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1. INTRODUCTION

Fair trade food isincreasingly common on the shelves of Northern supermarkets: tea, coffee,
rice, avocados, pinegpples, chocolate, nuts, wine, muedi, black pepper and fruit juice are just
some of the 58 food and beverage product categories available with alabe guaranteeing a better
ded for their producersin the South (Fairtrade Foundetion, 20078). The UK cetified fartrade
sector grew 49% between 2005 and 2006 in terms of retail vaue, with over 3000 products now
avalable (Fairtrade Foundetion, 2007h). Fair trade hasalonger history in other European
countries, notably the Netherlands, the most mature fair trade market (Krier, ro date, p. 57), and
Switzerland, where 48% of bananas sold are now fairtrade (ibid, p. 12), but the UK has grown
rapidly to become the sacond biggest fairtrade market in the world after the US by retal vaue
(FLO, 20073, p. 11).* Food products now dominate the sector, indeed in 2005 coffee, tea,
chocolate/cocoa and bananas condtituted dmost 78% of the retall value of al products carrying
the Fairtrade mark in the UK, with coffee done making up just over 33% (Fairtrade Foundation,
n.d.).

This paper focuses on fairtrade’ s misson to reconnect producers and consumersin aglobalized
world. It askswhat sort of socid, ethical, economic and cultural connectivities fairtrade
promotes between Southern producersand Northern consumers, and how these relate to one
another. Severd authors have sought to conceptudlize producer-consumer linksin fairtrade,
notably Raynolds (2002) and more recently Lyon (2006a), building on materid anayses of
commodity chains or networks but drawing aso on more cultural concerns with representation,
agency and identity. This paper consolidates thiswork, including my own earlier research
(Wright, 2004), to provide an overview of debates and to identify areas where more research is
required. It usesfairtrade coffee as a case study to illuminate the discussion, with a particular
focus on one UK brand, Cafédirect.

The paper begins by introducing fair trade, its central assumptions and characterigtics. Thereafter
the spectacular rise of fair tradefood is addressed, followed by the particular case of Cafédirect.
The main body of the paper addresses the connectivities between producers and consumers,
consdering their degreeand content. While there are few opportunities for socid interaction on
aface-to-face basis, Northern consumers are shown to enjoy virtud and one-way ‘meetings with
Southern producers as part of fartrade simperative to tdl its sory about a new way of doing
busness. Meanwhile, consumers’ ethical sensbilities are haled by the fairtrade project, which
offers them a ready-made way to assume some responsibility for producers welfare, while
producers are bound by principles of democracy and sustainability. The economic connectivities
may seem straightforward - modest redistribution between consumers and producers asthe
former pay a‘fair’ price for the commodities exchanged — but are shown to be rather more

1 The US population is’5 times the UK population; its fairtrade sector 25% bigger than the UK's.



complex. Findly, the cultura connectivities between producer and consumers are addressed and
argued to rely on the reproduction of difference and *othering’. In condusion, it is argued thet
fairtrade contributes to a globd ‘ethic of care’, widening the respongihility of the ‘ citizen
consumer’ beyond nationa boundaries and effecting modest redidtribution. However, a the
sametimeit relies on acommodification of knowledge about the South and about Southern
producersthat serioudy limit its quest to decrease the socid distance between the two.

2. WHAT ISFAIR TRADE?

The most widely cited definition of far rade comes from FINE, a network of four fair trade
organisationswhoseinitids provide itsname; Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International
(FLO); Internationd Federation for Alternative Trade (IFAT); Network of European World
shops (NEWS!); and European Fair Trade Association (EFTA):

Fair Trade is atrading partnership, based on didogue, transparency and
respect, that seeks greater equity in internationd trade. It contributesto
sugtainable devel opment by offering better trading conditions to, and securing
the rights of, margindized producers and workers - especidly in the South
Fair Trade organizations have a clear commitment to Fair Trade asthe
principa core of their mission. They, backed by consumers, are engeged
activey in supporting producers, avareness railsing and in campaigning for
changesin therules and practice of conventiona internationa trade. (IFAT,
2007).

Condder dso afurther definition from FLO:

Fartrade is an initiative for smal farmers and wage workersin the South, who
have been restrained in their economica and / or socia development by the
conditions of trade (= ‘disadvantaged’). If fair access to markets under better
conditions of trade can help to overcome the restraints of development, they
can join Fairtrade. (FLO, 2007a, p. 2).

The centrd assumptions and characteristics of fair trade can be identified here. Firdt, that the
problem is the system of internationa trade, which is disadvantaging smdl farmers and waged
workers (mainly) in the South. Second, that the inequities of internationd trade thresten
sudtainable development. Third, that the solution liesin a different system of trading, fair trade,
whichisin the hands of Fair Trade organizations and consumers. Fourth, that fair trade involves
both new trading partnerships with particular producers and advocacy work to chalenge
conventiond trade. It is notable that the agents of fair trade in these definitions are not the
producers/ workers themsalves, nor thelr governments, nor internationd inditutions but,
ultimately, (Northern) consumers. Indeed fair trade must be understood in the context of the
failure of organised labour, the lack of implementation of ILO Convertions a anationd leve,
the impotence of the ILO in terms of sanctions and the collgpse of internationa agreements
seeking to maintain commodity prices

What is the different system of trading thet fair trade embodies? Here | concentrate on the broad
prindples and draw on Nicholls and Opa (2005, pp. 6-7). First, thet trade will be a agreed



minimum prices, usudly above the market price, to enable producers to generate a living wage.
Second that producer capacity and community development will be promoted through the
payment of an additiona socid premium, which producer groups decide how to spend. Third
that trade will be direct, to increase the vaue returned to the producer, with long run contracts to
enhance producer security. Fourth that purchase will be pre-financed up to 60% to enhance
producer cash flow and producers knowledge of the market will be enhanced. Fifth that
producers are democretically organised, produce sustainably and without abuse of other
labourers.

