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“Daniel Jaffee has done the fair trade movement a real service in his metic-
ulous research into the actual effect of fair trade on coffee farmers in a
group of villages in Oaxaca, Mexico. Up till now the claims of fair trade
benefits for the producers have been largely based on brief visits and
anecdotes, but now there is hard evidence. In analyzing the market for
fair trade, he distinguishes clearly between those who wish to break the
market, those who would reform the market, and those who simply
want access to a growing market. But his book will be of great value not
only in his conclusions about how fair trade can be made fairer, but in
extending our understanding of the overwhelming power of the giant
corporations in international trade, even seeking to improve their image
by co-optation and dilution of the standards when faced by the challenge
of fair trade.”

michael barratt brown, founding chair and trustee director of
TWIN and Twin Trading and author of Fair Trade: Reform and Realities
in the International Trading System

“Brewing Justice is at once a sobering account of what the fair trade move-
ment has achieved and an optimistic statement that only by deepening
movements like this one will society advance in the direction of economic
democracy and justice.”

gerardo otero, professor of sociology and Latin American studies,
Simon Fraser University
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Preface

Cancún, Mexico; September 12, 2003. Four thousand trade ministers
and delegates from 148 countries are meeting at the World Trade Orga-
nization ministerial summit to try to agree on trade policies that would
form the binding rules for the global economy. A radio journalist as well
as a researcher on trade issues, I have a press pass to enter the conven-
tion center where the official WTO meetings are taking place. But first
I’ve had to get through six federal police roadblocks and several con-
centric rings of high fences just to reach the metal detectors at my as-
signed entry door. After I make it through security and past the camera
with facial-recognition software, I’m inside. The air-conditioning is so
strong it’s chilly, despite the ninety-eight-degree heat and high humidity
outside. There are 1,400 journalists from all over the world here, work-
ing at phalanxes of computer terminals to file stories, rubbing shoul-
ders with delegates and more than a thousand accredited members of
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). In a glass-walled briefing
room, members of the European Union delegation are holding a press
conference.

The fifth WTO ministerial meeting is in trouble. A large bloc of na-
tions from the global South (or Third World) is resisting pressure from
the United States and the European Union to further open their agricul-
tural economies to the discipline of the WTO unless the rich countries
first reduce their own enormous farm subsidies, which exceed US$300
billion per year. Representatives of four West African nations have made
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an impassioned plea to eliminate U.S. cotton subsidies: they insist that
export dumping of ultracheap cotton is undercutting and literally killing
their poor cotton farmers. An even larger bloc of seventy countries is fight-
ing any attempt to expand the WTO’s jurisdiction into four “new issues”
that include everything from control over government purchasing to ad-
ditional rights for investors. The rich nations don’t seem to be hearing
the concerns of the South, and there are only two days left before the
meetings adjourn.

Suddenly, there’s a commotion. I hear chanting from down the hall,
and it’s getting closer. I jump up from my computer to see what it is. By
the time I arrive, there are hundreds of cameras and microphones sur-
rounding a few people with signs demanding “Fair Trade, Not Free
Trade!” and “Fair Trade Now!” I finally get close enough to hear what’s
going on. These are Mexican coffee farmers demanding relief from a
worldwide crash in coffee and corn prices that has forced hundreds of
thousands of peasants to migrate to cities and to the United States, and
has impoverished many more. They say the WTO’s policies, along with
those of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the World
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund, have ravaged rural Mex-
ico and made it almost impossible to earn a living on the land.

Then, as quickly as it started, the impromptu demonstration is over.
The farmers calmly walk out of the convention center, cross the street
lined with barbed wire, and use their NGO credentials to board one of
the air-conditioned WTO buses. I decide to follow them. We head a few
kilometers down the road, still in the exclusive hotel zone, and get off at
another hotel right near the beach. Here it’s hot—the feeble AC can’t
cut the humidity, and more than five hundred people are packed into a
conference room built to hold 150. This is the Fair and Sustainable Trade
Symposium, an event sponsored by the Minnesota-based Institute for
Agriculture and Trade Policy (IATP). Here, in the shadow of the WTO,
peasant farmers from across the Americas and as far away as Ghana and
India are meeting with NGO representatives, coffee roasters, activists,
and students. They’re talking about fair trade, an alternative trading sys-
tem that stands the logic of comparative advantage and neoliberal eco-
nomic policy on its head.1

Over the three days of the conference, curious press and delegates from
the WTO keep dropping by to see what this is all about. Another kilo-
meter up the road, in the dripping heat of an adobe building called the
Feria Mexicana, is a colorful trade fair with booths showcasing the prod-
ucts of fair-trade producer groups from all over the world—coffee, co-
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coa, tea, clothing, fruit, handicrafts, and more—all produced under mar-
ket rules that guarantee a fair price or a living wage to hundreds of thou-
sands of farmers and artisans. Two nights earlier, at the fair’s inaugura-
tion, the Indian scientist and activist Vandana Shiva told the large crowd
of press and attendees: “The WTO rules were written for forcing unfair
trade on the world. They are rules of force, and rules of unfairness. . . .
Fair trade has a lot to do with the WTO. It’s the mirror image of what
the WTO is about.”2

Indeed, the contrast couldn’t have been greater. These were two rad-
ically different visions of trade, of the very purpose of economic inter-
change. Down the road was the premier venue for enhancing corporate
rule; here was a model of trade under fair rules. Mark Ritchie, director
of the IATP and organizer of the symposium and trade fair, saw this dis-
tinction as a valuable tool: “When a reporter would say, ‘Well, you’re
unable to stop these talks—what do you want?’ it was very easy to say . . .
‘Come with me and we’ll go over and see a hundred cooperatives from
around the world who are operating under a different system, who’re
trading under fair trade rules, whose lives are being improved, and who
are really showing what can be done.’”3

