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HEADLINE: Coffee stirs call for fair trade; The global market has grown to US$ 70b, but the farmers who grow the beans are being denied their share. Now, non -government organisations are pushing for change

BYLINE: Peter Kammerer

BODY:

The paradox of globalisation is that, in many instances, the rich are getting richer and the poor are going nowhere. The coffee industry typifies the problem, with growers, mostly in poor regions, going out of business because they cannot cover costs, despite burgeoning demand in the developed world.

In the early 1990s, earnings by producing countries totalled US$ 12 billion and global retail sales were US$ 30 billion. Now, producers make about US$ 5.5 billion, while the retail sector is valued at more than US$ 70 billion.

Such figures are even more confusing, given that a cup of African- or Latin American-grown coffee in a boutique coffee shop is US$ 3 or more. With the price of a pound of coffee on international commodity markets US$ 0.50 and growers taking about 60 per cent of that, someone, somewhere, is making a lot of money, the logic goes.

The problem topped the agenda at a meeting in London last week of the 51 -member International Coffee Organisation. The conclusion was that getting prices for the world's 20 million growers to a sustainable level would need a multi-level strategy that included crop diversification and better quality and production methods.

Non-government groups such as Oxfam also believe they have a solution: fair trade, which encompasses labour and environmental ideals so the developed world can help farmers in poorer countries.

"Fair Trade Certified" labels on products such as coffee, tea and chocolate are not yet prevalent in Asia. Several Hong Kong stores, the Body Shop among them, sell products with such labels. Starbucks Coffee Company, which has rolled out its "Commitment to Origins" programme in South Korea and Taiwan, will launch the effort in Hong Kong this year.

The former director-general of the World Trade Organisation, Mike Moore, is a staunch proponent of fair trade. In Hong Kong on Friday, he described it as healthy because it empowered consumers rather than governments to make choices on goods from other countries based on issues such as human and labour rights.

"The non-government organisations, unions and other concerned people will in future be putting pressure on companies to observe certain standards," said Mr Moore, a former New Zealand prime minister. "That's healthy because it starts competition to the top. It's consumers talking and using their power."

Based in Germany with branches worldwide, Transfair co-ordinates fair-trade policy, legislation and monitoring. With coffee, it has set a fair-trade price for producers of US$ 1.26 a pound and US$ 1.41 for organically grown varieties.

But the higher-than-market value price does not solve the problem, as only 20 per cent of crops can be determined as fair trade and farmers have still to find buyers.

That is where groups like Oxfam step in, working with some of the world's 300 coffee co-operatives to train and facilitate contacts. One of Oxfam America's programmes is in Ethiopia, a country heavily dependant on coffee exports.

Liam Brody, Oxfam America coffee programme co-ordinator, said the group had worked with co-operatives for 50 years and it was using its contacts to bridge developed and developing countries.

"We help farmers to get licensed and reviewed so they can be certified," Mr Brody said. "A certificate is like a licence - if you have a licence and no idea where the dealership that sells the car is, it's not very useful to you. We provide the key contacts to drive their business, connecting them with buyers, importers and NGOs."

The American fast-food giant Dunkin' Donuts will soon join Starbucks in selling fair-trade coffee.  Non-government groups such as Global Exchange are pushing for the idea to be taken up by governments, schools and corporations.

Starbucks Asia Pacific communications director Caroline Wong said that apart from selling its fair-trade coffee blend, the company was involved with Conservation International in the Mexican province of Chiapas to help farmers in the world's last cloud forest to produce shade-grown coffee for the US market.

"We provide the farmers with the equipment to grow the coffee," Ms Wong said from her Hong Kong office. "We buy the beans and encourage them not to cut down canopy trees."

Such schemes are helping hundreds of thousands of people, but the demand for fair-trade products is not big enough to significantly dent the coffee crisis.

American agricultural economist Matt Warning, a University of Puget Sound professor who is making a documentary on coffee and fair trade, is concerned about the commitment of companies.

"Starbucks is doing some good things and getting involved," he said. "The problem is that they sell a very small proportion of fair-trade coffee."

Other companies were blinding consumers with terms like "fairly traded", he added. Still, he said fair trade would be an increasingly important trend rather than simply a fad - just how far-reaching was difficult to judge.

The cause was necessary and the quality of products was good.

"I don't see people switching back to lard after they got introduced to good olive oil," he said.