3. THE RISE AND RISE OF FAIRTRADE FOOD

The origins of fair trade lie in the dterndtive trade movement’ s post world-war two initigtives to
open up Northern markets for Southern handicraft producers, exemplified by the work of Oxfam
and Traidcraft in the UK. Today such handicrafts are still widdy available, but it isthe food
sector that has seen mgjor growth since the certification of fair trade took off inthe 1990s. This
can be attributedto arange of factors that are categorised here in terms of producer demand;
market characteristics, consumer demand; and marketing Strategies First, with primary
agriculturd commodities a the heart of many Southern economies (Nicholls, 2004, p. 106),
producers facing rock-bottom prices asked development NGOs to help generate fairer markets
(Low and Davenport, 2005, p. 147). Second, in terms of market characteristics, the chalenges of
meeting differentiated markets through a globa food system provided a space for fair-trade food
to establish itsdlf (Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002, pp. 360-1). Moreover, food products were
easer to scae up to amass market than handicrafts, in terms of branding, packaging and leve of
demand in both the long and shor t-term (Nicholls, 2004, p. 106). Third, & the leve of the
consumer, concerns both about persond hedth in terms of food safety and environmenta hedith
in terms of sustainable production (Nicholls, 2004, p. 106; Low and Davenport, 2005, p. 147),
together with amistrust of the globa food system and unease that ‘ experientid knots of
connection’ with agriculture had been logt (Korthdls, 2001, p. 209), fostered an appetite for
knowledge aboutt the places and conditions of food production that fairtrade food could meet.?
Represented to consumers as a tangible way to make an immediae difference, the rise of the
2005 ‘ Make Poverty History’ movement centred round the G8 summit aso fudlled consumer
demand for far-trade food. Findly, the marketing of fairtrade foods has emphasised their
premium quaity as much (if not more than) their ethicd criteriaand opened up digtribution
through supermarkets, enabling them to reach into the maingtream (Nicholls and Opd, 2005, p.
24).

It is perhaps arguable whether or not coffeeisafood. AsMintz (1997, p. 360) reminds us,

‘ Coffee and tea are simulants without calories or other food vaue'. At the sametime, by
categorisng them as * proletarian hunger-killers and ‘drug-foods (ibid), Mintz amultaneoudy
(re) pogtionsthem in relation to food asit is understood in nutritiond terms. Moreover, spaces
and rules of consumption certainly place coffeein the food category; consider its prominencein
supermarket food aides and on grocery shopping lists, as well asits exemption from VAT inthe

% Thisfactor has, of course, o fuelled the growth of the organic food sector. Whilefair trade food may sometimes
beorganicas well, and the increasing demand for both may be collated under the umbrella of ethica consumption,
they are not synonymous. As Golding and Pesttie explain, both organic and fair trade food make avirtue out of how
they are produced but the fair trade project is also about solidarity with producers, about altering market sructures
and relationsiin their favour (2005, p. 157-8).



UK dongdde other food-stuffs. Notwithstanding these dilemmeas of definition, coffee makesa
very good example of the rapid growth of afairtrade food, atributableto the factorsidentified
above: producer demand; market characteristics; consumer demand and marketing strategies.

First, Max Havelaar in the Netherlands initiated the first fair trade labd to give Mexican coffee
producers more favourable market access (Renard, 2003, p. 89) and Cafédirect began as away
to help coffee producers hit by the dump in prices after the 1989 collapse of the Internationd
Coffee Agreement (Wright, 2004, p. 666). Second, fairtrade coffee has taken advantage of
niches opened up in the coffee market by an emphasis on origin, strength, qudity and flavour
(Renard, 1999, p. 495; Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002, p. 360-1). Third it has a mass market,
being the second mogt traded commodity in the world, and it is amenable to branding viaafar
tradelabd given itsrdatively sandardised production (Nicholls and Opd, 2005, p. 24). Findly,
fairtrade coffee w as one of the firg fairtrade food commodities to be distributed by
supermarkets, and it has now captured 20% of the roast and ground market in the UK (Krier,
n.d., p. 30).

Indeed supermarket didtribution is centrd to the transformation of fair-trade food from aniche
product to amainstream commodity. Last year the Sainsbury’ s and Waitrose supermarket chains
switched dl their bananas to fairtrade certified and in March 2006 Marks and Spencer did
likewise with dl their teaand coffee. These supermarkets have followed the lead taken by the
Co-op, which switched dl its owntbrand block chocolate to fairtrade in 2002 and dl its ownt
brand coffeein 2003. Not surprisingly, the growth of fairtrade, aswell aslobbying by activids,
has aso drawn the atention of conventiond brands. For example, Starbucks introduced a
fairtrade coffee in the USin 2000, and in the UK is now supplied afartrade coffee by Cafédirect
to sl under the Starbucks label. 1n 2002 chocolate and confectionery giant Cadburys bought a
5% share of Green and Black’s, the company that sold the first fairtrade chocolate in the UK,
Mayo Gold, and in 2005 they returned to buy the rest. Nescafe introduced its controversd
fartrade certified Partners blend in 2005.

4. CAFEDIRECT

Conceived in the early 1980s, Cafédirect was founded in 1991 by four dternative trade
organisations, Oxfam Trading, Traidcraft, Equa Exchange and Twin Trading, each owning a
25% share. The underlying impetus was the collapse of the International Coffee Agreement in
1989, the ensuing dump in coffee prices and the consequent poverty experienced by coffee
producers. Cafédirect’'s mission wasto buy coffee from such growers on afairly traded basisand
market it to UK consumers, offering growers direct access to the internationd market for the first
time, a afar price. Initidly avalable only inthe smdl outlets (Traidcraft, Oxfam shops, world
dores), it first entered UK supermarketsin 1992 and two years later was carried by branches of
al the mgjor chains. Centrd to this success was the availability of free human capitd; viaits
founders, especidly Traidcraft and Oxfam, individuas could be mobilized to put pressure on

their locd supermarket branches to stock the products, and relied upon to buy them theregfter.
Divergfication of products and outlets has continued gpace since the mid-1990s, taking the
beverage company from niche to mainstream. Teadirect was launched in 1998, four new organic
coffees were launched in 1999; thefirgt fair trade coffee hit the high street in 2000 when
Cafédirect went into partnership with Costa Coffee Shops, and in 2003 Cocodirect was launched,
the UK’ sfirst 100% fairtrade drinking chocolate. Cafédirect’s share of the roast and ground
market has risen from around 4% in 1998 to 8% in 2002 and to 20% today; it is now the fourth
largest UK coffee brand.