The complaints I hear in Cancún about the injustices of the “free”
trade model keep returning to a few key themes: when rich nations en-
gage in export dumping of their heavily subsidized agricultural products,
farmers in the poor countries cannot compete. They lose their livelihoods,
and many are forced into poverty, off their land, and into large cities in
order to survive. Meanwhile, peasant farmers who grow export commod-
ities like coffee, cocoa, and tea—consumed mainly in the rich North—
ride an unpredictable roller-coaster of prices for their products, with long
slumps punctuated by short spikes. Despite the exhaustive labor involved
in producing their crops, they are obliged to sell their harvest to local
middlemen, often at an economic loss. Many cannot gain access to credit,
and others are indebted to local loan sharks or banks and face the im-
minent loss of their land. The poor nations of the South—straitjacketed
by conditions tied to their foreign debt and by so-called trade rules in
the WTO—cannot use import duties to protect their weak economies,
their fledgling industries, or their small farmers from unfair international
competition. And while these nations comply with requirements to elim-
inate all agricultural subsidies, the rich nations refuse to fulfill their prom-
ises to follow suit.

The fair-trade system is a direct response to these inequities. It pro-
vides small peasant farmers with stable, guaranteed “floor” prices for

Preface xiii



their products, offering them protection from the wild price swings of
commodities markets. Fair trade works with democratically organized
associations of farmers who have banded together to increase their power.
It eliminates many of the intermediaries who typically take a cut along
the path between the grower and the consumer, and it gives farmers ac-
cess to credit prior to the harvest. Fair trade emphasizes long-term trad-
ing relationships between buyers and sellers, arrangements in which con-
sumers may even have a chance to find out who grew the coffee, tea, or
bananas they purchase.

So fair trade is a different animal altogether. But what is the rela-
tionship between these two models of trade? Is one a direct response to
the other? Does fair trade operate completely outside the rules of the
global economy?

The fair-trade movement is struggling with its relationship to that
larger global market—with the extent to which it can simultaneously be
“in and against the market,” in the words of Michael Barratt Brown, a
pioneering writer on fair trade.4 Does fair trade operate within the logic
of market capitalism, or does it present a fundamental challenge to that
market? Fair trade is an alternative to the unequal economic relations
that abound in conventional trade, yet it must use many of the structures
of that market in order to function. As this alternative movement grows,
its successes have led to a kind of identity crisis that revolves around these
paradoxes.

This book is an attempt to chart this complex landscape. I examine
the origins and current reality of fair trade, both in the global South and
in the consumer North. I also dig into these disparate understandings of
the meaning of fair trade and explore some of the contradictions and
tensions that have emerged within the diverse, loosely organized fair-trade
movement.

But the book also focuses on a concrete case of fair trade in action:
members of a cooperative of indigenous coffee farmers in the southern
Mexican state of Oaxaca who sell their organic coffee on the interna-
tional fair-trade market. Over two years, I lived, worked, and talked with
these farmers, as well as with their neighbors who know a very differ-
ent coffee market—the conventional market represented by local coy-
otes, middlemen who often pay them less than it costs to produce their
coffee in the first place.

At the other end of the fair-trade chain, where consumers in North
America, Europe, and other wealthy regions buy and drink this coffee,
there is a struggle over the identity of the movement. Many small and
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medium-sized businesses and nonprofit groups, including some of the
very first participants in fair trade, roast and sell nothing but fairly
traded coffee and other products. At the same time, some fair-trade ac-
tivists have celebrated announcements by a few of the largest corpo-
rate food behemoths—among them Nestlé, Procter & Gamble, Sara Lee,
and Starbucks—that in response to consumer pressure they will begin
to sell fair-trade-certified coffee, albeit as a tiny percentage of their to-
tal production.

Through these two different lenses—the close-up case study and the
larger-level analysis—this book explores the benefits, limits, and con-
tradictions of fair trade, both the model and the movement. It suggests
ways to improve the system to benefit the rural producers whose liveli-
hoods were the purpose for its creation, to resolve some of the internal
challenges facing the movement, and to avoid the real possibility that the
meaning and principles of fair trade could be diluted or co-opted.

Several forces led to the collapse of the 2003 Cancún WTO ministe-
rial talks.5 They include a large, unified group of Southern nations who
resisted threats and arm-twisting by the wealthy countries;6 deep mis-
givings about the illusory benefits and too-real harms of “free trade” for
the majority world; an increasingly powerful civil society movement; and
accumulated anger in the South at years of false promises and double
standards by the European Union and U.S. governments. All these fac-
tors signify a potentially historic power shift within the WTO and in
global economic policy.

The ongoing commodity crises that have ravaged large sectors of peas-
ant agriculture in the global South—in corn, coffee, tea, and cotton, to
name a few—dramatically illustrate the shortcomings of trade rules that
tie the hands of national governments, privileging large agribusiness in-
terests over those of their rural populations. These crises also demon-
strate the urgent need for a different model that can make international
trade, in the words of the Brazilian president, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva,
“a tool not only for creating wealth, but also for its distribution.”7

Whether fair trade has the potential to do just that—redistribute wealth
on a global scale—depends on the vision and ambitions of the fair-trade
movement. Should fair trade remain strictly a set of concrete marketing
arrangements for a limited number of tropical commodities, or should
it become an essential and inseparable component of the movement for
global economic justice? In other words, can fair trade become a means
to make all trade fair?
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Introduction

