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Trade Aid buys high and 
sells low. It shares profit, 
over and above income 
retained for capital 
expenditure and trading 
growth, with its trading 
partners. It supports often 
struggling suppliers and 
asks them to evaluate its 
performance. As manager 
Geoff White says, it is 
the exact opposite of the 
conventional business 
model, “but it does work”.

“The same basic rules of 
turnover and cash flow 
apply but by concentrating 
on building a better 
business—one that knows 
the impact of that business 
beyond profit margins, 
one that takes social and 

Community 
relationships, 
transparency, 
social values. 

Good business 
makes good 
business sense.
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“We’ve got 
to bring that 
familiarity 
back into the 
equation again 
so people 
understand 
this isn’t an 
anonymous 
supply chain”

– -Geoff White, 
Trade Aid

environmental costs into 
account—we’ve hit a nerve.”

An unexpected nerve. 
The bulk of the world’s 
trade is run by a small 
number of transnational 
corporations based in the 
world’s wealthiest countries. 
Recent research shows 
that a core 1318 companies 
own the majority of the 
world’s large blue chip 
and manufacturing firms 
representing 60 per cent of 
global revenue.1 

In 2000 the World Bank 
noted that “developing 
countries have been rather 
slow to integrate with the 
world economy”2 but that 
economy is heavily tilted in 
favour of these large, usually 
Western-based corporations 
working to protect their very 
sizeable share of the value of 
their supply chains. 

Under the prevailing push 
towards globalisation, 
mechanisms seen to 
limit foreign investment 
or the flow of goods 
around the world (such 
as state subsidies, import 
restrictions, safety and 
employment conditions) 
are regarded as barriers to 
free trade. Without these 
mechanisms multinational 
corporations are able to 
scour the world for the 
lowest wages and the least 
overheads and government 
intervention in monitoring 
of business practices.

Yes, their high profits are 

good for shareholders but 
their value to stakeholders 
is inequitable, their supply 
chain is long and opaque 
and their relationships with 
those who make or grow the 
goods they buy are distant 
and unresponsive.

“Supply chains have got so 
complicated no one knows 
where their products are 
coming from,” says Geoff 
White. “Thirty or 40 years 
ago you knew the person in 
your city or in your street 
who made the products you 
were buying—we’ve got to 
bring that familiarity back 
into the equation so people 
understand this isn’t an 
anonymous supply chain 
with someone we don’t know 
or don’t care about at the 
other end.”

It was with this goal in 
mind that Norma Velasquez 
founded MINKA Fair Trade 
in 1976, to offer isolated and 
economically marginalised 
craftspeople in Peru a 
more equitable alternative 
to the commercial sector. 
“They were used to selling 
all their products to the 
middleman in the local 
markets,” says Velasquez. 
“Then the middleman would 
sell the crafts to a regional 
middleman, and the regional 
middleman would sell the 
products to the exporter 
in Lima. So there was a 
big chain of middlemen 
between the producer and 
the exporter.”

An artisan in the Peruvian highlands, one of 
the many local craftspeople benefitting from 

working with MINKA Fair Trade.

business matters / Trade Aid education series / 6 business matters / Trade Aid education series / 6

“We’ve got 
to bring that 
familiarity 
back into the 
equation again 
so people 
understand 
this isn’t an 
anonymous 
supply chain”

– Geoff White, 
Trade Aid

environmental costs into 
account—we’ve hit a nerve.”

An unexpected nerve. 
The bulk of the world’s 
trade is run by a small 
number of transnational 
corporations based in the 
world’s wealthiest countries. 
Recent research shows 
that a core 1318 companies 
own the majority of the 
world’s large blue chip 
and manufacturing firms 
representing 60 per cent of 
global revenue.1 

In 2000 the World Bank 
noted that “developing 
countries have been rather 
slow to integrate with the 
world economy”2 but that 
economy is heavily tilted in 
favour of these large, usually 
Western-based corporations 
working to protect their very 
sizeable share of the value of 
their supply chains. 

Under the prevailing push 
towards globalisation, 
mechanisms seen to 
limit foreign investment 
or the flow of goods 
around the world (such 
as state subsidies, import 
restrictions, safety and 
employment conditions) 
are regarded as barriers to 
free trade. Without these 
mechanisms multinational 
corporations are able to 
scour the world for the 
lowest wages and the least 
overheads and government 
intervention in monitoring 
of business practices.

Yes, their high profits are 

good for shareholders but 
their value to stakeholders 
is inequitable, their supply 
chain is long and opaque 
and their relationships with 
those who make or grow the 
goods they buy are distant 
and unresponsive.