Cafédirect’ sfair trade credentids were origindly certified by the UK’ s Fairtrade Foundation,
formed in 1992, following in the footsteps of the Max Havelaar mark and awarding licencesto
display its own Fairtrade Mark. Since 1997 fairtrade standards have been under the auspices of
FL O, which operates a system of common internationa standards and launched anew
internationd Fairtrade mark in 2002, enhancing recognition across borders and increasing the
flexibility of suppliersto switch markets. In fact, Cafédirect’s so-cdled ‘ Gold Standards exceed
FLO' sfairtrade standards for coffee. Originaly owned soldy by its four founding NGOs, in
2004 Cafédirect became a public limited company after a share issue. Today Cafédirect isthe
third largest fairtrade importer in Europe (Krier, n.d. p. 28).

4. CONNECTING PRODUCERSAND CONSUMERS

One of the principles underpinning fair trade is the quest to promde grester connections between
consumers and producers. The Fairtrade Mark includes asits fifth guarantee ‘acloser link
between consumers and producers and this aim features in Cafédirect’ s misson statement: ‘To
be the leading brand which srengthens the influence, income and security of producer partners
in the south and links them directly to the consumer. Raynoldsis optimistic about the prospects
of success: ‘ The case of Fair Trade demondratesthat it is possible to “shorten” the socid
digance between consumers and producers...” (2002, p. 420). However, my earlier work on
Cafédirect advertising left me troubled in that the (virtud) proximity of consumer and producer
relied on tropes of difference asit ‘rendered the lives and landscapes of the mgority world as
consumablesin their own right, dongside cash crops  (Wright, 2004, p. 678). Goodman hasaso
highlighted how integrd *the commoditization of people and place’ isto the development of fair
trade, seeing it as the *commodification of difference [that] can make a difference’ (2004, p.
902).

What follows is an atempt to unpack the connectivities between producers and consumersin
more detail, focusing where possible on Cafédirect as a case study but dso drawing more widdy
on other fair trade coffees and fair trade foods. | concentrate here on producers and consumers
but they are of course part of awider commodity network of roagters, importers; buyers,
labdling organizetions, retalers; etc. I’'m interested in the degree, qudity and maintenance of

the rdations between the two, in the material as well asthe discursve. For andytic convenience
I’ ve digtinguished between socid, ethica, economic and cultura connectivities (and | might
include palitica in the future); they are of course, intermeshed.

It would seem gppropriate to begin by asking who the producers and consumersare. The
producersin this case are ownaccount coffee-farmers mainly in Africaand Latin America
Although fair trade is amed at poor, disadvantaged producers, those participating are not the
poorest groupsin their communities in that they have to have access to land, be organised into
cooperatives and meet the required production and qudity standards (Goodmen, 2004, p. 909).
Nonethel ess, research with Latin American coffee growers supplying fairtrade markets
confirmed their relative socio-economic inegquaity; most had under 5 acres of land and less then
4 years of education (Raynolds et d, 2004, p. 1115). Women may make crucia contributionsto
production but where land ownership is vested in men be denied officid co-op membership, as
Tdlontire found in Tanzania (2000, p. 170). Cafédirect buys coffee from the 3,000 growers of
Gumutindo coffee coop in Uganda, 8,500 growers of COCLA in Peru and 2,300 growers of
PRODECOORP in Nicaragua, among others (Cafédirect, no date a).



Consumers are not organised into groups that make them readily distinguishable in the same way
as producers, dthough particular inditutions, such as churches, schools and Uriversities, may be
pivotd in recruiting them to fair trade. Moreover, fair trade brands like Cafédirect do not make
detailed knowledge of their consumer base public due to commercid imperativesto
corfidentidity. Nonethdess, it is generdly assumed that the price premium of fair trade foods,
aswdl asthe culturd capitd that their marketing draws on, leave middle class consumers with
the greatest capacity for purchase. The UK’ s Fairtrade Foundation has funded regular sampling
to test recognition d the fair trade mark in the UK and isindicative of consumer consciousness.
The latest sampling indicates that half the UK population recognise the mark, highestin the 25-
34 age-group and among socid class ABs but increasing in C1s, and more than three quarters
doing 0 report have purchased a fairtrade product carrying it in the last year, one third at least
monthly; of course reported purchases and actua purchases may not be equivadent (Fartrade
Foundation, 2005).

4.1 Social Connectivities

| understand socid connectivities here as the socid interactions between the two groups,
praducers and consumers, and the socid pogitions and socid roles associaed with them.
Producers and consumers are, most obvioudy, involved in atrading rdationship, in that goods

and money flow between them. However, they do not exchange goods and money directly, face
to face in amarket place, for example, but across consderable space and time and mediated via
severd other groupsin thefair trade network. So, in the case of coffee, the producer co-
operative, TWIN Trading, the transporter, the roaster/processor, the packer, Cafédirect (Fairtrade
Foundation, FLO) and theretailer. Producers and consumers do not meet a the point of
exchange.

Nonetheless, fair trade organisations facilitate a modest number of face-to-face meetings
between producers and consumers  So, for example, Cafédirect welcomed thirteen
representatives of producer groupsto the UK in 2005/6 (Cafédirect, no date a), and they met
consumers ard potentid consumers both formally at events such as Cafédirect’ sAGM and
Fairtrade Fortnight and informally throughout their visit. Indeed, Cafédirect’s earlier initiatives
in this repect gave producersimportant insights into the differences between UK coffee culture
and their own, as Penny Newman, CEO, explains

We took them [producers atending the producers conference in London] on an open top

bus about two years ago to tour London. .. they can see the Sghts, then we took them to
coffee bars to see how people drank coffee. It's completdly different from Peru where they
bail it and make it into aliquor and it's very, very strong. .. | mean alot of them don't
understand freeze dried, you know, to them that’s like “that’ s my coffeg’... it'sinajar and
it'sdl granules...(Newman, 2001, p. 26).