At the heart of fair trade lies a fundamental paradox. In its efforts to
achieve social justice and alter the unjust terms of trade that hurt small
farmers worldwide, fair trade utilizes the mechanisms of the very mar-
kets that have generated those injustices. In other words, it is a hybrid—
simultaneously a social movement and an alternative market structure.
A central goal of the movement is to create more direct, socially just, and
environmentally responsible trade relations—mainly between disadvan-
taged farmers in the global South and concerned consumers in the North.
Fair traders work to make the trading chain both shorter and fairer—
that is, to return a larger share of the consumer’s purchase price directly
to the farmers (often called producers) or laborers who grew the coffee
or picked the bananas. In practical terms, the fair-trade system accom-
plishes this objective by cutting out many of the intermediaries or mid-
dlemen, such as exporters, importers, and brokers, who typically take a
cut at each step along the route from tree, field, or farm to the coffee
shop or the grocery shelf. Since its inception, the term fair trade has
signified that products come from democratically organized farmer or
artisan cooperatives. For some crops, it can now also indicate that they
were harvested by waged laborers on unionized plantations.

How do consumers know that the products they’re buying were pro-
duced under “fair” conditions? Since its inception in Europe almost
twenty years ago, the fair-trade system has used a label to certify fair-
ness. In order to receive this third-party certification and bear the fair-
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trade label, products have to meet a series of criteria. Different fair-trade
organizations frame the standards somewhat differently; the following
list shows the most commonly used criteria.

. Guaranteed minimum (floor) prices to producers; fair wages 
to laborers; social development premium

. Advance credit or payment to producers

. Democratically run producer cooperatives or workplaces

. Long-term contracts and trading relationships

. Environmentally sustainable production practices

. Public accountability and financial transparency

. Financial and technical assistance to producers

. Safe, nonexploitative working conditions

Buyers are required to pay producers a guaranteed minimum price (the
base or floor price), which is intended to cover the costs of production
and protect producers against volatile market-price fluctuations. They
also pay an additional “social premium” that can be directed to local
development needs such as schools, roads, or health centers, and an ad-
ditional premium for certified organic products. However, there are other
important criteria: buyers must provide partial payment or credit in ad-
vance of the harvest so that farmers are not forced into debt just to make
ends meet; products must come from democratically organized cooper-
atives, associations, or workplaces; financial information must be trans-
parent; producers and buyers are encouraged to enter into long-term con-
tracts or trading relationships that offer greater economic stability to
farmers; and environmentally sound production methods should be used.
For some crops, like bananas and tea, that are produced on plantations
by waged workers as well as by small farmers on their own plots, fair-
trade certifiers have developed a second “modality” to certify fairness to
laborers on estates and plantations. These criteria include payment of a
living wage, the provision of decent working conditions, and the pres-
ence of independent unions or worker associations.1

Coffee was the first commodity to be fairly traded, and it is still the
biggest. In many ways, fair-trade coffee remains synonymous with the
movement itself. There are more than three hundred coffee-producer or-
ganizations on the international fair-trade register, representing half a
million grower families. However, fair-trade organizations now certify
over forty products from more than 1,500 retail companies, including
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bananas, tea, sugar, cocoa, honey, orange juice, fresh fruit, rice, cut flow-
ers, and even soccer balls and cotton clothing. And this market is grow-
ing rapidly: worldwide sales of all fair-trade products have increased by
about 40 percent per year to surpass US$1.3 billion in 2005, benefiting
more than a million families in fifty-two countries.2 Fair-trade bananas,
coffee, and chocolate, in particular, have captured an important share
of the market in several Western European nations.

Supporters of fair trade make some impressive claims about the
benefits it generates. A couple of quotes from fair-trade organizations
Equal Exchange and Transfair USA are illustrative:

Because we buy direct, provide pre-harvest credit and always guarantee a
minimum floor price, our trading partners have a chance to break the cycle
of poverty and can make the economic choice to farm their land sustain-
ably. By doing so they are able to grow alternative cash and food crops 
in addition to coffee, protect themselves and their families from harmful
chemical inputs, preserve the land and soil for future generations and pro-
tect local and migratory birds.3

Fair trade benefits many. From farmers in producer countries to students 
in a U.S. school studying the environment, the concept and practice of fair
trade connects producers and consumers in new and powerful ways. It is
the nexus for: meeting both environmental and economic considerations 
of indigenous peoples; re-balancing the trading relationship between North
and South; building a link between U.S. policy and publics to a larger world
community that is knocking at the door.4

These advocates assert that fair trade not only results in more just prices
or living wages, ends rural poverty, fosters sustainable farming, empowers
poor people and women, and enhances food security, but also creates a
fundamentally more equitable international marketplace.

Those are big promises. I set out to examine these claims and to find
out how peasant coffee producers are actually experiencing fair trade. I
was interested in the kinds of tangible benefits that fair trade generates,
especially when it comes to the economic well-being and food security
of producer households, their access to education, the need for individ-
uals to emigrate to supplement the family income, and the environmen-
tal impact of peasant farmers’ agricultural practices. I wanted especially
to know how families who are reaping the economic advantages of fair-
trade markets fare in direct comparison to similar families in the same
communities who sell their harvests on the conventional market through
local intermediaries. Although there is a good deal of anecdotal infor-
mation available regarding the benefits of fair trade, this book is the first
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published independent study to compare systematically—in quantitative
as well as qualitative terms—the differences between small-farmer house-
holds who participate in fair trade and those who do not.

Beyond direct effects on producers, I wanted to look at the larger
significance of the fair-trade model. Does it really rebalance the trading
relationship between North and South, as Transfair USA claims? Even
the most successful fairly traded product—coffee—constitutes only
about 1 percent of the world coffee market, and total fair trade accounts
for a minuscule proportion of world commerce. Given this reality, can
fair trade move beyond its current status as a marginal alternative to be-
come a real force for the reform, or the transformation, of the deeply un-
fair terms of international economic exchange?

