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Hand Made Change

At Trade Aid we’re all 
about change. 

We’re helping talented  
people around the world  
improve their lives 
through trade.

Find out more at  
www.tradeaid.org.nz
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The ancient Pukara village 
in Peru is home to a group of 

Minka craft  artisans
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Living in a remote part of 
the Altiplano nearly 4100 
metres above sea level, 
Vilma’s group of artisans 
sells its range of fine alpaca 
fibre handcrafts through 
Minka Fair Trade.

“It would be hard to find 
other markets if not for 
them,” she says, “Minka 
builds the whole community 
– we only exist because of 
Minka.” 

Since 1978 Minka has 
worked to support mostly 
indigenous artisans by 
helping them organise into 
groups and selling their craft 
through fair trade networks. 

Vilma learned to 
knit when she  
was six.

Today she heads 
a committee of 
Peruvian artisans.
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We are trying to  
give them choices  
to do other than 
what they are  
doing now  .

It offers interest-
free pre-financing, 
encourages environment-
friendly processes and 
diversification, and works 
to improve the saleability 
of its partners’ produce by 
providing information on 
new trends and design ideas.

It conducts social as well 
as financial audits to 
measure its performance as 
a trading partner and runs 
education programmes and 
campaigns to draw attention 
to inequitable systems of 
trade. More recently, Trade 
Aid has adopted a process of 
profit-sharing with trading 
partners. 

Central to Trade Aid’s 
philosophy is a willingness 
to respond to the specific 
needs and changing 
circumstances of its 
trading partners. Instead of 
following a generic fair trade 
checklist Trade Aid engages 
with its trading partners 
to understand and support 

their goals within a local 
context, selecting its trading 
partners on the basis of need 
and using trade as a means 
to meet that end rather than 
as an end in itself. 

“Trade Aid has engaged in 
fair trade to date because 
that is what our trading 
partners saw as a way of 
supporting the objectives 
of the world’s most 
marginalised producers,” 
says manager Geoff White. 
“In doing so we are trying 
to give them choices to do 
other than what they are 
doing now. People don’t get 
rich making handcrafts. 
If they’re carving stone or 
making baskets, we want 
them to earn enough not 
to, whereas (Fairtrade) 
certification is actually 
aiming to get them to do 
more of that.”

Above: Ah Ter Chamu belongs to the Akha 

tribe in Thailand’s northern hill area. In selling 

handcrafts through fair trade organisation 

Thai Tribal Crafts she is able to supplement 

low agricultural returns and preserve the 

unique practices of her tribe.
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Fair trade is 
many things. 

It is a social 
justice 
programme, 
an alternative 
business 
model, a 
tool for 
international 
development, 
a system of 
global trade. 

The majority of the 3000 
craftspeople now associated 
with Minka are members 
of the Quechua people of 
the Central Andes (Minka 
means “working together 
for the greater good of 
everyone” in Quechuan), 
a population long-
marginalised on the basis 
of geographic isolation, lack 
of education and ethnicity. 
While Minka artisans are 
able to sell only a proportion 
of their handcrafts through 
the higher paying fair 
trade networks, founder 
Norma Valesquez says the 
importance of fair trade lies 
in its use as a tool for social 
cohesion, economic growth, 
cultural integrity and 
confidence.

“Our main aim is to get 
producers well organised in 
order (that they can find) 
solutions for poverty. If 
doing trade … is the strategy 
to (fulfil that) aim, then we 
have to trade.”

The fair factor 
 
Fair trade is many things. 
It is a social justice 
programme, an alternative 
business model, a tool for 
international development, 
a system of global trade. At 
its core it is the exchange of 
goods based on principles of 
economic and social justice. 

According to FINE, an 
acronymic body representing 
the four main international 
fair trade networks, 
fair trade is a “trading 
partnership, based on 
dialogue, transparency, and 
respect that seeks greater 
equity in international trade. 
It contributes to sustainable 
development by offering 
better trading conditions to, 
and securing the rights of, 
disadvantaged producers 
and workers.” 