Obvioudy these opportunities are only afforded aminority of producers generdly those holding
office within a producer co-op rather than *ordinary’ farmers, and the interactions are highly
structured around growing the market for fairtrade coffee. There may aso be counter trends to
producer-consumer proximity; research among cooperatives in Mexico supplying the fair trade
mearket suggests that ingtitutionalisation of the certification system under FLO has increased the
gap between the two (Taylor, 2002, p. 10).



For their part, aminority of consumers vist producer co-opsin the South. Traidcraft organises
holidays visting fair trade producers in Africa, Ada and South America, so-cdled ‘ Meet the
People Tours (Tradcraft, no date) and numerous journdists and celebrities have visited far
trade groups and reported back; Cafédirect’ shome page includes alink to a video dlip from
Ewan McGregor’ sand Charley Boorman's recent trip to Gumitindo coffee coopadivein
Uganda as part of their ‘Long Way Down’ motorbike tour (Cafédirect, no date 8. Again,
however, these interactions are structured around the imperative to grow the fairtrade market.
Moreover, the actors are very differently placed on the work-leisure spectrum.

Face-to-face meetings are rather rare, then. However, virtud meetings of producers by
consumers are ubiquitous fadlitated by fair trade marketing and labels. As| have argued
elsawhere, ‘Fair trade vignettes are acommonplace feature of marketing and product packaging;
short descriptions of producers’ lives stressing the hardships of the *free market and the benefits
thet fair trade brings (Wright, 2004, p. 671). So, for example, Cafédirect’ s recently relaunched
website has a moveghle panorama of coffee production across the top through which one can
‘meet’ severd producers, co-op officids and saff. Theseinclude Elfazu Nandda, a Ugandan
coffee-farmer whose household comprises 18 people and who earned 250,000 Ugandan shillings
[£70] infairtrade premiums for his coffee last year, and Cecilia Mwambebule, tea co-op member
from Tanzania, who says ‘Fairtrade is heping usimprove our lives. We are adle to build
businesses now that will support us and help usin the future. Our children will be dileto goto
school, which means they will get good jobs, ther lives will be better...” (Cafédirect, n.d. a).

Such‘meetings and producer soriesare clearly intended to persuade consumers that buying
fairtrade makes a difference; that it can transform a ‘ once upon atime narrive of arduousness
andinequdlity for producers into a ‘ happy ever after’. While no such representation could ever
be fully referentid, these seem particularly smplistic. Onewould need to know much more
about Uganda to judge how much difference an extra £70 ayear might make to Elfazu and
family. Moroever, there is no necessary link between education and privileged labour market
access for Cecilia s children. Nonetheless, these vignettes reflect fair trade’ s quest to make our
relaionship with coffee as acommodity aso ardationship with those who produced it. Thusit
isnot surprisng that severa analyses, including mine, have understood the fair trade

movement s consumer education as an attempt to undermine commodity fetishism (Bryant and
Goodmean, 2004; Goodman, 2004; Hudson and Hudson, 2003; Lyon, 2006a; Wright, 2004).

In the first volume of Capital, Karl Marx expounded the concept of the fetishism of commodities
(Marx, 1961). Fetishism refersto the ascription of living power to inanimate objects, in Marx's
time generdly used to refer to the ascription of spiritud powersto reigious artefacts. His use of
the term refers to theilluson that commodities themselves direct socid relations, through the
market, an illuson maintained via the separation of use vaue and exchange vaue.

Since the producers do not come into socid contact with each other until they exchange
ther products, the specific character of each producer’ s labour does not show itsalf except
in the act of exchange. In other words, the labour of the individud assartsitself asapart of
the labour of society, only by means of the relations which the act of exchange establishes
directly between the products, and indirectly, through them, between the producers. Tothe
|atter, therefore, the relations connecting the Iabour of oneindividud to thet of the rest
appear, not as direct socid relations between individuas at work, but aswhat they redly
are, materid relaions between persons and socid relations between things (Marx, 1961, p.
73).



Thus our reaionship to the circulation of goods becomes a rdaionship with money rather than
with the producers of the goods, and the vaue of commoditiesis understood in terms of their
exchange vaue rather than the vaue of the Iabour that produced them. This dienation of [abour,
this conceelment of the socid rdations involved in the human production of the commodity, is

for Marx amask a the heart of capitalism and crucid toitslegitimacy. Where money represents
the vaue of the product then aslong as the market priceis paid there is no further obligation
between buyer and sdler.

On the other hand, by concentrating on the *labour behind the label’ and by understanding
production and consumption as congtituting socid relations between people, the fair trade
movement indgts that there is an obligation beyond payment of the market price.  Bringing the
lives of coffee producers to the attention of consumers seeks to make it their concern if the
market pricefor coffee isbeow the cogt of its production, or below the cost of aminimum
gandard of living, and Smultaneoudly to offer far trade purchase as redress. However, thisis
best understood as but a partid commodity defetishization, dill afar cry from redising the
‘mutud rdations envisaged by Marx (1961, p. 72).

Firg, the virtud ‘meetings between producer and consumer are only one-way and necessarily
partiad. | may ‘know’ Elfazu’s face from the Cafédirect web-site but | carit know him asa
person. Moreover, it’s highly unlikely thet the coffee | buy was grown by him; rather his face
and life sand as ‘representative’ of alargely imagined community of producers. Second, he
knows nothing of me asan individud, he can't look a my picture, and he has little opportunity

to know me or other consumers more generaly. Cafédirect’s CEO Penny Newman may indst
that producers do know about consumers:

Because we tell them... and they desperately want to know about you. Not you
persondly but consumers... they’re hungry to know about us... what we want,
where we buy and so we take out photographs... Our roleis very much to paint
the picture back to them about people like oursdves and our habits, our
consumption habits, our shopping habits, the way that we think. .. the things that
we demand...(Newman, 2001, p. 25).

However, the quote itsalf highlights producers lack of knowledge and that what they might
gleanis both mediated by Cafédirect and premised around growing the market. Meanwhile,
research with Guatemaan coffee producers supplying the fairtrade market in the US holds that
‘members of the researched co-operative had little knowledge of the consumers wio bought ther
coffeg (Lyon, 20063, p. 459).