These questions led me to Mexico, the country where the fair-trade
model originated and also the world’s largest producer of fairly traded
coffee. Deep in the Sierra Juárez mountains of the southern state of Oa-
xaca, in two indigenous villages where some coffee farmers are orga-
nized into cooperative producer associations, I encountered an example
of fair trade in action that made an ideal case study. Over more than two
years of work in these communities, I found that fair trade is indeed gen-
erating significant economic, social, and environmental benefits for the
farmers and families who participate in the system and for their com-
munities as a whole. However, the effects of fair trade on the ground are
a complex and nuanced story, one that I explore in detail.

Other questions are raised by fair trade’s phenomenal growth and
success—in particular, the movement’s fruitful attempts, especially in the
United States, to recruit mainstream businesses into the system through
both pressure and persuasion.5 What is the potential for manipulation
or co-optation of fair trade’s principles and its message by powerful new
corporate “partners,” such as Starbucks or Procter & Gamble, who likely
view fair trade mainly as a lucrative niche market with good public-re-
lations potential? As the demand for fair-trade products grows and these
multinational food conglomerates enter the system, how can the fair-trade
movement manage growing tensions over its practices and strategy be-
tween the movement-oriented and profit-oriented participants in the fair-
trade system—between its increasingly distinct activist and business
poles?

There are also unexamined differences within the movement regard-
ing the nature of the challenge that fair trade poses to conventional in-
ternational trade. Put another way, how do these alternative market struc-
tures relate to the much larger global market? Its boosters typically frame
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fair trade as being opposed to “free” trade, but this formulation obscures
more than it illuminates. The distinction between fair-trade and so-called
free-trade policies, or corporate-led economic globalization, is much more
complicated and problematic than this dichotomy suggests, and it poses
dilemmas the young movement must eventually address. Do fair-trade
arrangements really protect participants from the harshest impositions
of the market? As the fair-trade system increasingly enlists large corpo-
rate players in its efforts (transnational coffee roasters and retailers, ba-
nana exporters, and tea brokers, among others) and increasingly certifies
large-scale plantations of several crops—thus retaining many or all of
the players in the conventional commodity chain—does it continue to
present a fundamental challenge to that system? What is the relationship
between concrete fair-trade commodity arrangements, such as certified
fair-trade coffee, and the larger critiques and social movements (many
of which also use the term fair trade as a slogan) that are seeking to trans-
form the very nature of international economic exchange?

Last, what constitutes success? Should the goal of the fair-trade move-
ment be to increase demand and market share for its certified products—
sold under whatever brand label—as quickly as possible? Or should it
instead be to build more truly alternative trading structures and institu-
tions, taking the time to educate consumers in a meaningful way about
fair trade? And are these two visions mutually exclusive?

The rest of this book digs deeper into these ideas and examines how
they apply in the concrete realities of fair-trade coffee production. Chap-
ter 1 begins with a short history of fair trade and explores some key ideas
about the nature of markets. It looks at the divergent visions of fair trade’s
purpose held by different participants in the movement and delves into
the relationship between fair trade and the global “free”-trade rules of
institutions like the WTO. Chapter 2 paints a picture of how the recent
worldwide crisis in coffee prices has hit small farmers around the world
and in particular Mexican peasant and indigenous producers.

The next four chapters visit the rural villages of Yagavila and Teotlasco
in Oaxaca, Mexico, to observe fair trade in action. Chapter 3 introduces
the Zapotec indigenous peasant farmers in these communities and fol-
lows the two very different paths taken by their coffee—onto the con-
ventional global coffee market or into the fair-trade market. Chapter 4
explores the social and economic benefits of fair trade for the families
who participate and examines why fair-trade coffee producers have not
only higher gross incomes but higher costs as well. In Chapter 5 I look
specifically at the environmental benefits of fair trade, which are inti-

Introduction 5



mately linked with the process of growing organic coffee. I also explore
the role of international organic certification and the extra labor bur-
dens it imposes on small farmers. Chapter 6 focuses on two important
and interconnected issues—food security and migration—and examines
how fair trade affects producers’ ability to feed their families and remain
in their communities.

The last section of the book returns to the broad themes from the early
chapters—the nature of the market and its relationship to fair trade, and
the unfairness of global trade and economic policies—but in new and
specific contexts. Chapter 7 turns to the places where fair-trade products
are consumed—principally the rich nations of the North. It explores what
has happened as large corporations, drawn by the potential for profit
and pushed by consumer activists, have entered the fair-trade market,
unleashing increasingly public disputes between different segments of the
movement. These differences extend to the issue of granting fair-trade
certification to large plantations in several crops, potentially at the ex-
pense of small-farmer cooperatives. Although fair trade does bring
significant advantages to many small producers, there are limits to what
it can accomplish, and chapter 8 explores these. It also examines some
of the controversies surrounding fair-trade practices, including the level
of the minimum price, the question of who bears the costs of certification,
and the role of Southern producers in setting the terms of fair trade. Chap-
ter 9 takes stock of the issues raised throughout the book. It puts for-
ward recommendations for strengthening and defending fair trade and
for addressing the internal challenges facing this diverse movement. The
conclusion argues for extending the reach of fair trade to encompass a
broader range of efforts toward fairness and trade justice throughout the
global economy.

