
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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Silversmith Luis Romero in the workshop of the Union  Progresista 

Artesanal in Mexico. 



The distinctive gates of the  
Union Progresista Artesanal  
in Mexico
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“I’m very excited about this 

new project,” she says. “If it 

works I’ll have more money 

for my sons – it’s not enough 

without it – but this is a 

good project because it’s fair 

trade.”

The programme is the latest 

initiative by the Union 

Progresista Artesanal (UPA), 

a small jewellery-making 

co-operative in the village of 

Taxco el Viejo in the silver-

rich mountains of Mexico’s 

Guerrero state. In the past 

local businesses sold their 

wares though intermediaries 

who controlled prices and 

retained high profit margins. 

In 1986 26 jewellery makers 

formed a co-operative to 

market their own crafts and 

Angelica lives in a 
village in Mexico. 

  
She is one of eight 
women involved 
in a new jewellery 
making workshop.
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so ensure better returns 

and more job security to its 

members.

Today UPA funds a range 

of community projects, 

including a waste project, a 

tree-planting programme, 

a healthcare and disability 

fund, food and clothing 

for the needy and sports 

activities for youth. It offers 

training in production, 

business management and 

design skills. 

The training programme 

with which Angelica is 

involved was identified 

by UPA as a way of 

providing much-needed job 

opportunities for women 

in an industry normally 

dominated by men. As 

UPA president Manuel 

Alvarez told Trade Aid, 

“This is the only community 

doing this for women. We 

are hoping it will work 

so that many women can 

get involved.” Trade Aid 

has been supporting the 

programme by providing 

financial support, through 

an allocation of NZ Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

(MFAT) aid funding and 

hands-on advice on design 

styles and trends. 

This is not charity. Nor 

it is a top-down model of 

development. Rather, it is 

a system of partnership by 

which Trade Aid responds 

to the needs and initiatives 

already identified by its 

trading partners.

The art of 
partnership
Since 1973 Trade Aid has 

worked to provide market 

access to smallholder 

farmers and artisans to 

support their transition from 

a position of vulnerability 

to one of strength and 

self-sufficiency. “We’ve 

always said trade is a tool 

for development,” says co-

founder Vi Cottrell, “and the 

better you wield that tool, 

the better development you 

are going to have.”1 Unlike 

many Western aid agencies 

of the 1970s it did not set 

out to “solve” poverty with 

its own plan or agenda. In 

developing an alternative 

model of trade, she says, 

“we had to learn to listen to 

the poor … they know what 

is needed and we should 

respond rather than telling 

them what to do.” 

Today Trade Aid continues 

to work with artisan and 

farmer groups who know 

their communities and who 

have already decided that 

fair trade is the way in which 

they want to support their 

members. “The model of fair 

trade that has developed was 

to a large degree developed 

by producer organisations 

themselves, who were 

looking to deliver a measure 

of self-determination to 

their members,” explains 

Vi. “It was not a system that 

was imposed on them, or 

designed to ‘lock them in’.”2

Marcela, a jewellery maker with UPA, works with new 

designs incorporating locally sourced dried flowers.

“We’ve always 
said trade 
is a tool for 
development.

“And the better 
you wield that 
tool, the better 
development 
you are going 
to have.”
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To facilitate this model 

of equal and reciprocal 

partnership, Trade Aid 

enters into long-term 

trading relationships with 

democratically organised 

groups and a range of 

other locally structured 

group entities, using 

selection criteria identified 

by the World Fair Trade 

Organization which in 

turn represents producer 

groups around the world. 

These include: collective 

decision-making and 

profit-sharing; benefits for 

producers in areas such as 

health, education, saving 

schemes and housing; equal 

opportunities for women; a 

responsible approach to the 

involvement of children; and 

the sustainable use of raw 

materials.

