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Foreword

Common Goals, Shared Ideals

On September 25, 2015, the world came together to adopt the most 
ambitious development strategy in our history, the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals. These seventeen goals provide ideals to work toward, 
but more than that, they provide light in what can sometimes be a dark and 
gloomy world. More than the goals themselves, two key pillars emerge to 
me: 1) that no one should and can be left behind, and 2) that none of us 
can stand on the sidelines, that each and every one of us must contribute 
and be part of the solution.

There is no question that the world faces an array of challenges. Our 
history shows us that change comes slowly and not always easily. How 
then do we not only make the case for change, but also realize that change 
and finally begin addressing the world’s problems, from inequality and 
poverty to climate change, decreasing diversity and racial injustice.

I believe it starts with finding ideals that each of us can agree on — 
ideals that cut across age, race, religion and political outlook; ideals that 
centre on building a happy, healthy, balanced world, where everyone has 
access to the basic wants and needs of life; ideals that bring our life on 
Earth into balance with the planet itself. One of those ideals is fair trade.

From these ideals come goals, or a common agenda for governments, 
business, public institutions and individuals to work toward. To achieve 
those goals, we must focus on our commonalities and accept that each 
of us is different. Being different is not only okay; it is what makes life on 
Earth so interesting.

This book explores many of these ideals and goals, while providing 
insight into how we got here. Most importantly, however, the book dives 
into ideas that can start addressing the many challenges our world faces. 
The challenges, as always, are daunting, but the momentum, energy and 
knowledge of fair traders and our allies are equally powerful and, in my 
view, up to the task. It is time to build and rebuild, renew and refresh, 
and push forward to a fair world for all.

— Sean McHugh
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1

Why Write a Book on Fair Trade?

THE BOOK
By Zack Gross

At some point in our lives, we humans — possibly sensing that the
end is near or maybe just not able to stand the clutter any longer — 

decide to downsize. In the households of anyone with an academic or 
social justice bent, there is bound to be a lot of clutter, and much of it is 
books and magazines. In a token show of at least trying to downsize, you 
might donate several boxes of books to a local thrift shop or fundraising 
book sale.

How we choose the books to get rid of is based on what value they 
now have in our lives. So, on the chopping block you might find the less 
memorable murder mysteries and spy thrillers, fantasy novels and certain 
books of which, somehow, we find ourselves owning two or even three 
copies. What an activist might keep are those Saul Alinsky books about 
community organizing, the large collection of thoroughly depressing 
volumes on genocide, poverty and environmental destruction, and some 
favourite fiction too! The books we keep are those that continue to have 
meaning for us, even though some might have been purchased many 
long years ago.

That is our hope for this book on fair trade1 — that you, the reader, 
will read it, use it as a tool for global and local social change, buy more 
copies of it and hand them around (for sure!) and still think it has some-
thing special to say and is worth keeping when you decide to downsize 
sometime down the line. Well, you’ve accomplished the first part — you 
now own the book! The rest is laid out before you.

The idea for The Fair Trade Handbook came out of a conversation 
at a Canadian fair trade conference in Ottawa in 2019, where people’s 
enthusiasm to find the “next big thing” to tell our story came together. 
The idea to have chapters dedicated to different commodities, different 
cross-cutting topics, different geographic regions and different forms of 
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2 The Fair Trade Handbook

advocacy is an indication of the breadth of fair trade. And the commitment 
to take a critical — not just a promotional — view of fair trade is an 
indication of the integrity and transparency of the writer-practitioners 
involved. The effort to include authors from across Canada and from 
around the world, from diverse backgrounds and experiences, to look 
for creative ways to express ourselves (like a graphic novel chapter) — 
and to have editors from the East Coast, the West Coast and the Prairie 
Middle — is an indication that fair trade isn’t something only relevant to 
one group, one city or one point of view.

A few times in any career, one will find real community. One significant 
community experience for the three of us has been among fair traders. It 
has been a great learning and building experience working with a mul-
tisector group of advocates, coming from ngos, business, government, 
unions, academia, schools and faith-based groups. This is also reflected 
in the people who have written the book you are holding. 

The Fair Trade Handbook is a how-to book. It is also a what-is book, a 
how-did-it-get-that-way book and a what-should-we-do-about-it book. 
We hope that you will see many ways in which you can use this volume 
as a tool to educate about and advocate for fair trade, and as a vehicle to 
promote concrete, positive social change in your community and around 
the world. Read the book and tell others about it. Seek out what the various 
authors are up to and support their work, whether you buy their coffee 
or chocolate, volunteer for their organizations or just follow them on 
social media. Put a copy of the book in your local public, high school or 
college library. Tell your local bookstores about it. Write a book review for 
your local media. Invite an author to speak at a local event. Suggest the 
book — or send a copy — to local politicians, relevant business owners, 
teachers and professors. Give the book out as a prize at appropriate events.