As I write this, coffee prices have risen modestly after a seven-year
crash, the most severe downturn ever. Although even a brief price spike
brings some relief for producers, the social and environmental legacy of
the recent crisis continues to plague coffee-producing regions worldwide.
To producers, a pound of coffee is still worth less than half what it was
in 1989, in real terms. The story told by the producers in Yagavila and
Teotlasco—how such commodity crises can devastate small farmers’
livelihoods and their communities, and the difference that an alternative
market with stable prices can make—is more relevant than ever. It is pre-
cisely during such prolonged slumps that the differences between con-
ventional and fair-trade markets—and between the socioeconomic con-
ditions of families who participate in those two markets—are visible in
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their greatest relief. History shows that price volatility and recurring crises
are structural features of the international trade in commodities.6 When
coffee prices drop once more, the world’s twenty to twenty-five million
coffee-growing families will again be fully exposed to the harsh forces
of the unregulated global market. Short-term fluctuations should not dis-
tract us from the ongoing economic crisis affecting small farmers in gen-
eral, or from the need for fundamental change in the basic terms of
trade—not just for coffee but for all commodities.

————

In writing this book, I sought out a wide variety of perspectives on fair
trade. I interviewed protagonists in the international fair-trade movement—
the staff and directors of certification organizations, NGOs, and activist
groups working to promote and expand fair trade; coffee roasters, im-
porters, and retailers; and leaders of coffee-producer groups from across
Latin America—as well as other researchers who study fair trade and
the impact of commodity crises on rural communities, and consumers
who purchase fair-trade products.

I spent much of 2002 and 2003 living and working in the villages of
Yagavila and Teotlasco, conducting in-depth interviews with fair-trade
and conventional coffee producers and community leaders. The study
culminated with a survey that examined economic, social, and environ-
mental conditions for fifty-one coffee-farming families—half of them
benefiting from the extra income and the advance credit generated by
fair trade, and the other half selling their harvest onto the conventional
world market in the midst of the worst coffee-price crisis in history. The
research methods are explained in detail in the appendix.

My goals in writing this book are both concrete and conceptual. De-
spite some studies that are being conducted as I write, most of what we
now know about the benefits of fair trade comes in the form of “impact
stories,” anecdotal nuggets in the promotional literature of fair-trade or-
ganizations or journalists’ accounts. While these stories illustrate how
individual families or farmers have benefited from participating in fair
trade, they fail to describe the complexities that are invariably part of
the larger picture. I wanted to go beyond those stories and look system-
atically at the effects of fair trade, comparing specific social, economic,
and environmental conditions, as well as broader perceptions of well-
being, for people who participate in fair trade and their neighbors who
do not. I also hoped to tease out the contradictions and tensions that can
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arise in rural communities when some people begin to participate in an
alternative market offering better prices and more favorable terms of
trade, and others do not or cannot.

On a more conceptual level, I am interested in exploring the rela-
tionship between the rapidly growing fair-trade movement and broader
“global-justice” movements, often (inaccurately, I believe) collectively
termed the antiglobalization movement. I also want to examine and even
challenge the goals, strategies, tactics, and internal power dynamics of the
fair-trade movement, with the explicit aim of stimulating dialogue and
discussion among its diverse participants about the nature and purpose
of socially just trade. I hope that such a dialogue will help make fair trade
stronger, more effective at actually improving conditions for the disad-
vantaged producers it is intended to benefit, and—indeed—more fair.

————

Although this book delves into a wide range of issues that lend them-
selves to multiple interpretations, I make four principal arguments. The
first regards the actual effect of fair trade on producers. For the Mexi-
can producers in this study, fair trade does indeed deliver many of the
social, economic, and environmental benefits to participants and their
families that are touted by the movement. Fair trade’s higher prices in-
crease gross household income—although, because most fair-trade cof-
fee is also certified organic, producers have higher costs of production
as well. Participation in fair trade reduces households’ debt and enhances
their economic options, affording them the possibility of better feeding
and educating their children. Fair trade affords peasant farmers partial
protection from some of the worst aspects of commodity crises and in
many cases allows them the breathing room needed to engage in more
sustainable agricultural practices. Furthermore, the extra capital from
fair trade can generate important economic ripple effects within com-
munities, providing additional employment even for nonparticipating
families. Many of these results are echoed by the findings of researchers
working in other coffee-producing communities. However, fair trade is
not a panacea, and it does not bring the majority of participants out of
poverty. In fact, the fair-trade base price of crops in some cases surpris-
ingly does not even cover farmers’ costs of production. Furthermore,
many peasant producers (of a wide range of products) who would like
to participate in fair-trade markets are kept from doing so by various
barriers and limitations.
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The second argument relates to the international fair-trade movement.
The diverse producer groups, nonprofit organizations, advocates, ac-
tivists, importers, distributors, marketers, retailers, and other participants
in this movement hold very different understandings of the nature and
purpose of fair trade and its relationship to the larger global market. These
different visions are not merely philosophical positions: they lead to
widely divergent approaches to the actual practice of fair trade. Do par-
ticipants see fair trade principally as a mechanism to get access to mar-
kets from which producers have been historically denied? Do they con-
ceive of it fundamentally as a way to reform or improve the functioning
of a deeply flawed global market, to “fix” markets so that they value the
right criteria? Or do they view fair trade as a tool with which to funda-
mentally transform the economic relations that have immiserated rural
communities across the global South as well as in the North? And, given
the multiple contexts in which the term fair trade is used—from anti-
WTO slogan to labor movement demand to a set of criteria for certify-
ing coffee beans—what is the relationship of fair trade to larger global-
justice movements? The fair trade movement, I argue, needs to explicitly
address these fundamental differences, as well as issues of power, privi-
lege, and democracy within its ranks, if it is to remain vital and relevant
in the face of mounting challenges.