The fair trade movement 
began in the 1940s when 
Oxfam in the UK and Self 
Help Crafts and SERRV in 
the US began selling goods 
made by disadvantaged 
communities in war-
wracked Eastern Europe and 
impoverished Puerto Rico. 
It was a simple trade-not-
aid philosophy, providing 
a market in developed 
countries for crafts made by 
artisans in poorer countries. 
The idea was quick to 
catch on and from the early 
1960s a number of non-
government, often church-
based groups in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America 
began selling crafts made 
by local artisans through 
development organisations 
in the US, the UK and 
Europe. 
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Weaver Maria Pacisa Machaca Yuccra belongs to a community of 

artisans living on Taquile Island in Peru’s Lake Titicaca. As well as selling 

craft, the community is on a tourist trail organised through Minka.
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Members 
subscribe to a 
model of trade 
based on long-
term trading 
relationships, 
the active 
promotion of 
fair trade and 
a commitment 
to increase the 
volume and 
diversity of 
traded goods. 

The Mahaguthir pottery unit in Baktapur, 

Nepal is part of the Association of Craft 

Producers. NZ government aid funding was 

used to install a generator to alleviate ongoing 

production delays
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In 1989 the International 
Federation for Alternative 
Trade (now the World 
Fair Trade Organization) 
was established as a 
global network of fair 
trade organisations that 
“set themselves the target 
of improving the living 
conditions of the poor and 
oppressed, particularly in 
Third World countries, and 
of changing unfair structures 
of international trade mainly 
by way of alternative trade”. 
Today the WFTO mark is 
used to identify 100 percent 
fair trade organisations that 
meet specific standards 
related to working 
conditions, wages, child 
labour, the environment 
and non-discrimination 
on the basis of race, 
caste, religion, disability, 
gender, sexual orientation, 
political affiliation or HIV/
Aids status. Its members 
subscribe to a model of trade 
based on long-term trading 
relationships, ongoing and 
effective communication, 
the active promotion of fair 
trade and a commitment 
to increase the volume and 
diversity of traded goods 
in order that farmers and 
artisans may increase 
their incomes and protect 
traditional skills. 

While the WFTO mark 
identifies organisations 
wholly committed to the 
practice of fair trade, 
the Fairtrade label – an 
international system of 

certification developed 
in 1997 by the Bonn-
based Fairtrade Labelling 
Organisations (now FLO 
International) – identifies 
specific, mainly food items 
produced and traded in 
line with certain social and 
environmental criteria. The 
label guarantees a minimum 
price that covers the cost of 
sustainable production and 
an added fair trade premium 
to fund community 
investments. As with the 
WFTO mark, Fairtrade-
certified suppliers agree 
to abide by international 
labour standards that 
recognise trade unions, 
insist on good working 
conditions, ban child and 
forced labour, and prohibit 
discrimination on the basis 
of sex, religion or caste.

Fair washing? 
 
Over the past decade 
concerns over the future of 
fair trade have been growing. 
Originally applied to small 
agricultural co-operatives, 
the Fairtrade label has been 
applied to a number of big-
name brands keen to benefit 
from the ethical associations 
of fair trade, even though 
the bulk of their products is 
conventionally produced and 
traded. 
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Starbucks, for example, 
can sell Fairtrade-certified 
coffee even though the 
bulk of its coffee (over 92 
percent) is non-fair trade. 
Nestlé can promote its 
Fairtrade-certified Partner’s 
Blend coffee even though 
this line represents only 
a tiny percentage (.01 
percent in 2006 ) of the 
company’s coffee imports.  
Similarly, Fairtrade-certified 
chocolate from cocoa giants 
Cadbury, Mars, Kraft 
and Nestlé represents a 
small fraction of global 
cocoa sales  – according 
to the International 
Cocoa Organization, only 
0.1 percent of chocolate 
sold globally is Fairtrade 
certified.

Some argue that any growth 
in the Fairtrade “brand” is 
positive. “We want to change 
the way people think about 
how they shop,” says Harriet 
Lamb, director of the UK’s 
Fairtrade Foundation. “If 
you’re going to do that, 
you’ve got to play with the 
big boys.”  Others, including 
Trade Aid, are concerned 
that democratically-run 
smallholder farms will be 
pushed out of the Fairtrade 
loop as they struggle to meet 
the quantities demanded by 
large corporations and large 
corporations are reluctant 
to spend time checking on 
isolated farms at the minor 
end of the supply chain.  