Over its 40 years of 

operation Trade Aid 

has worked to maintain 

close ties with its trading 

partners – by letter, phone, 

email or visits – in order 

to better understand their 

goals and challenges. It 

uses this information to 

continue to fine-tune its 

trading practices so as 

to further empower its 

producer partners. It has 

implemented a system of 

social accounts to ensure its 

development and education 

objectives are not eclipsed 

by its commercial goals, 

using an evaluative process 

based in part on discussions 

with trading partners 

to ensure their voice is 

incorporated in the overall 

analysis. 

Such an approach reaffirms 

the role of producer 

groups in determining 

their own futures. In its 

regular distribution of 

profit amongst its trading 

partners, for example, 

Trade Aid asks only that it 

be used for the benefit of 

the producers – the trading 

partners themselves choose 

what to spend it on. In 

Tanzania, for example, 

the Kagera Co-operative 

Union used their rebate to 

buy textbooks for the local 

primary school. In India, 

Aspiration International, a 

small organisation working 

with 30 craft workshops, 

has used rebates to fund an 

interest-free loan scheme. 

Similarly, in channelling 

MFAT aid funds to trading 

partner organisations for 

capacity building projects, 

Trade Aid invites its partners 

to identify those projects 

considered necessary to 

boost productivity (although 

recognising the parameters 

dictated by MFAT). In 

Guatemala, for example, 

the Guaya’b Asociacion 

Civil chose to use capacity 

building funds to construct 

a wet coffee processing 

mill, so saving farmers an 

estimated 75 percent of 

production costs incurred 

under traditional processing 

methods. In Sri Lanka the 

People’s Organization for 
A cofee farmer from  the Kagera Co-operative 

Union in Tanzania.

Trade Aid 
continues to 
fine-tune its 
practices to 
respond more 
efectively 
to the needs 
of its trading 
partners.
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Other examples include the 

installation of pumps in a 

village in Uganda, where 

the walk to collect river 

water was an important 

opportunity for social 

interaction; a project 

providing motorbikes 

to Vietnamese villagers 

with no training in 

maintenance; commercial 

cropping ventures that 

ignored the importance of 

traditional plants as food, 

medicines and for weaving 

(woven mats in Tonga, for 

example, are an important 

form of currency); an IT 

programme in India where 

power supply was erratic 

and information outdated; 

a publishing venture in 

Afghanistan where most of 

the target group of women 

were illiterate – all well-

intentioned, all abandoned 

because of lack of local 

relevance or buy-in.

The failure of such 

initiatives has not been 

ignored. In 2005 the 

OECD Paris Declaration 

laid out a roadmap to 

improve the quality of aid 

by ensuring developing 

countries are able to “set 

their own strategies for 

poverty reduction”. This was 

endorsed by the 2012 Busan 

Partnership for Effective 

Development Co-operation 

which emphasises the 

importance of developing 

country ownership of 

development priorities.

Development Import and 

Export (PODIE), working on

behalf of nine spice-growing

farmer co-operatives, used

capacity building funds to

restore dams and irrigation

canals, so providing a valuable 

water storage facility to the 

local chilli farmers.

This commitment to 

producer ownership of their 

own development goals was, 

and to some extent still is, 

in sharp contrast to aid and 

development programmes 

mired in Western-defined 

objectives. Former World 

Bank economist William 

Easterly divides those 

working in the area of 

development into “planners” 

(those who devise large-scale 

plans with little insight into 

the specific requirements 

and existing initiatives of aid 

recipients) and “searchers” 

(those working on the 

ground to identify the needs 

and aspirations of a specific 

group in a specific location). 

There is no shortage of 

examples of failed initiatives 

by “planners”. Twenty 

years ago a development 

agency in Norway built a 

fish-processing factory on 

the shores of Lake Turkana 

in Kenya and set about 

teaching local communities 

how to fish in a bid to 

alleviate poverty in one of 

east Africa’s poorest regions. 