The third point also pertains to the larger global market. Some ad-
vocates describe fair trade as a form of “globalization from below.”7 Yet
is fair trade really a force for countering the harmful effects of interna-
tional capital or changing the practices of large corporations? Can it, in
essence, transform global trade from within? If fair trade does not exert
tight control over the new corporate participants to which it has turned
to meet the laudable goal of boosting demand for its products, the move-
ment risks diluting its core values and its ability to alter the terms of trade.
As some advocates correctly note, much of fair trade’s power lies not in
its size but in the model it provides for an alternative manner of orga-
nizing economic exchange: it demonstrates that there is another, better
way to trade. However, to the extent that the current practice of fair trade
increasingly operates within the logic of mainstream commodity mar-
kets and transnational capital, it will be unable to reverse their deleteri-
ous effects.

Fourth, as much as we might wish it, the market by itself will not
provide long-lasting rural development, eliminate poverty, or funda-
mentally redistribute wealth. Fair trade’s role as a kind of third-party
regulator working toward these ends—through its minimum prices and
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other criteria—is useful and important, but such a voluntary system alone
is insufficient. Beyond a few lucrative niches, the market must be forced
to subordinate profit to such socially positive functions. Concerted ac-
tion by nation-states and other global institutions to re-regulate trade,
corporations, and other economic actors—and to redistribute wealth,
land, and productive resources more fairly—is critical to achieving the
larger goal of a socially just economy.

Governments and institutions will not take such steps on their own:
they must be pushed by social movements, including labor unions, hu-
man rights and environmental activists, and others—collectively known
as civil society. Moreover, many of the social and economic benefits that
fair trade does provide to the households and communities it now reaches
could eventually be canceled out by the detrimental effects of global trade
rules such as those promulgated by the WTO. If the fair-trade movement
is to move beyond creating islands of relatively greater well-being in a
rising sea of inequality, it will do well to link its work to that of broader
movements for global justice, with their ambitious vision of creating al-
ternative economic institutions, radically changing existing ones, and rede-
fining the purpose of trade itself.
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chapter one

A Movement or a Market?

There are collective and qualitative needs which cannot be
satisfied by market mechanisms. There are important human
needs which escape its logic. There are goods which by their
very nature cannot and must not be bought or sold. . . . These
mechanisms carry the risk of an “idolatry” of the market, an
idolatry which ignores the existence of goods which by their
nature are not and cannot be mere commodities.

Pope John Paul II, Centesimus Annus, 1991

The market has no brain
It doesn’t love it’s not God.
All it knows is the price of lunch.

Bruce Cockburn,
“You’ve Never Seen Everything”

The unfairness of international trade has for centuries troubled many
people who have witnessed its human and environmental effects.1 The
terms of trade between North and South—the low prices paid for agri-
cultural products relative to the cost of imports (on a national level) or
the cost of living (on a household level)—have long been unequal, but
they have worsened significantly for the global South since the 1970s.
Such “unequal exchange” has a number of harmful effects: for example,
subsistence farmers are displaced and hunger increases as land is con-
verted to export crops and cheap—usually subsidized—agricultural im-
ports undermine small producers’ viability.2 Fair trade constitutes one
attempt to address this structural injustice.
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a short history of fair trade

The roots of the fair-trade movement, ironically, go back to the same post-
war moment when the Bretton Woods institutions (the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund) and the General Agreement on Tar-
iffs and Trade, or GATT—the precursor to today’s WTO—were being
created. From its inception, the movement has contained at least two dis-
tinct (though sometimes overlapping) currents—a “development” strain
and a “solidarity” strain.

In the “development trade” approach, charities in the United States
and Europe, usually linked to churches, began trying to create markets
for the products of impoverished and displaced people.3 The Mennonite
Central Committee established trading links in the late 1940s with poor
communities in the Southern United States to generate employment and
income.4 An increasing number of these efforts, later known as Alterna-
tive Trading Organizations or ATOs, began to emerge in the 1960s and
1970s. Some initiatives developed networks of church-based sales and
stores, such as Ten Thousand Villages, which grew out of the Menno-
nite effort, and SERRV, an initiative of the Church of the Brethren. An-
other facet of this approach came from large development and religious
agencies working in the global South, such as Oxfam, Bread for the
World, Caritas, and others. These groups helped found partner coopera-
tives and associations in Southern nations that organized disadvantaged
groups to export their products, principally handicrafts. The ATOs in
Europe framed their work as “alternative trade.” They established a net-
work of “world shops” in many cities to sell these craft products, as well
as some coffee and tea. While the total volume of this trade was negli-
gible, sales did grow rapidly, and the profile of alternative trade increased
to the point where it began to take on movement status.

However, many new trading groups, especially in Europe, were asso-
ciated with secular activist movements on the political Left, and this sol-
idarity focus has also been fundamental in shaping fair trade’s identity.
Twin Trading in Britain was founded in the 1970s to generate markets
for products from socialist countries such as Mozambique, Cuba, North
Vietnam, and later Nicaragua, whose access to consumers in the rich
countries was partly or entirely blocked.5 Oxfam Wereldwinkels in Bel-
gium and Stichting Ideele Import in the Netherlands emerged from the
same tradition. In the early 1980s, U.S. groups opposing the government’s
policies in Central America sold “Café Nica” in violation of the official
embargo on Nicaraguan imports. The cry of this nascent movement was
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“trade, not aid”—an attempt to differentiate its philosophy of local de-
velopment and empowerment through trade from the paternalism of
charity and the inefficiency and corruption of foreign aid by (and to) gov-
ernments.6 These solidarity groups viewed the creation of alternative trade
networks as part of a much larger critique of capitalism and the global
economic system. Pauline Tiffen, a fair-trade pioneer formerly with Twin
in London, recalled what was likely the first use of the phrase “fair trade”:
“We organized a conference, ‘Who Cares about Fair Trade?’ And in that
case I think the choice of fair was a deliberate decision to broaden a
concept that was for us quite anticapitalist. Like alternative as in alter-
native system, a parallel system to the market, a challenge to the capi-
talist system.”7

