
greening 
trade

education series  /  7
Hand Made Change

At Trade Aid we’re all 
about change. 

We’re helping talented  
people around the world  
improve their lives 
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Nabusimake in the Sierra Nevada 
range of northern Colombia, the 
capital of the Arhuaco people.
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For over 3000 years the 
“wise logic” tradition of the 
indigenous Arhuaco tribe 
in the Sierra Nevada range 
of northern Colombia has 
encompassed a deep-seated 
regard for environmental 
balance and sustainability. 
But low returns from coffee 
farms, the loss of local 
customs and language, 
the cultivation of coca for 
the drug trade and the 
resulting armed conflict and 
deforestation have all eroded 
this ethos, leaving a legacy 
of alcoholism, violence, 
malnutrition and poverty. 

In 1985 Aurora Izquierdo, 
recently graduated from an 
agronomy course in Bogota, 
sought the approval of her 

They see 
themselves as the 
“older brothers” 
of the universe.

Now they are 
rescuing their 
world.
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Violence 
is falling, 
local cultural 
traditions are 
being revived.  

The “wise 
logic” in 
regard to 
environmental 
health is again 
being followed.

Arhuaco tribe to form a 
coffee marketing association. 
Within ten years the ANEI 
(Productores Agroecologicos 
Indigenas) coffee co-
operative was working 
on behalf of hundreds of 
coffee-growing families 
to procure a fair price for 
their crops and encourage 
more environment-friendly 
methods of farming. Since 
then it has established two 
cupping laboratories, a plant 
nursery and community 
garden. It has built water-
efficient wet processing 
mills, water filtration 
systems and an organic 
composting project. Now 
with organic and fair trade 
certification, ANEI is able to 
access new, more lucrative 
markets for its coffee. 
Violence is falling, local 
cultural traditions are being 
revived and the “wise logic” 
in regard to environmental 
health is again being 
followed.

The obstacles to such 
operations, however, are 
huge. Across the world 
growing populations, 
climate change, demand 
for biofuel crops and 
unsustainable agricultural 
practices are causing 
declining soil fertility, 
erosion, desertification, 
air and water pollution, 
deforestation and loss of 
indigenous flora and fauna.

 

Take coffee. The small Coffea 
shrub is traditionally grown 
in the shaded understorey 
of a diverse range of native 
trees providing a vital 
resource for migratory birds, 
animals, even humans. Over 
the last four decades many 
such holdings have been 
replaced by large unshaded, 
intensively-managed coffee 
plantations in order to 
increase plantings and 
produce higher yields. Of 
the 2.8 million hectares 
planted in coffee in 
Mexico, Colombia, Central 
America and the Caribbean 
during the early 1990s, 1.1 
million hectares have been 
converted to so-called sun or 
“technified” coffee monocrop 
operations. The result? Soil 
degradation, loss of habitat 
for wildlife and loss of 
sustainable food crops for 
farming communities. In the 
coffee-producing lands of 
Latin America deforestation 
has jeopardised atmospheric 
protection, topsoil and water 
quality. As the density of 
coffee plantings increases 
so too does susceptibility 
to pests. New varieties of 
chemical-tolerant plants 
have resulted in more 
widespread use of synthetic 
fertilisers, herbicides, 
insecticides and fungicides, 
so causing further declines 
in soil fertility, the pollution 
of farmlands and water 
supplies and health risks for 
farming communities. 

ANEI coffee farmer in the Jeurwa 
region of northern Colombia
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Options for farmers are 
limited. Low global prices 
for commodities such as 
coffee, tea, soy, sugar and 
cotton make it difficult for 
farmers to survive, let alone 
employ environmentally 
sustainable methods. 
Rural underdevelopment, 
inadequate transport 
systems, lack of credit, 
limited access to markets 
and competition from 
subsidised agricultural 
sectors have all eroded 
farmers’ incomes and 
prevented them from 
diversifying into other 
crops. The only recourse is 
to reduce costs, cut wages 
or plant more crops, which 
means more work, more 
expenditure (more debt), 
less land for subsistence 
farming and a greater toll on 
the environment. 