“We cannot let our radical 
vision of a completely 
different way of doing 
business be watered 
down by opportunistic 
transnationals,” writes 
Albert Tucker, former 
director of fair trade 
company Twin Trading. 
“The fair trade mark should 
be regarded as a ‘badge of 
honour’ not just a brand of 
food that demonstrates you 
are paying a little more to 
desperate farmers.”

Increasingly producer 
networks are questioning 
FLO’s commitment to 
small-scale farmers. As 
Anselmo, president of the 
Tabaconas coffee collective 
in Peru, told Trade Aid in 
2010, “FLO is supporting 
the large companies, and we 
are afraid they will take over 
the market and the price will 
drop. It’s not honest because 
fair trade is for the small 
producers and we will have 
to create something new to 
support us.” 

Speaking at the 2010 Fair 
Trade Futures Conference 
in Boston, Santiago Paz, 
co-director of CEPICAFE, 
a small coffee farmer co-
operative in Peru, said, “It’s 
as if the certifiers are driving 
a car which is going 70 miles 
per hour. They have their 
foot on the gas pedal, and 
the car is accelerating: it’s 
going 80, 90, 100, 120 miles  
an hour. The car is speeding 

An Undugu Society artisan extracts 

stone from a quarry in Kenya 
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so fast, it’s careening 
down the highway, and 
the certifiers haven’t 
even noticed that the 
passengers—the small 
farmers—have all gone flying 
out the window.”

Trade Aid 
 
Since 1973 Trade Aid 
has used trade as a tool 
to support the goals and 
aspirations of farmers and 
artisans marginalised on the 
basis of gender, ethnicity, 
religion, geographic 
isolation or physical ability. 
As a 100 percent fair trade 
organisation it follows the 
WFTO principles of fair 
trade. Over and above these 
it continues to improve 
its trading practices to 
better meet its original 
goal to “support the work 
of self-help organisations 
through longterm trading 
relationships based on 
transparency and fairness”.

Trade Aid maintains 
regular communication 
with its trading partners. It 
disburses government aid 
monies to fund business 
development projects. 
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A classroom in the small isolated village of 

Tacamani, home to a group of artisans working 

with Minka Fair Trade in Peru

Third party certification such as Rainforest 
Alliance, Utz Kapeh and Fairtrade labels 
identify products that meet certain growing, 
processing and possibly trading criteria. 

Rainforest certification identifies goods 
made according to biodiversity and 
sustainability principles in workplaces that 
promote worker and community wellbeing. 
Utz Certified is a sustainability programme 
for coffee, tea, cocoa, cotton and palm oil 
using a tracking system to ensure certain 
environmental standards are met and 
that International Labour Organization 
regulations are followed. Fairtrade-certified 
products guarantee a minimum price and an 
additional premium to invest in community 
projects. The Fairtrade mark also ensures 
that criteria related to working conditions 
and the environment are met.  

Product certification of any type, however, 
does not require buying organisations to 
act according to fair trade principles. To 
increase profitability such organisations 
can chase the lowest price, change suppliers 
whenever they like or cancel orders with 
little consideration for producers. In other 
words, they can adopt practices inline with 
the worst trading models.

Dead cert?
They come thick and fast – a bunch of labels proclaiming the 
ethical nature of their products. But how do we know which  
type of certification to trust?

Organisational marks, such as the World 
Fair Trade Organization logo, identify 
100 percent fair trade organisations that 
meet membership criteria. The WFTO 
promotes the development of co-operative 
organisations, ensures basic requirements of 
fair return and good working conditions are 
met, and educates consumers about global 
trade issues. Unlike certification labels, 
the WFTO seeks to empower producer 
groups. It encourages opportunities for 
networking between developing countries 
and addresses issues such as climate change 
and sustainable development. 

Trade Aid believes that an organisation mark 
is more compatible with development goals 
than a pass/fail certification model. Trade 
Aid works with producers in order to help 
them move from a low level of development 
(poor standards of education and health, 
lack of business knowledge and limited 
organisational practice) to a more organised 
and socially and economically advanced level 
in order that they may achieve the ultimate 
goal of economic and social self-reliance.  

Third-party  
certification

Organisational  
certification
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