“Supply chains have got so 
complicated no one knows 
where their products are 
coming from,” says Geoff 
White. “Thirty or 40 years 
ago you knew the person in 
your city or in your street 
who made the products you 
were buying—we’ve got to 
bring that familiarity back 
into the equation so people 
understand this isn’t an 
anonymous supply chain 
with someone we don’t know 
or don’t care about at the 
other end.”

It was with this goal in 
mind that Norma Velasquez 
founded MINKA Fair Trade 
in 1976, to offer isolated and 
economically marginalised 
craftspeople in Peru a 
more equitable alternative 
to the commercial sector. 
“They were used to selling 
all their products to the 
middleman in the local 
markets,” says Velasquez. 
“Then the middleman would 
sell the crafts to a regional 
middleman, and the regional 
middleman would sell the 
products to the exporter 
in Lima. So there was a 
big chain of middlemen 
between the producer and 
the exporter.”

An artisan in the Peruvian highlands, one of 
the many local craftspeople benefitting from 

working with MINKA Fair Trade.



business matters / Trade Aid education series / 6 business matters / Trade Aid education series / 6

Since 1973 Trade Aid 
has worked with such 
organisations to develop a 
trading model that spreads 
the value of that trade to 
those at the far end of the 
supply chain. 

In India, Bateri belongs 
to a group of jewellery-
makers called Taja 8, which 
sells its goods through 
Trade Aid trading partner 
Tara Projects. “We have 
transparency now,” she tells 
Trade Aid development 
manager Michelia Ward. 
“We know who this product 
is being made for, what 
prices they are selling it 
for, the final cost—we 
know everything about this 
product.”

History has shown that 
small business values—
accountability, worker 
support, supply chain 
visibility—are good for 
business. In 1914, when his 
Model T Fords were rolling 
off the factory floor, Henry 
Ford raised the standard 
wage for his workers from 
$2.34 to $5.00 per day. 
He disliked unions and 
collective bargaining but he 
did recognise that higher 
wages increased worker 
retention (so reducing 
retaining costs) and that 
higher paying factories 
attracted more skilled and 
motivated workers. 

Nearly a century later, 
in 2012, a study by the 
Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology found 

companies that paid their 
employees more, had more 
full-time workers and 
invested more in training 
were more profitable than 
most of their competitors. 
Not scrimping on the 
payroll, the study concluded, 
was crucial to sales.3 

And pro-poor measures can 
be undertaken on a large 
scale. In Bangladesh (and 
further afield) the for-
profit Grameen Bank has 
made seven million small 
loans, 97 percent to women, 
many to the homeless, to 
support their fledgling work 
initiatives. According to 
the Development Gateway 
Foundation, “Grameen 
has created a new class of 
women entrepreneurs who 
have raised themselves from 
poverty. Moreover, it has 
improved the livelihoods of 
farmers and others who are 
provided access to critical 
market information and 
lifeline communications 
previously unattainable in 
some 28,000 villages of 
Bangladesh.”4

In developing a business 
practice that is open and 
responsive Trade Aid is able 
to adapt its processes to 
meet the changing needs 
of its trading partners. In 
1985 it launched an ethical 
investment trust to fund its 
policy of pre-financing up 
to 80 percent of production 
costs in order that craft-
making and farming 
organisations can purchase 

“We know who 
this product 
is being made 
for, what prices 
they are selling 
it for, the final 
cost—we know 
everything 
about this 
product”—
Bateri, Taja 8

Bateri, a member of the Taja 8 jewellery-
making group in Haryana, north-west of 

Delhi, India
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raw materials without 
relying on often expensive 
lending operations.

Following a visit to Central 
and South American coffee 
farmers in 2010 Trade 
Aid launched the Next 
Coffee Generation Fund 
by which coffee roasteries 
in New Zealand pay into 
a revolving loan fund. 
This money is paid out to 
coffee co-operatives which 
pass it on to their farmer 
members in the form of 
low- or no-interest loans to 
replace ageing coffee trees. 
As farmers plant new trees 
and increase their harvests, 
they pay back their loans 
to their co-operative which 
then makes funds available 
to other farmers seeking to 
rejuvenate their crops.  

To improve the saleability of 
imported crafts Trade Aid 
offers advice on those design 
styles most likely to find a 
market in this country. In 
2010 Trade Aid staff began 
working with members of 
the Godavari Delta Women’s 
Lace Artisans Co-operative 
in India’s Bay of Bengal, 
building on the traditional 
skills of the craftspeople 
to develop a new range of 
felt purses, bags and baby 
products. The result? Sales 
increased by 74 percent.  

Trade Aid also undertakes 
a process of audited social 
accounts to evaluate its 
performance against 
the objectives enshrined 

in its Charter to ensure 
commercial considerations 
do not over-ride its broader 
development goals. As one 
participant in the 2012 focus 
group in India said, “There 
is a trust in the relationship 
which goes beyond trade to 
something more valuable.”

