Global Trade - An understanding... 

"Before you finish eating your breakfast this morning you've depended on half the world. This is the way our universe is structured… We aren't going to have peace on earth until we recognise this basic fact."
MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

Since the dawn of civilisation people have engaged in trade. Trade has progressed from being a simple barter transaction between two people to become a complex, globally interrelated network of producers, manufacturers, private investors, banks and transnational corporations. Unbridled globalisation and market liberalisation particularly in the last twenty years has wreaked havoc on the lives of some of the poorest people on the planet. For all our charity, technological and scientific advances in the past fifty years, there are families going hungry, children forced out of school or into slavery, destitute seasonal workers and financial crises for nations of the so-called Third World. The experience of globalisation for some of the most vulnerable people on earth has been increasing income inequality, job losses and environmental damage.

Through the awareness raising work of non-governmental organisations, Fairtrade organisations, trade unions, environmental movements, journalists and others, many consumers are aware of the unequal distribution of the world's wealth. Many products offered on our markets are much too cheap to assure a decent living to producers in Third World countries. Shoppers who choose FAIRTRADE marked products play a vital role in alleviating poverty and supporting marginalised producers, in a manner that promotes dignity and self-sufficiency. 

"You can be helping someone all your life but nothing changes. Tell more people that we are producers who are capable of change. It is a worldwide movement which aims to reduce the injustice of the imbalance between rich and poor… The coffee is produced by capable people and we would like consumers to recognise the value of what we are doing." 
PEDRO ANTONIO HASLAM, CECOCAFEN R.L., NICARAGUA
Global Trade - Fairtrade Standards
The problems experienced by poor producers and workers in developing countries differ greatly from product to product. For example, the majority of coffee and cocoa is grown by independent small farmers, working their own land and marketing their produce through a local co-operative. For these producers, receiving a fair price is more important than any other aspect of a fair trade. Most tea, however, is grown on estates. The concern for workers employed on tea plantations is fair wages and decent working conditions. 
There are two sets of generic producer standards; one for small farmers and one for workers on plantations and in factories. The first set applies to smallholders organised in co-operatives or other organisations with a democratic, participative structure. The second set applies to organised workers, whose employers pay decent wages, guarantee the right to join trade unions and provide good housing when relevant. On plantations and in factories, minimum health and safety as well as environmental standards must be complied with, and no child or forced labour can occur.
As Fairtrade is also about development, the standards also encourage producer organisations to continuously improve working conditions and product quality, to increase the environmental stability of agricultural methods and to invest in the development of their organisations and welfare of their producers and workers.
Trading standards for licensees using the FAIRTRADE Mark on their products stipulate that traders must pay a price to producers that covers the costs of sustainable production and living, pay a 'premium' that producers can invest in development and sign contracts that allow for long-term planning and sustainable production practices. 
Experts agree that the problems for farmers of coffee, cocoa and tea are rooted in overproduction. Liberal economic theory has it that when prices are too low, product supply will decrease by itself, causing prices to rise - the famous principle of elasticity of supply and demand. Yet hardly a single coffee drinker, for example, will start drinking more just because the price of coffee has gone down. And more importantly, the world's coffee production isn't likely to go down either. Faced with prices for their crop that no longer cover production costs, most farmers will evaluate their alternatives - producing coca for cocaine, selling their land and becoming landless - or even worse migrant labour - or continue to produce even more coffee in hope of better times. When commodity prices fall, most farmers will try to produce even more as a means to maintain their income, thus automatically exacerbating the problem of overproduction.

Governments, corporations, and consumers have roles to play. The major corporations involved in the coffee, cocoa and tea trades cannot continue to pay extremely low prices, if they are to make their Corporate Social Responsibility more than just a boardroom buzz-word. Consumers can demonstrate their solidarity with marginalised farmers, by insisting on purchasing FAIRTRADE Marked products. 


"I buy FAIRTRADE Mark tea, coffee, cocoa and chocolate for their fine quality flavours. Trust your taste and choose products that have been produced with concern for the environment and the societies in which they were produced. They taste better!"
DARINA ALLEN, BALLYMALOE COOKERY SCHOOL

Global Trade - Who's for coffee?
From the number of new coffee shops on our streets, it would appear that the coffee industry is thriving. Even bookshops and department stores tempt tired shoppers with aromas of fresh coffee and consumers are well versed in the respective merits of espressos, café lattes and cappuccinos. So lucrative is the industry in Ireland that it comes as a shock to realise that there is "poverty in your coffee cup".

The economies of some of the poorest countries in the world are highly dependent on trade in coffee. The price paid to African, Latin American and Asian farmers for their coffee - both robusta and arabica beans - is appallingly low. In 1997 prices began a steep decline, hitting a 30-year low at the end of 2001. Taking inflation into account, this means that the money farmers make from coffee can only buy one-quarter of what it could 40 years ago and is the lowest real price that farmers have been paid in 100 years. The current world market price does not cover farmers' costs of production while business in the boardrooms of the world's largest coffee companies, known as roasters, is humming.