Third, the defetishization is partid in that the lives of producers become commodified, items of
consumption for consumers. They are bought with the product, as images and text on its
packaging, and consumed as part of its marketing. I nfact, images of fair trade producers have
now become items for purchase in their own right; Fairtrade media has developed an archive
over 1,500 pictures which are now for sde directly and as part of aline of greetingscards,
caendars, and wrapping paper (Fairtrade media, n.d.). Moreover, the meanings that circulate
about whet | have cdled the *lives and landscapes of producers promote ‘ othering’ and cultura
disrespect, anargument that will be developed further in the section on cultural connectivities
below.

Marx’'svison of mutud relations was ultimately to be achieved only as part of arevolution to
abolish private property and put the collective in charge of production and disiribution of



commodities and services, whereas fair trade s solution is to modify capitdist terms of trade. In
educating consumers about the disadvantaged position of producers fair trade gppedsto

consumers sense of (in)justice, smultaneoudy offers them away to contribute to redress. T he
next section explores the ethical connectivities between producers and consumers in more detail.

4.2 Ethical Connectivities

If ethics are understood as a set of mord principles or vaues governing the conduct of
individuds or groups, then ethical connectivities are here concerned with the principles or values
governing the conduct of consumers and producers viz-a-viz one another. Fair trade can be
undergtood as bringing a new ‘ ethic of careé into the trading relationship between producer and
consumer, in contrast with the ethics of tradein a ‘ free’ market. What this conssts of is explored
below a an abgtract leve, before consderation is given to ethical connectivities as experienced
and reported.

Themord principles governing consumers and producers in the free market modd can be
understood atthe level of bath deontologism and consequentiaism. Deontologicd ethics are
derived fromthe principles surrounding the nature of action, its means, whereas consequential
ethics are derived from the outcome of action, itsends. At a deontologicd leve, consumers and
producersin afree market modd should trade with one another voluntarily, by mutua agreement
and free from coercion, in line with the principles of autonomy and freedom t the heart of
liberdism. They must honour contracts and property rights, norms backed up by law and Sate-
power, S0 as not to infringe on the freedom and autonomy of others. Given dl the above, they
will be trading a equilibrium prices. At thelevel of conseguentiaism, consumers and producers
in afree market modd have aduty to pursue their own wedlth and utility because in so doing
they will amultaneoudy promote the greeter good. The laws of supply and demand will
automatically move the price of goods and services exchanged into equilibrium, whereby they
will be digtributed according to each consumer’s utility for them within the limits of their
capacity to pay, and the division of [abour will be optima in terms of comparative advantage.
Thus within this modd the pursuit of individud sdf interest isan ethicd act.

What are the mora principles and vaues governing consumers and producersin afair trade
model? In short, that consumers assume some responsihility for both the form of the trading
relationship that their consumption relies on and the outcomes of their purchasing decisons
(athough there are principles governing producers, as discussed below). Consumers need to
assume this respongibility on the understanding that the market is ditorted; structura factors
coerce the market against producers and the pursuit of consumer weelth and utility will not
necessarily promote the grester good. Firgt, the market isn't free. Many Southern producerslack
market and price information, putting them a adisadvantage; they lack direct market access,
having to rdy on unscrupulous middle-men; and they lack the capital or credit to enter other
sectors of production if pricesfal below the cost of production (Nichalls and Opd, 2005, pp. 32
8). Second, there are negative externdities arisng from ‘free’ trade that are not reflected in the
market price for commoditiesbut undermine the grester good, for example, unsustainable use of
environmenta resources and human capital  Third, where Southern governments might have
mede laws to prohibit or limit the despailing of the environment, and passed minimum wage and
benfit legidation to tackle poverty, there is poor enforcement.

The fair trade modd seeks to redress these imperfections of the‘free’ market system by
adjudting the terms of trade in producers favour. At the deontologica level consumers within
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thismodd can be understood to be informed by Kant's categorica imperative to treat people as
an end not asameansto an end. Thus they should treat producers with dignity, reflecting their
inherent worth, indeed as they would wish to be treated themsdlves (Nicholls and Opal, 2005, pp.
62-3). Atthelevd of consequentidism, consumersin thefair trade modd are concerned with
the impact of their purchase on the well-being of producers and their families and communities
However, since consumers do not buy commodities like coffee directly from producers, and
since they are so distanced from producers that they cannot readily see the impacts of their
purchase, they rely on the fairtrade system and its certification regimes to put these ethics into
practice. They aredidtilled into principles of direct purchase through long-run trading
partnerships a minimum prices to cover production costs and with asocid premium for
community developmert.

Academic analys's certainly emphasises the mora and political characterigtics of fair trade. For
Grimesit isa " decentrdized, grassroots citizen movement’ (2005, p. 237); for Goodman
‘grocery-line activiam’ of the ‘moraly reflexive consumer’ (2004, pp. 907-8). According to
Strong it is addressing ‘the people aspect of sustainability’ (1997, p. 36); for Levi and Lintonitis
an atempt to sdl “the norm that people in progperous countries should factor globa socid judtice
into their buying decisons (2003, p. 419). In other words, fair trade can be understood to
combine consumption — the satisfaction of needs and wants through the purchase and use of
goods and services — with citizenship — making a pogitive contribution to the solving of public
problems (McGregor, 2002, p. 1). Its success depends ultimately on those ‘ consumer-citizens
who are ‘ concerned for the welfare of the globad community and the impact of their individud
and collective consumption behaviour’ (McGregor, 2002, p. 6), who both consume responsibly
and express politica preferences through their purchases (ibid, p. 5).

What actudly moativates consumers to buy fartrade and how their mativations relate to ethics
remains an under-researched area. According to Barnett et d, it should not be assumed thet
fairtrade smply meets adigpogtionfor ethica expresson that was pre-exiding it may aso be
producing that disposition (2005, p. 32). Nor should it beassumed that dl fairtrade consumers
aegamilaly ethicdly motivaeted. A study of the motives of fair trade coffee consumersin
France, accessed at the point of purchase, finds that the leading group of motiveswere socidly
oriented around the ‘wish to attain the vaue “equdity between humans’™ (de Ferran and Grunert,
2007, p. 226). However, the second most frequent motives were individudly oriented around the
wish to attain satisfaction through consumption of *agood product with agood taste’” and there
was also awish to protect onesdf and the environment (ibid). Moreover, those purchasingin a
supermarket favoured individud vaues, compared with those purchasing in specidist ores who
favoured socid vaues (ibid, p. 227).