Yet global trade rules 
continue to allow 
agribusiness to ignore the 
environmental costs of 
large-scale logging, mining 
and plantation operations 
or to simply pass them on 
to the customer. This is 
evident in this country. In 
2013 KPMG International 
reported that New Zealand’s 
primary sector would have 
reported a NZ$128 billion 
loss in 2010 instead of 
a NZ$104 billion profit 
had it been required to 
pay its direct and indirect 
environmental costs in 
full.1 Such disregard for 
the environmental impacts 

of primary industries 
is often fixed in trade 
agreements. As leaked by 
Peruvian environmental 
group RedGE, the US is 
proposing to water down the 
environmental provisions 
of the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership Agreement 
currently under negotiation. 
Sovereign state control over 
natural resources has been 
dropped from the provisions 
of the agreement, as have 
commitments to climate 
change initiatives. 

“The US keeps referring 
to this as a gold standard 
agreement for the 21st 
century. But its position 
on climate change and 
indigenous rights is 
Neanderthal,” says law 
professor at the University 
of Auckland Jane Kelsey.2

Climatic results 

A 2009 study reports 
that nearly 98% of people 
seriously affected by climate 
change live in developing 
countries, even though 
OECD (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development) countries, 
with only one-fifth of the 
world’s population, consume 
almost half the fossil fuels.3 

According to the Fairtrade 
Foundation, annual per 
person carbon emissions in 
Bangladesh, for example, 
are 172kg compared with 
9,000kg in the UK and 
21,000kg in the US.4 

Global trade 
rules continue 
to allow 
agribusiness 
to ignore the 
environmental 
costs of large-
scale logging, 
mining and 
plantation 
operations.

Over 70 women belong to Pravestra, a rural 
craft group selling their wares through India’s 
Sasha Association for Craft Producers
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management practices 
including renewable energy 
technologies and pollution 
minimisation processes. 
Producers of Trade Aid 
coffee, for example, use the 
higher returns they receive 
to fund alternatives to the 
standard wet processing 
systems which pollute the 
environment and starve 
rivers of oxygen. Unlike 
the vast unshaded tracts of 
commercial coffee farms, 
the smallholder coffee 
plantings that typify fair 
trade coffee are grown 
within a wide variety of food 
crops, fixing nitrogen into 
the soil, providing food for 
farming families and helping 
maintain soil fertility and 
local bird and animal life. 

Handmade crafts tend to be 
made using non-polluting 
and more energy-efficient 
processes than their factory-
made counterparts. Raw 
materials are sourced locally 
and collected to ensure 
ongoing supply. 

The sale of crafts made 
from sustainable supplies 
of jute through Bangladeshi 
fair trade organisation 
CORR-The Jute Works, 
for example, is providing 
an environment-friendly 
alternative to more 
harmful industries. Jute 
is biodegradable; no toxic 
gases or emissions are 
created in the manufacture 

While Africa accounts 
for less than 3% of global 
carbon dioxide emissions, 
it faces some of the biggest 
risks from disrupted water 
supplies and extreme 
weather events. In 
Madagascar inadequate 
rainfall in 2010-11 resulted 
in the loss of 80% of the 
maize crops, the country’s 
staple diet. In the wake of 
severe droughts throughout 
the Horn of Africa food 
prices have shot up and 
whole communities forced 
to migrate in search of 
alternative work and food. 
Yet the poor have little 
voice in the debates on 
climate change. As Ugandan 
President Yoweri Museveni 
told the African Union 
summit in 2008, “We have 
a message here to tell these 
countries, that you are 
causing aggression to us by 
causing global warming. 
Alaska will probably become 
good for agriculture, Siberia 
will probably become good 
for agriculture, but where 
does that leave Africa?”5 

Greening trade
The growth of the fair 
trade movement, the close 
relationship between fair 
trade and the organic 
movement and increasing 
awareness amongst 
consumers are all supporting 
rural communities to 

protect themselves and 
their environments. As 
historians Alex Nicholls 
and Charlotte Opal note, 
“The main ethical issue 
of the 1980s—‘green’ 
environmentalism—has 
now been broadened from 
a product focus into a more 
general concern over the 
entire production process, 
particularly highlighting the 
human/social element.”6 

Respect for the 
environment is written 
into the ten principles 

of the World Fair Trade 
Organization (WFTO). 