In 1988 came a watershed event for fair trade—the creation of the
Max Havelaar label. Indigenous Mexican coffee farmers from the UCIRI
cooperative in Oaxaca had approached the Dutch development aid or-
ganization Solidaridad two years earlier with an unprecedented proposal.
After several years of selling small amounts of coffee through world shops,
UCIRI (which was led by a Dutch liberation-theology priest, Franz Van-
derhoff Boersma) wanted access, on equitable terms and in larger quan-
tities, to European consumer markets. Essentially, the cooperative was
asking the European alternative trade movement to go beyond its largely
symbolic purchases and buy coffee in volumes sufficient to make a
significant difference in the incomes of UCIRI’s peasant farmers.8 Soli-
daridad initially considered starting its own alternative brand to com-
pete alongside commercial coffees in mainstream supermarkets. Instead,
it opted to create a label, Max Havelaar, which could be placed on cof-
fee sold under any brand, certifying that the coffee farmers had received
a premium price that constituted a “fair return.”9 The Max Havelaar
foundation licensed the use of the label to existing coffee roasters and
retailers who agreed to comply with its criteria of fairness in trade.

The creation of this first certification—the structure that allowed fairly
remunerated coffee from small-farmer cooperatives to move beyond mar-
ginalized world shops into the mainstream market—is arguably the mo-
ment when “alternative trade” became fair trade. It was also the point
at which the movement’s center of gravity shifted away from crafts to-
ward agricultural products. In that shift, paradoxically, lie the seeds of
the dilemmas now confronting the fair-trade movement.10

Coffee became the first certified fair-trade product in part because of
the particular configuration of forces that brought UCIRI and Solidari-
dad together. However, fair-trade coffee owes its growth and continued
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success to coffee’s global importance—more than $70 billion worth of
coffee is traded yearly11—and to its significance as the largest cash crop
for twenty to twenty-five million peasant families around the world, many
of whom are able to integrate it fairly easily with their subsistence (food)
crops. Coffee was also in many ways the ideal fair-trade product: from
the point it is picked to the moment of grinding, it remains a discrete
physical commodity; it undergoes relatively few transformations and
changes hands fewer times than many other commodities; it is not per-
ishable (green, or unroasted, coffee beans can be stored for up to a year);
and it is produced in large part by peasant farmers on small plots that
they own.12 Thus consumers can visualize a more or less direct link with
the producer and imagine (even if inaccurately) that every fair-trade-
certified bean in their morning cup was picked by democratically or-
ganized, fairly paid farmers in one particular coffee cooperative.13 It is
this ability of fair trade to put a face on commodities, to convey infor-
mation about the social conditions under which they were produced—
and about the people who produced them—that is key to the movement’s
moral power.

The certification initiative spread quickly across Western Europe. With
the combined efforts of Max Havelaar, the German group Transfair, and
the FairTrade Foundation in the United Kingdom, by the early 1990s
virtually every country had a “national initiative” to promote and cer-
tify fair-trade products. Coffee with the fair-trade labels began appear-
ing in mainstream stores, and sales volumes quickly jumped. In the
Netherlands and in Switzerland, for example, fairly traded coffee went
from a negligible 0.03 percent of the market to almost 5 percent in 1995.14

While much of this increase came from the sale of certified coffee under
recognized brand names, the coffee market continued to be dominated
by a few transnational corporations who were indifferent or hostile to
fair trade.

Not all fair-trade coffee was sold under mainstream brand labels, ei-
ther. In Britain, a consortium of Twin and three other ATOs started a
company called Cafédirect, which today commands an impressive 14 per-
cent of all the nation’s roasted and ground coffee sales.15 In the United
States, a group of activist entrepreneurs in 1986 formed Equal Exchange
Coffee, which forged partnerships with producer cooperatives in Latin
America, Asia, and Africa. According to the company’s cofounder,
Jonathan Rosenthal, “Our goal was to prove to the world, and to our-
selves, that it was possible to do business and social change work as one
integrated concept. . . . At the time we started, people said, ‘you can’t
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work with co-ops and social movements; you won’t survive as a busi-
ness.’ . . . To use the current jargon, part of what we set out to do was
to move people’s perception of what was possible, and change the loca-
tion of the perceived tipping point.”16 Yet while worker-owned Equal
Exchange pioneered the fair-trade concept in the United States, it would
be more than a decade before formal fair-trade certification reached North
America.

Coordination between fair-trade practitioners continued to increase.
Forty ATOs joined together to form the International Federation for Al-
ternative Trade (IFAT) in 1989, with Southern producers represented. A
number of craft-oriented initiatives founded the Fair Trade Federation
(FTF) in the United States. In 1997, all of the national certification enti-
ties formally united their efforts, creating a worldwide umbrella fair-trade
certifier, Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO), based
in Bonn, Germany. In the same year, fledgling certification entities began
in the United States, Canada, and Japan under the Transfair name, bring-
ing the total number of certifiers to seventeen.17

Meanwhile, fair traders had cast their sights beyond coffee. If fair trade
was to make a meaningful difference in the living conditions of impov-
erished farmers in the global South, it would have to expand to a wider
range of commodities. During the 1990s, fair-trade-certified bananas, tea,
cocoa, sugar, honey, rice, and orange juice appeared on the European
market—virtually all tropical commodities associated with the colonial
agricultural legacy. In a few cases, where these debuts were accompanied
by strong promotional campaigns, the results were dramatic. For example,
fair-trade bananas have captured 50 percent of the national banana mar-
ket in Switzerland.18

The debut of fair-trade-certified coffee in the United States in 1999
was an important event. After years of growth, fair-trade sales in Europe
had begun to stagnate and in some cases even decline. The United States
consumes an astounding one-fifth of the world’s coffee—more than any
other nation—making coffee the country’s single most valuable food im-
port.19 The movement was looking to this huge market to expand the
impact of fair trade for farmers.