Thislater finding has surely not been lost on those who market fairtrade food for mass
digribution My andyds of Cafédirect’ s advertisng in the 1999-2002 period argued that
interpdllation through the pleasures of consumption and diginction was privileged over

interpdlation through an apped to ethics ‘whenever the ethical dimensions of fair trade come to
the fore the attention of the potentid consumersis quickly returned to the theme of sdif-
reward....thisis the coffee that tastes so good to those who have good taste’ (Wright, 2004, pp.
668-669). Putting qudity before ethics was a strategy the Cafédirect CEO was very conscious
of: ‘We ve redly made oursalves look as good, taste as good and be as good a merketing asthe
biggest brands such as Nescafe or Kenco... and we fed that’ stheright way to go... [long pausd],
and by the way, it'sfair trade (Newman, 2001, p. 6).



Interestingly, Cafédirect’ slatest print advert shifts the balance back towards the ethical
imperative, dthough the qudity of the product isadso emphasised. The tag-line‘ Theré sonly
haf an inch between poverty and paradise denotes the distance between Cafédirect and non-
fairtrade coffees on supermarket shelves and the difference that choosing the ‘right’ coffee will
make for producers' lives. Here ethics become the ‘unique sdling point’ thet lights up
Cdfédirect on the shdf in contrast to its disma competitors. Theimpeact of fartradeis
exaggerated; it certainly makes a difference to producers but not of the magnitude suggested.
And, of coursg, it is not only the producers who apparently reach paradise but consumerstoo,
both immediately in the ‘aromeatic, delicate fragrance and flora acidity’ of the gourmet coffee
Pdenque and in the future from having done the right thing by others.

It would be easy to forget thet the fair trade modd aso impaoses particular ethical norms on
producers. Firgt principles of solidarity, democracy and participation are encoded through
meaking the organisation of producersinto a cooperative practisng one-farmer, one-votea
requirement of fairtrade certification. (At the same time, progress towards democratic
participation of producers in setting and monitoring fairtrade sandards has been painfully dow).
Second, principles of environmenta sietainability are dso codified, with certain pesticides
banned and arequirement for pesticide use to be documented and managed.  So within afair
trade system producers owe it to consumers to organise themsalves democraticaly and to
safeguard the environment. However, we know very little about how producers experience these
ethica norms. In fact to date there is a paucity of research with producers about their
experiences of and hopesfor fair trade; most of what circulates being the * happy ever after’
vignettes of fairtrade marketing (Camp et a, 2005). What research has been done suggests that
many producers ill don't understand the fairtrade system beyond the higher and more stable
commodity price (ibid; Lyon, 2006a, p. 459-60), which isthe focus of the next section.

4.3 Economic Connectivities

Here the focus is on the flows of resources between producers and consumers, primarily goods
and money. While both have something that the other wants, and so they trade (albelt
indirectly), the fairtrade offer isthat the producer ispaid a‘far’ price for the goods rather than
the market price, that is, a guaranteed minimum price together with asocid premium. This
modest redigtribution is premised on both the reaive affluence of the consumer in relaion to the
producer, ie he can aford to pay abit more,and the ethica imperative to ensure that producers
can cover production cogts and provide for their families. What the consumer is offered in return
isahigh quality product, both intringcaly in terms of use vaue and extringcdly in terms of

virtue.

For coffee, FLO has fixedthe minimum price as follows Robusta beans, 111 US cents per
pound; organic Robusta beans, 131 cents/Ib; Arabica beans, 131 cents/lb; organic Arabicabeans,
151 centg/lb (FLO, 2007b, p. 5). If the market price is aove this, then the fairtrade criteria
dipulate that the producer is paid the market price plus a5 cents premium per pound of coffee
(ibid). Infact, Cafédirect goes further than this, as part of their ‘gold gandard’, with up to 161
cents/Ib for organic gourmet Arabica beans and in the case of market prices above fair-trade
prices paying the market price plus 10%. The market price is notorioudy volatile and so price
Sability isakey bendfit to producers; Arabica beans reached an dl-timelow in red terms of
45¢/Ib in 2001 and were 116¢/1b in February this year.



Thereislittle doubt thet producers benefit from fairtrade’ s minimum and stable pricing system.
In 2003 coffee producers supplying Cafédirect redised an additiond £2.8 million pounds from
sdling in fairtrade rather than in conventiond markets (Nichalls and Opd, 2005, p. 25).
Research with Nicaraguan coffee farmers showed that they at least doubled their earnings by
sling fartrade (Utting-Chamarro, 2005, p. 591), while Mexican farmers selling to the fairtrade
organic market tripled their earnings (Raynolds et d, 2004). FLO estimates that upwards of 7
million producers and their families in the South now benefit from fairtrade sles (Fairtrade
Foundetion, 2007b); indeed Cafédirect now estimates thet its operations benefit 1 million
producers (no date b). However, dl is not as straightforward asit might first gppesar.

Fird, it should be darified that most fairtrade coffee producers fail to sdll their entire crop on a
fairtrade bas's, mainly due to lack of demand at the consumption end but aso because producers
may sometimes choose to sdll through conventional markets to meet a need for ready cash. FLO
estimates that just 20% of the tota production of Fairtrade certified producersis sold under
Fairtrade terms (2007, p. 12); astudy of coffee farmers supplying the US estimated about 50% of
their output was sold fairtrade (Levi and Linton, 2003, p. 417). Second, not dl thefairtrade

price paid to the co-operative accrues to the individua producer, mainly because the socia
premium is retained a the cooperative level and its disbursement decided collectively (of course
the producer islikely to obtain some benfit from this) but aso because the cooperative may

retain a percentage to service debts (Utting-Chamarro, 2005, pp. 589-91). Third, while fairtrade
coffee prices are aways higher than conventiona prices within the system, the monetary benefit
of fairtrade to the producer depends on the state of the market; it is greatest in alow-priced
coffee market.