“There is a trust in the 
relationship which goes 

beyond trade.”

Similarly it has set up a 
system of profit-sharing, 
by which, when trading 
conditions allow, profits 
($100,000 in 2011-12) are 
shared with partners.

Unlike standard corporate 
social responsibility policies, 
Trade Aid works to ensure 
that every aspect of its 
business has a positive 
impact. 

In recognising developing 
countries’ vulnerability 
to climate change, for 
example, it has set up a 
Climate Change Fund based 
on its annual greenhouse 
gas emissions. The fund 
is distributed to trading 
partners for projects aimed 
at reducing the use of fossil 
fuels, absorbing greenhouse 
gases and protecting 
communities from rising 
sea levels and diminishing 
rainfall.

Added value
The United Nations 
Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) 
hit the nail on the head. 
“Many poorer developing 
countries,” it stated this 
year, “are still struggling to 
gain access to GVCs (Global 
Value Chains) beyond 
natural resource exports.”5 
Conventional trade locks 
developing countries into 
supplying low cost raw foods 
or cheap labour. European 
countries, for example, will 
only allow the importation 
of cocoa but not higher value 
chocolate products. As part 
of its business practice Trade 
Aid works to return a larger 
share of the value of the 
items it buys to its trading 
partners. In its early days it 
fought to import finished 
woven bags and shawls from 
India, as opposed to lengths 
of woven fabric, in order to 
return more of the end price 
to the Tibetan weavers who 
made the goods. In 2012, it 
developed a New Zealand-
made chocolate bar using 
cocoa mass and cocoa butter 
imported from CONACADO, 
a cocoa farmers’ co-operative 
in the Dominican Republic. 
In exporting these more 
processed products, as 
opposed to raw cocoa 
powder, CONACADO’s 
members are earning more 
value from their produce.

Members of the Godavari Delta Women’s Lace 
Artisans Co-operative
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Trade Aid’s model of trade is 
a development model. The 
organisation receives NZ 
Government funding which 
enables it to support groups 
that are not economically 
viable, and a ready pool of 
volunteers allows it to run 
campaigns and produce 
education resources—such 
as the publication you are 
reading now. These all fall 
outside standard trading 
activities, “but if we stopped 
(this) development work,” 
says Geoff White, “we 
would still have a very good 
business model. Many other 
fair trade organisations have 
gone that way.”

And the business sector is 
watching. In 2002, to boost 
its sales of fair trade organic 
coffee, Trade Aid launched 
a system of co-importing 
whereby New Zealand 
roasters can buy coffee 
beans at the same price as 

Trade Aid Importers (TAI) 
if purchasing in significant 
volumes. By managing the 
supply chain on behalf of 
other coffee buyers and 
in selling fair trade coffee 
to cafés and through 
supermarkets and other 
outlets, TAI coffee imports 
grew from eight tonnes of 
green beans in 2001–02 to 
1007 tonnes in 2011–12—
testament both to the quality 
of the beans and the calibre 
of Trade Aid’s importing 
programme. 

Such moves are showing 
the commercial world that 
caring about your supply 
chain, knowing your supply 
chain, can work on a global 
scale, just as it works on 
a local business level, to 
bring familiarity and real 
effectiveness “back into the 
equation.” 

Business  
to business

CONACADO farmers in the Dominican 
Republic load export-ready cocoa beans at 

the warehouse.

Trade Aid coffee 
imports grew 
from 8 tonnes in 
2001-02 to 1007 
tonnes in 2011-12.

Notes

1. New Scientist Revealed – the 
capitalist network that runs the world 
24 October 2011. 

2. World Bank, 2000, “Beyond 
Economic Growth: Meeting the 
Challenges of Global Development”

3. http://hbr.org/2012/01/why-good-
jobs-are-good-for-retailers

4. Development Gateway Foundation 
(Washington, DC). 27 April 2004.

5. UNCTAD World Investment Report 
2013: Global Value Chains: Investment 
and Trade for Development

Business-to-business 
support is not a new concept 
within New Zealand. 
In conventional trading 
practices on a global scale, 
however, it is rare. 

Each year Trade Aid 
allocates New Zealand 
Government aid 
monies—$220,000 in 2012-
13—to fund projects aimed 
specifically at increasing 
business sustainability 
amongst the groups with 
which it trades. On Taquile 
Island in Lake Titicaca, in 
the centre of the Peruvian 

Altiplano, for example, 
MINKA Fair Trade has 
applied these funds to a 
new water reticulation 
project using water from 
a natural spring to supply 
running water to the island 
communities. Local groups 
have now extended this 
project, using their own 
funds to install solar panels 
(above) to run the water 
pumps without relying on 
generators.
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