Under Trade Aid’s trading 
criteria, groups seeking to 
work with Trade Aid must 
demonstrate a commitment 
to the sustainable use 
of raw materials and 
production methods. 
Trade Aid uses its climate 
change fund to support 
initiatives that improve 
environmental sustainability 
and protection. Trade Aid 
trading partners are also 
able to apply for funding 
for environmental projects 
through Trade Aid’s annual 
disbursement of Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade funds. Most Trade 
Aid foods are organic and 
the farmer collectives 
with which it trades use 
a range of environmental 

Khudrapuspa Garalia (standing), president 
of the Khirunnessa group that sells its wares 

through CORR - The Jute Works
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of jute crafts; and jute 
plants consume CO2. And, 
because it is a completely 
renewable resource, the 
cultivation of jute poses 
no threat to Bangladesh’s 
fragile environment. CORR 
- The Jute Works also works 
with the Bangladesh Jute 
Research Institute and 
Bangladesh Agriculture 
Development Corporation to 
distribute up to 40,000 fruit 
and timber saplings each 
year to rural groups. 

The co-operatisation of craft 
groups in itself allows for 
the sharing of information 
and funds in relation to 
environment-friendly 
production methods and 
materials. In India’s Orissa 
tribal belt, for example, the 
Sasha Association for Craft 
Producers is reviving the 
use of traditional medicines 
and promoting organic 
agriculture.

As Safia Minney, founder 
and CEO of fair trade 
fashion label People Tree in 
the UK, says, fair trade and 
social businesses are leading 
the way in environment 
protection, food security and 
sustainability.

“Fair Trade takes a long-
term view, working in 
partnership with producers 
and enabling communities 
to ‘invest’ in environmental 
initiatives... It recognizes 
that, if farmers are given half 
a chance, they will protect 
the environment. After all, 
why would people whose 
lives are so dependent on the 
resources of their natural 
surroundings, destroy their 
environment? The answer 
is they only do so when 
driven to it by low prices, 
unfair terms of trade and the 
insecurity that comes from 
not knowing where your 
children’s next meal will 
come from.”7

Keeping it green

In Delhi, India, Tara Projects has initiated 
a range of environmental awareness 
programmes including a water-harvesting 
scheme in response to the water shortages 
currently confronting the city.

“If farmers are 
given half a 
chance, they 
will protect the 
environment.”
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In Indonesia Pekerti Nusantara provides 
market access for 72 rural craft groups. In 
keeping with Indonesia’s sustainable forest 
management policy, Pekerti has adopted 
a timber legality verification system that 
guarantees the timber used for export has 
not been obtained through illegal logging. 

In Nicaragua coffee co-operative 
PRODECOOP funds an organic production 
programme. With help from Trade Aid, it 
has also constructed a wet processing mill 
that reduces pollution and makes better 
use of water supplies in a region where a 
30% decline in rainfall is predicted.

In Bangalore, India, The Shilpa Trust 
provides a market for wooden crafts made 
by local craftmakers and sold through 
SIPA, the Federation of South India 
Producer Associations. To replace the 
trees used to make the wooden toys, it 
distributes seedlings to its members.

 

Many of Trade Aid’s trading partners have established programmes to 
support the environment and protect against erratic weather events and the 
possibility of future food and water shortages. 
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The ANEI co-operative has an office and 
warehouse in the town of Pueblo Bello, home 
to indigenous Arhuaco and people of Spanish 
descent.