The fourth complication isthe most important, rather obvious and yet easly overlooked. What
the producer hasto sl — raw coffee beans — is not what the consumer buys, as s'he purchases
roast and ground coffee for the cafétiere or ajar of instant coffee in the supermarket, or alatte on
the high street. The mgority of the value added that accrues to coffee does so in the North. The
gap between the extrathat a consumer pays for fairtrade coffee and the money that the producer
receives at the farm-gate varies, depending on the mark-up of roasters, marketing companies like
Cafédirect and retailers. Volume differences dso complicate matters: the fairtrade price is
quoted per Ib of beans, but ground coffee istypicdly sold in 227g packs (half apound) and the
weight of beansin instant coffee or that high-gtreet latte is even trickier to work out. Nicaraguan
coffee producers, upon learning from their co-operative manager’ s vist to the US that cups of
their coffee were sdlling for $US3 apiece, were certainly very keen to know how many cups one
pound of their coffee cauld make! (Lyon, 2006a, p. 458). Putting the money into percentage
terms, one example suggests that the producer supplying fairtrade coffee gets 11% of the retail
vaue of the coffee (compared with 7% in the conventionad market), with the co-op taking 6%,
the roaster 38%, the coffee company 14% and the retailer 30% (Nicholls and Opd, 2005, p. 83).

All indl, consumers who imagine that the extra they are paying for fairtrade coffeeis going
graight out of their pocket into the pocket of the producer are going to be very disillusoned.

And yet the way that fairtrade coffee is marketed, promising the romance of afull and
transparent socid relaionship with named coffee producers, may well perpetuate this myth.
Recent media coverage has focused on the mark-up of massdigtribution retalers: an articdein
the Spectator in 2005 estimates that one leading supermarket was regping a 160% gross margin
on its own-brand fairtrade coffee (Oppenheim, 2005). Indeed the charge that some retallers are
cashing in on the popularity of far trade and the relatively indastic demand for fairtrade
productsamong aff luent consumers may prove damaging to far-trade’ s prospects. Theretalers
margin is not something that the fairtrade syssem can govern; indeed if it tried to do so it would
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be in breach of competition law (Lamb, cited in Purvis, 2006), so the onus can only be on
consumers to shop around.

In the meantime, fairtrade organisations draw consumers attention to the other economic
bendfits that producers regp in afair trade market. Aswell as stable trading rdationships and a
decent farm-gate price, there is the fairtrade premium, which producer co-operativestypicaly
choose to invest in schooals, dinics and roads in the community, aswell as technicd training,

new warehouses and qudity control mechanisms that increasethe vaue of their product.
Moreover, the mogt progressive fairtrade companies aso invest in developing producer capacity
to add-vdueto ther product and poal risk through diversfication. For its part, Cafédirect’s

Gold Standard principles have seen it redinvest an average of 60% of its profits in a Producer
Partnership Programme between 2003 and 2005, some £684,000 in the 2005/6 financid year
(Cafedirect, no date b). Raynoldset d argue that in the long-term this sort of cgpadity building is
more important for producersthan higher prices (2004). Modest stakes by producers in fairtrade
brands offer further potentia for income redigtribution. In 2004, when Cafédirectraised £5
million through a public share issue to fund expansion, its producer partners bought a 5% sake

inthe company, thereby benefiting from the first dividend paid in 2006.3

Fair trade may promote modest redistribution from Northern consumers to Southern producers.
However, critics question the levels of redigtribution, its sustainability if consumer preferences
change and the appropriateness of recruiting affluent consumersto ‘redeem’ poor producers
through their consumption choices (Utting-Chamorro, 2005, Lyon, 2006a; Goodman, 2004;
Hudson and Hudson, 2003). Madigtribution, they argue, needs to be understood structuradly and
tackled paliticaly, not reduced to individualized projects of consumer choice. Ingteed, fair trade
perpetuates historicd inequdlities, it promotes‘ monoculturd production for export’ and

‘ dependent development in which third world producers are whipped by the whims of first world
coloniakgtyle luxury consumption’ (Starr and Adams, 2003, p. 23). Thereisadso disquiet that
fairtrade marketing mimics the ‘ discursive imaginaries established during colonid times' (Bryant
and Goodman, 2004, p. 345). The cultura representations of fair trade producers and consumers
are congdered in the lagt section.

4.4 Cultural Connectivities

Here the focusis on the meanings about producers and consumers that circulate through fair
trade. How arethey represented, textualy or discursively constructed and what do they know of
each other?

A sthe section on socid connectivities argued, fairtrade marketing seeks to bring consumers
closer to producers by making visble the socid conditions of production. The ams are laudable
— to promote redigtribution — but the marketing produces ‘ voyeurigtic knowledge (Goodmean,
2004, p. 900), commodifying producers lives. It reducesthem to one-dimensond gories of
poverty and explaitation before fairtrade and a better life afterwards, to what Bryant and
Goodman cdl a*spectacle for Nor thern consumers (2004, p. 359). Producersmay well be
aware of their role in the process - coffee co-op leadersin Mexico expressed adidike of coffee
marketing because of its depersondization and promation of stereotypes (Taylor, 2002, p. 28) —
but have little choice in the quest to ‘ grow the market'.

% Cocoa producers have arather more substantia share of the fairtrade chocol ate marketing company Divine
Chocolate Ltd; their co-operative' s 45% stake yielded dmost £50 000 when the firgt dividend was paid earlier
thisyear.
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If producers have little control over what consumers know about them, little chanceto develop
their sdf -image for public consumption, they dso have limited opportunities of a‘reverse gaze' .
As Goodman notes, what producers know of consumersis an under-researched area (2004, p.
910). However, gven the emphasis on continua product improvement within fairtrade networks
it isfeasible to assume that producers ‘know’ consumers mainly through their ‘good taste’, a
taste that has to be satisfied to safeguard market access. They may know little ese of them,
induding how they consume the coffee producers have grown. In fact producers may not even
know what that coffee tastes like, Sncethey don't drink export qudity coffee or generdly seeit
inits processed form.

