone that took a box and loaded it onto a train. That was my only responsibility. I was just a farmer, who was an intermediary. In this new system, I have become an international businessman.’  Aruturo Gomez, Coopetrabasur, Costa Rica.
The challenge for Fairtrade in the future, and for people like us is also to be business like.
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