"70% of the world's coffee is grown on farms of less than 10 hectares. The vast majority is grown on family plots of between one and five hectares"
"A bag of coffee bought for US$50 in the Third World can retail in Irish coffee shops for between US$15,000 and $20,000"
"There are 171 Fairtrade-certified producer organisations in 23 countries throughout the world"
"Extra producer benefits through Fairtrade labelled coffee sales was US$29,995,198.70 in 2001
Global Trade - Tea Totals
Tea originated in China but its cultivation has spread widely through Asia and Africa. Producer countries include India, China, Sri Lanka, Kenya, Turkey, Indonesia, Japan, Argentina, Vietnam, Bangladesh, Malawi, Uganda and Tanzania. Tea is typically grown on plantations but in many countries is also cultivated by small-scale farmers. It comes from an evergreen bush which thrives at fairly high altitudes in wetter regions. Cultivation is labour intensive, with planting, maintenance and harvesting done by hand. It takes a woman (tea pickers are usually women), sixteen pluckings to pick enough tea for a single cup.

Since the end of the 1970's tea prices have hardly changed which means an effective price decline of 41% between 1970 and 1998. Tea production survives low international tea prices by paying low wages. Labour laws and minimum wages, where they exist, are often not implemented. Enforcement is frequently lax, and sanctions for breaking them so trivial as to hardly affect plantation owners. The implementation of laws is left to employers, for whom the improvement of working conditions is not normally a high priority. Many tea pickers live and work in miserable conditions. 

"Our biggest problem is that we have too much to do. In the morning we prepare meals and get the children to school. We have no time even to eat. I have to work very fast, so I get very hungry. We have to carry 10-15 kilos of tea to the weighing place, which can be three quarters of a kilometre away. After work it is the same - we have to do all the cooking and collecting firewood and getting water. We eat rice and one vegetable. We would like to have two or three vegetables but we cannot afford it. Towards the end of every month we find it difficult."
Sivapackiam has been picking tea on the same tea estate for 23 years. Her mother and grandmother did the same job before her, and it's a hard life. She takes home the equivalent of 80 pence a day. 
The tea industry in rich countries is concentrated in the hands of a few firms who have considerable influence over supply and demand and thus on the price-fixing process. For example, when India attempted to set a minimum export price during the mid-1980's, the firms collectively withdrew from the Indian market. The result was that nothing could be exported at all and the Indian government abandoned their measures to keep prices at a profitable level. 

Because of low prices tea producers are unable to plan social development projects or achieve long-term goals, including the improvement of their land. 

Global Trade - Bitter Sweet Cocoa 

80% of cocoa production is done by the hands of small holders with an average farm size of less than 5 hectares. The cocoa plant needs a moist, hot, shady environment. It grows well in tropical forests. Côte d'Ivoire, Ghana, Indonesia, Nigeria, Brazil, Cameroon, Ecuador and Malaysia produce 90% of the world's cocoa production. Six chocolate companies control 80% of the chocolate market. Cocoa is traded at the commodity exchange (particularly in London and New York) where the total supply is likely to be traded 14 times. These transactions do not benefit producers. They involve speculation to make profits as a result of future price changes.

In principle both consumers and producers benefit from stable prices. Since 1972, a number of International cocoa agreements were concluded with the aim of stabilising prices. The agreements imposed export quotas or production restrictions and created buffer stocks, managed by the International Cocoa Organisation (ICCO). During extreme upswings or downswings in prices, cocoa would be bought or sold from buffer stocks, jointly funded by consuming and producing countries. The International Cocoa Agreement of 1993 abandoned the stabilisation system. The rapid growth countries i.e. Côte d'Ivoire, Indonesia, and Malaysia, had refused to join the system. The funds to finance the buffer stocks were insufficient and stocks were thus insufficient to stop the downward trend in prices. At the same time private traders amassed giant stocks of more than 65% of total demand! These giant stocks still affect prices today. In March 2001 the most recent International Cocoa Agreement was again reached without any reference to price stabilisation.

"My life is not easy. I am not a person in search of money. I want that everybody has the means to have a decent life. Not only in this country but everywhere people want to live in dignity. Everyone should have the possibility to live, to develop and to produce."
José Rodriguez, Conacado farmers' federation, Bonao district, Dominican Republic
Global Trade - Going Bananas 
Six countries, India, Brazil, Ecuador, Philippines, China and Indonesia, account for 55% of total world production of bananas. However the two biggest producing countries, India and Brazil, hardly export any of their bananas. The United States, Europe and Japan are the main importing countries. Bananas are the fifth most important agricultural commodity in world trade. It is a major staple food crop for many millions of people in areas of Central, East and West Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. They grow easily, are cheap sources of energy and vitamins, and can be harvested all year round, thus providing a source of energy during the "hungry gap" between other crop harvests. 
The biggest part of world banana production is grown by millions of small-scale farmers for local consumption. Most of this production requires few or no artificial inputs. On the other hand Banana exports have steadily increased since 1950 and increased areas of land are now under banana cultivation. To achieve higher yields to meet the increase in exports, particularly since the 1980's, an increased amount of fertilisers and pesticides have been used. Of the 11 million litres of fungicide, water and oil emulsion applied by aeroplanes each year on banana plantations, 90% is lost to wind drift, ends up in the soil or is subsequently washed off by rain. For every tonne of bananas shipped, two tonnes of waste is left behind, not least of which are the mountains of plastic bags sprayed with herbicides. 
Current Banana production methods and standards necessitate an enormous human and environmental cost. The incidence of toxic poisoning is not uncommon amongst plantation workers. The work is very often dangerous and workers rights have been slowly eroded with increased competition on the world market, led by the four largest fruit companies. Workers therefore enjoy reduced salaries, longer working days, increased persecution for trade unionism, redundancies without benefits, squalid housing and generally low quality of life. 
FAIRTRADE Mark bananas have a growing availability in Irish shops and supermarkets. 