We need a relentless, respectful, results-oriented personal and public 
effort to transform our world in small ways and in large, with a view to fair 
trade principles and practices. We need to care about producers and take 
action with them. Many struggle at the bottom of economic and social 
indices while providing us with food, clothing and other commodities. 
We also need to stand with those unique businesses who bring fair trade 
products to our shelves. These businesses choose ethics over profit, even 
when they are struggling to get by. This book shares their stories and 
those of their allies and partners, and it outlines what we can and must 
do in solidarity with them. 
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Why Write a Book on Fair Trade? 3 

THE CONTEXT 
By Gavin Fridell

We would not need fair trade, of course, if the global economy was not 
so uneven. Capitalism has often been compared to Prometheus, a Titan 
who, in ancient Greek mythology, forged humanity out of clay and gave 
it fire. For his efforts, Prometheus was condemned by Zeus to eternal 
torment for defying the gods. 

Prometheus is often seen as a symbol of human ambition, science 
and technological domination, as well as its unintended and tragic 
consequences. Under capitalism, the global market creates unprecedented 
wealth alongside unprecedented inequality. It spurs continual 
technological revolution alongside rampant, unchecked climate change 
that threatens the basis of human existence.

There is no shortage of evidence of these Promethean results. Global 
inequality is at shocking levels. According to Oxfam International, in 2019, 
the world’s richest 1 percent had more than twice as much a wealth as 6.9 
billion people, while almost half of the world lived on less than $5.50 a 
day. These inequalities are intensified by climate change, which, despite 
dire warnings, continues unabated, with global carbon emissions far 
higher than they need to be to meet internationally-agreed upon targets. 
In a 2019 report entitled Climate Change and Poverty, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights declared: “Perversely, 
the richest, who have the greatest capacity to adapt and are responsible for 
and have benefitted from the vast majority of greenhouse gas emissions, 
will be the best placed to cope with climate change, while the poorest, 
who have contributed the least to emissions and have the least capacity 
to react, will be the most harmed.”

These trends have only been deepened by the global covid-19 
pandemic, which has caused millions of deaths while sparking economic 
chaos and mass unemployment. The poor have been the hardest hit, 
in particular women workers, who today dominate some of the most 
market-exposed, low-waged global industries. The garment industry, for 
instance, has reeled from a massive drop in clothing orders, threatening 
the livelihoods of millions of women workers, at the same time as they are 
being exposed to greater demands for unpaid care work and an escalation 
of domestic violence. 

Many of the world’s richest billionaires became even richer during 
the pandemic, especially those connected to ecommerce and digital 
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technology. The richest person in the world, Jeff Bezos, founder and ceo 
of Amazon, increased his personal wealth by tens of billions of dollars 
during the pandemic alone, launching his total wealth to an unprecedented 
$196 billion by April 2021 — well beyond the total income of Ukraine 
and its 42 million people. 

Few groups experience this inequality so deeply as the world’s small 
farmers and rural workers. They regularly contend not only with low 
prices and low incomes, but intense volatility to the cyclical crashes, 
unpredictable price swings and climate vulnerability spurred by global 
markets. A sudden collapse in prices, which transnational corporations 
can absorb and even profit from, can be devastating to smallholders 
and workers, especially in countries that lack viable social safety nets. 
Changing rainfall patterns, warming weather and an outbreak of crop 
infestation can wreck the annual harvest, causing bankruptcies and 
migration for millions, while large-scale landholders often possess the 
money and resources to ride out the downturn, adopting new technologies 
to increase production down the line.

Sadly, very little has been done to address the global inequality gap, 
especially in the food industry, where matters have only worsened over 
the past 30 years. A 2018 report by Oxfam International, Ripe for Change: 
Ending Human Suffering in Supermarket Supply Chains, tracked the flow of 
money along global food supply chains and determined that, from 1995 to 
2011, the share of the consumer price that went to farmers dropped by 13.1 
percent while the share going to supermarkets increased by 11.5 percent. 

For most rural producers, whether rice farmers in Thailand or grape 
farm workers in South Africa, this translates into earnings well below an 
estimated “living income.” Kenyan coffee farmers, for instance, earned 
only 53 percent of a living income in 2017. Oxfam estimates that this gap 
could easily be closed by adding 2 percent to the final consumer price. 
This means that a $2.00 cup of coffee only needs to cost $2.04 to provide 
a living income, as long as that extra 4 cents makes its way to the farmer 
who grows the coffee. 

Covering this 4-cent gap is both simple to achieve (given the vast wealth 
produced by the Promethean economy) and extremely difficult to attain 
(given the vast power imbalances produced by the same economy).