Fairtrade marketing commodifies not only producers lives but dso their landscapes, as it
indulgesin what Bryant and Goodmean call * Edenic myth-making’ (2004, p. 350), theinvoking

of beautiful, fecund and untouched places. | argued in an earlier andlysis of Cafédirect’s
advertising that it positioned its coffee to promise * an escape from the trids of a post-indudtrid
world viaan imaginary location... circulating as an image empty of the meanings itsinhabitants
might provide (Wright, 2004, p. 678). We might consider today the movesble panoramic banner
on Cafédirect’ s latest web-ste, acollage of verdant sunny landscgpes and happy, laughing
producers, with birds flying overheed. Meanwhile, thiswas Lyon's conclusion about the market
for shade grown coffee, * shaped by North American fantasies of pure untouched nature and
romantic portrayals of smal coffee farmers as natura conservationists, eager to protect birds,
biodiverdty and naturd resources (2006b, p. 378). Aswdl as colonizing the production of
meaning, such myth-meking beliesthe materid redlities of the places of coffee production.

In essence, then, fairtrade accomplishes acommodity defeishization thet is but partid (Wright,
2004; Goodman, 2004; Lyon, 2006). According to Goodman the fetish is ‘reworked': fairtrade
accomplishes ‘the remova of the commodity vel, but dso areplacing of the fetish in the images
of indigenous producers, tropes of productive tropica nature, and meanings of dterndive
development’ (2004, p. 902). How can we make sense of this failure to defetishize? For Castree
it is an inherent problem. The unveiling of commodity fetishiam is inevitably condrained by
categories of thought prone to the essentiaising of places and cultures (2001, p. 1520); there are
no ‘deeper’ redities that can be exposed beyond socid congtruction. 1t could aso be understood
in terms of consumer society’s preference for goods thet are, in Raynolds words, * pre-packaged
with lifestylesgnifiers’ (2002, p. 413).

From aneomarxist perspective the commodity fetish is actudly twoefald, both an obscuring of
the gtory of production and an imbuing of the commodity with symbolic vaue, thet is, with
aesthetic qudities beyond its usevalue. This generates both economic surpluses for capitd, in
the form of rent (Guthman, 2002, p. 305) and culturd surplusesfor consumers, in the form of
satisfaction and identity. According to Hudson and Hudson this type of commodity fetishism is
intringic to modern capitalism (2003). Alienation from their own labour means consumers seek
cregtivity or satisfaction in consume goods rather than in productive work, ‘in the salf -interested
pursuit of satisfaction through ownership of the products of commodity exchange (ibid, p. 416).
Since fairtrade goods circulate through capitdism, their marketing fetishizes them to attract
consumersand grow market share

Over-ampligtic narratives about the redemption of producers through fair-trade make consumers
an agent of judtice and development, confirming an ethicd identity project. As Dolan concludes,
writing about fair trade flower and vegetable production in Kenya, African labor isan arenain
which discourses of judtice are played out, as a consuming public (re)conditute the African
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worker as an object of their duty and obligation’ (Dolan, 2005, p. 365). However, the ‘virtue
orientation’ is insufficient to capture mainstream markets (Golding and Pesitie, 2005, p. 158);
recal the more individudigtic orientation of fair trade supermarket shoppers noted above. Thus
persond satisfaction is dso on offer. Enchanting Cafédirect with imaginative stories of escape,
authenticity, leisure, and luxury sgnifies the ease of the consumer taking a break from the
dresses and drains of late modernity. Meanwhile, ingsting on the qudity of fair trade products
flattersand affirms the consumer’ sgood teste.

This perpetuation of commodity fetishism is certainly troubling, with its colonid-style tropes of
Southern labour and landscape ripe for expropriation, but may yet persst. As brandslike
Cafédirect seek to grow market share further they will need to keep promising the consumer
more than coffeeitsdf. Moreover, commodity fetishism may in the end persist if and until
relaions of production in the North are transformed so meaning, vaues and identity don't rely so
heavily on consumption (Hudson and Hudson, 2003).

5. CONCLUSION

Hendrickson and Heffernan (2002) concalve dterndive systems of food production and
consumption as attemptsto wrest food from what Habermas called the systems world, governed
by power and money, and (re)placeit in the life world, the sphere of socid rdaions. Fairtrade
might declare itsdlf to have Smilar ams, to re-connect producers and consumers and reduce the
socid distance between them. Ultimately, however, | would argue thet it is unalde to resst the
colonization of and encroachment of the systems world.

The socid connectivities fostered by fairtrade have the potentid to encourage respect for
difference and promote equdity, but they are hampered by the one-way commodification of
producers' lives used to get the message home to consumers. Ultimately producers are
confirmed in and reduced to the role of workersto be helped, by leisured consumers who can
reman anonymous as they enjoy oriesof hardship relieved from afar. Indeed the marketing of
fairtrade treads a careful line between invoking an ethica connectivity between consumers and
producers, whereby the former recognise and assume some responsibility for the former, and
privileging consumer satisfaction. Fairtrade does achieve vaudble redigtribution from
consumers to producers, but not as much as consumers might first assume, and aongside therisk
of migrecognition. Cultural connectivities leave alot to be desired, establishing consumers asthe
subjects and agents d cultural knowledge (about producers and the South; about charitable
largesse, about their own superiority). Moreover, thereis arisk that making consumption the
new thegatre of development (Goodman, 2004, p. 892) only contributes to the further
individudlisation of socid problems such as poverty and inequdity .

Asfair trade sdes go from strength to strength, and as some of ‘the big boys' begin to regp the
rewards of ‘fairwashing’, the tensons embodied by being both in and againgt the market are
becoming acute. Many researchers have identified fairtrade s failure to put producers a the
heart of the movement, enabling them to become the agent’s of their own empowerment.
Indeed it is noticegble that the ggps in knowledge about the fairtrade system often relate to
producers. how do they conceive consumers, what does fairtrade mean to them, how would they
like to be represented? As Frank (2003) concluded of earlier mobilizations of consumerson
behalf of working people, such as the 19" century union-labd movement, ‘Where are the
Workers?.
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