Apart from its occasional 

use as a storehouse, the 

Kaalokol fish factory today 

sits abandoned. What 

went wrong? Inadequate 

consultation with local 

communities and virtually 

no monitoring have both 

been blamed for the 

factory’s demise. The Nilotic 

ethnic people of Kenya, 

as elsewhere in Africa, are 

semi-nomadic pastoralists 

whose diet consists of 

milk, blood and meat from 

their herds. Few people in 

Turkana fish commercially 

and, even if they did, 

geographic isolation and 

limited electricity would 

render commercial fishing 

difficult. Even the notion 

of bringing in experienced 

fishermen from other 

regions to assist the 

fledgling business would 

be unviable in a region 

where nomadic tribes have 

previously clashed. 

“The lake was identified by 

outsiders as a resource but 

they never consulted the 

Turkana.” 

“It was the old top-bottom 

approach,” said Cheanati 

Wasike, government 

fisheries officer for Lake 

Turkana. “The lake was 

identified by outsiders as 

a resource but they never 

consulted the Turkana, 

never asked them what they 

thought of fishing it.”3

Ghanawathi, a chilli farmer in Sri Lanka, 

sells her spices through  PODIE.
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Sugar-sweet
For 40 years Trade Aid has 

worked to support initiatives 

established by small co-

operatives and enterprises in 

order to escape an often-

generational cycle of poverty. 

One such organisation 

is the Manduvirá sugar 

co-operative in southwest 

Paraguay, now the world’s 

leading producer and 

exporter of organic and 

Fairtrade certified sugar. In 

its earliest days Manduvirá 

sold its cane to a nearby mill, 

which sold the sugar on to 

fair trade and conventional 

buyers. In 2004 it began 

leasing a mill about 100km 

away, so incurring high 

transport and rental costs. 

For many years it harboured 

a dream to build a new 

farmer-owned mill, so 

attracting a larger portion 

of the final retail price 

and promising more jobs, 

higher production and more 

stable incomes for the co-

operative’s 1500 members. 

On 5 December, 2011, 

using funds partly financed 

by Fairtrade premiums, 

the co-operative laid the 

foundation stone for its own 

mill, unheard of in Paraguay 

and amongst sugar farmers 

throughout the developing 

world. “People said, ‘You 

are poor. You are crazy. You 

will never be able to sell or 

export your sugar directly or 

think about having your own 

sugar mill’,” general manager 

Andrés González Aguilera 

told Fairtrade International. 

“Today we have more than 

28 different clients and we 

are selling our sugar to all 

parts of the world.”4

The art of change 

Sugar farmer Jose Rivas, a member 
of the  Manduvirá sugar co-operative, 

walks between two rows of sugar canes.

“People said, ‘You 
will never be able 
to sell your sugar 
directly’.”

Notes
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4. Fairtrade Foundation, “Fairtrade Sugar: Starting a Sweet 
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Better by design
Trade Aid product development person Hannah 

Reed discusses possible adaptations to the 

designs employed by Sonia (left) and Milca, 

members of the UPAVIM co-operative in 

Guatemala. Trade Aid provides partners with 

advice and information on design trends most 

suited to the New Zealand market without 

compromising cultural expression. 

Cofee regeneration
Trade Aid food manager Justin Purser with 

Jesus from the Guaya’b Asociacion Civil coffee 

co-operative in Guatemala. After a recent tour 

of coffee farmers Trade Aid established the Next 

Generation Coffee Fund to support farmers  

such as Jesus cover the otherwise prohibitive 

cost of replacing old, unproductive coffee trees.

On the ground
Trade Aid development manager Michelia 

Ward shares lunch with Kebele from the Negele 

Gorbitu Co-operative in Ethiopia. Regular visits 

by Trade Aid staff  to trading partners play a 

vital role in Trade Aid’s annual development, 

buying and education programmes. 

Trade Aid does not employ a top-down we-know-best model of development. Rather it 

engages directly with its trading partners to gain a better understanding of their goals and 

challenges and to find effective ways to facilitate these goals through trade. 
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Tools of the jewellery-making trade in 

a workshop at the Union Progresista 

Artesanal in Mexico 