Understanding, challenging and changing a global trading system 
that can produce such unjust outcomes lies at the heart of fair trade and 
its call for global solidarity. On one hand, fair traders call on all of us to 
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recognize and change the simple injustices embedded in our everyday 
consumption habits. On the other, they insist we appreciate the limits 
of the current global order and join in the movement to demand real 
changes that place fair trade, social justice and ecological sustainability 
at the centre of a vision for a new trading system. 

THE NUTS AND BOLTS 
By Sean McHugh

In March 2012, Randy Hooper, owner and managing director of Discovery 
Organics, a leading importer of fair trade organic fruits and vegetables, 
took Dave Wilson (produce manager at Choices Markets) and me to Peru, 
for a whirlwind, five-day trip. We zigzagged the north of the country, 
visiting avocado, mango and banana farmers and their associations. It’s 
possible that I learned more about agriculture, export, business, markets, 
development and fair trade in those five days than I did through my time 
in university, my many years roaming around the world with a backpack 
on, my two years working in Kenya and my many years volunteering 
within the fair trade movement. Many years on, and many trips later, that 
first trip to visit with fair trade farmers left its mark. 

While I largely understood the basics of business, markets, international 
trade and fair trade, that trip drove home what it all really means on the 
ground. I was astounded by human resilience, by community and by the 
warmth shown to complete strangers. I was inspired by those standing up 
to fight for something better, to fight for their families and communities, 
and to try to build something better. I was also shocked by the adversity 
that many of them faced, and quite frankly I felt disappointed by the global 
system that we have put in place, a system that exploits with almost no 
repercussions. 

One story that stuck with me that really drove it home was from an 
association of mango farmers that had sold its harvest to a large corporate 
buyer, where 50 percent was paid up front, and the remaining 50 percent 
was to be paid upon delivery. However, when the delivery was completed, 
the remaining payment never came, and there was little to nothing that 
they could do about it. The worst part: that same buyer came back the 
next year and did the same thing again. For a community of farmers in 
rural Peru that relies upon income generated at harvest to sustain itself 
for the year, these incidents were devastating.

This is one story amongst thousands. It and stories like it are what led to 
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the idea of fair trade. The idea that you know not only who you buy from 
but build a partnership and even a relationship with them. The idea that a 
fair price is paid, on time and in full. In many ways, it is not a revolutionary 
idea. It is simply basic decency and respect. It is disappointing that we 
need to talk about, never mind advocate for, such things, but this is the 
world we find ourselves in. Many of our global issues have long, deep 
roots, many of which will be explored in section one of this book.

The idea of fair trade is therefore not a new one; it has a long history 
dating back to the trade of handicrafts and organizations like Ten Thousand 
Villages in the 1940s. It has roots in “trade not aid,” as advocates pushed to 
move us beyond “business as usual” and development as a token way to 
support “growth” to changing how we trade, do business and support each 
other in the 1960s and ’70s. Alternative trade organizations emerged in 
the 1980s, bringing together buyers in consuming countries with farmers 
and co-ops in producing ones. Eventually, efforts were undertaken to label 
products that were bought and sold differently in the late 1980s and ’90s. 

The fair trade movement today spans much of the world, includes 
many products, thousands of co-ops, millions of farmers and workers, 
and thousands of companies. The movement’s success has and continues 
to be built upon the fact that it is cross-sectional. It has been driven by 
advocates, business owners and institutional and government leaders, 
and it brings together several sectors. 

In Canada and around the world, advocates have played a key role 
in educating the public and helping to build the market for fair trade 
products. There have been various campaigning efforts over the years, 
with several programs anchoring the movement. Fair Trade Town 
designations (first established in the United Kingdom in 2001), gave way 
to Fair Trade–designated campuses, schools, events, workplaces and faith 
groups, with Canada’s first Fair Trade Town designated in 2007, and the 
first Fair Trade Campus designated in 2011. As of April 2021, there have 
been 364 designations, all of which impact policy and purchasing, and 
broader consumer awareness and engagement, helping to shift consumer 
expectations about the products they buy and the companies they buy 
from. The Canadian Fair Trade Network (cftn) was founded in 2011 to 
bring these building blocks together, create community and strengthen 
the movement. Eight national conferences have brought people together 
in the name of building something better, supporting better business 
practices, improving international trade and ensuring that everyone, near 
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and far, up and down the supply chain, is able to live a life of respect, of 
dignity, of purpose. 

The fair trade movement has come a long way in a relatively short 
period of time, and while there is lots to do, there is lots to be proud of. 
This book explores much of it. Our hope as editors is that you, the reader, 
walks away feeling inspired and ready to jump in.

Note
1.  Fair trade is a term, that refers to trade conducted fairly, where social and 

environmental standards are put in place for producers and a fair price is paid. It 
also refers to a way to do business and a social movement. “Fairtrade” (no space) 
refers specifically to the Fairtrade International system and its standards and the 
certification it carries out through its various member organizations, such as 
Fairtrade Canada.   
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