But the larger coffee retailers were still reluctant to participate. Ac-
tivists, aiming to push fair trade into mainstream retail channels, targeted
the coffee colossus Starbucks, which dominates the U.S. specialty coffee
market. Several groups, including San Francisco–based Global Ex-
change, demanded that Starbucks begin to purchase and offer fair-trade
coffee. The company resisted, claiming that the quality and supply were
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inadequate. In April 2000, on the day before Global Exchange was to
launch simultaneous “Roast Starbucks” protests in twenty-nine cities,
the company relented and agreed to sell fair-trade coffee in all 2,300 of
its U.S. stores.20 This accomplishment produced a flood of interest on
the part of other specialty (or gourmet) roaster-retailers, who saw the
need to compete in this new terrain of social-justice marketing, and soon
consumers in most large coastal cities—and many smaller communities—
could find fair-trade-certified beans.

Since then, the fair-trade market here has grown dramatically: U.S.
imports of certified coffee exploded from 1.3 million pounds in 1999 to
almost 45 million pounds in 2005, for a total value of $499 million. More
than 350 companies now roast fair-trade coffee, and it can be purchased
in more than thirty thousand stores and cafés.21 As of this writing, fair-
trade-certified coffee represents almost 5 percent of the U.S. specialty cof-
fee market, and more than 2 percent of total U.S. coffee consumption.22

Yet, despite this growth, the Starbucks victory has been bittersweet.
Five years later, just over 3 percent of the company’s coffee is purchased
under fair-trade terms, and consumers can buy fair-trade coffee by the
cup in Starbucks cafés only a few days per year. Critically, the terms of
the agreement between Starbucks and Transfair did not stipulate the
amount of fair-trade coffee the company was required to buy; the prem-
ise was that consumer demand would do the rest. But here the groups
discovered some of the pitfalls of working with mainstream market play-
ers. To the activists, the goal was clear: all gourmet coffee should even-
tually be made “fair.” For Starbucks, on the other hand, fair trade rep-
resents a lucrative niche market: it is just one variety of coffee alongside
Breakfast Blend, Ethiopia Sidamo, and Serena Organic Blend. Fair trade
also constitutes a powerful tool in the brand’s “social-responsibility”
strategy. Given that many consumers now identify the fair-trade concept
with Starbucks, it would appear that the company has achieved maximum
public-relations benefit with minimal changes in its actual practices.

While these activist-versus-corporate struggles continue, fair-trade cof-
fee has moved further into the mainstream (as opposed to only the spe-
cialty) segment of the coffee market. In 2003, after substantial pressure
from activists, Procter & Gamble—the maker of Folgers, and one of the
“Big Three” global coffee retailers—announced that it would sell fair-
trade-certified coffee under its Millstone brand. As of 2005, grocery chains
such as Safeway, restaurants as un-gourmet as Dunkin’ Donuts, and the
warehouse retailers Sam’s Club, Target, and Costco are all offering fair-
trade products in some form. Campaigns at hundreds of colleges and
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universities have succeeded in placing fair-trade coffee in campus cafe-
terias and coffee shops. Yet it is still far from clear whether fair trade will
have any significant impact on the exploitative practices of the conven-
tional global coffee market.

At the root of fair trade’s “success” lies a dilemma. Because of the
corporate dominance of the market for coffee and other commodities,
many fair traders feel they need to work through powerful mainstream
market players in order for the system—and the benefits it generates—
to grow. Yet the motivations and actions of most large corporations are
at odds with the philosophy of social justice at the heart of the fair-trade
movement. This need to embrace the “enemy”—essentially, to dance with
the devil—sets up a series of tensions and thorny contradictions that I
explore further in chapter 7.

Moreover, the origins of the fair-trade movement itself are divided.
Whereas some important organizations are firmly grounded in a radical
political and economic critique, other segments grew out of a more mod-
erate, faith-based charity and development orientation. As the movement
expands, new viewpoints have been added to these two camps: those of
Southern producer organizations and, more recently, a marketing- or busi-
ness-oriented constituency made up of large coffee roasters and retailers—
some of them multinationals—as well as organizations that promote and
sell fair-trade products. These differences have not been aired within the
movement until quite recently. Although they have emerged over ques-
tions of strategy, they reflect deeper philosophical disagreements about
the nature of the market and the movement’s challenge to that market.
Can fair trade change the structural unfairness of world trade from
within? Is it a transformative alternative that works from inside the belly
of the beast? Or is the logic of the market such that only alternative in-
stitutions can effect meaningful change from outside?

meeting markets

Before we can fully explore these challenging questions, it’s necessary to
pause to look at some key ideas about markets. First, what exactly is
“the market”? Although each of us might have our own ideas of what
that term means, few would actively question the proposition that mar-
kets and our economic system are inextricably intertwined.

Karl Polanyi, a Hungarian émigré and economic historian, was con-
sumed with these very questions. Polanyi came of age in Budapest at the
end of the nineteenth century, was captured while serving on the Rus-
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sian front in World War I, and later worked as a journalist. He moved
to England and then in 1940 came to the United States, where he taught
at Bennington College and later Columbia University.23 While at Ben-
nington, he wrote his 1944 masterwork, The Great Transformation, best
known for its trenchant critique of the “self-regulating market.” That
concept originated with Adam Smith in the 1700s but was developed in
the late nineteenth century by some economists into a justification for
the removal of all government controls over capital and industry. In the
theoretical model of the self-regulating market, “all commodities—
including labor and land—are bought and sold on competitive markets,
so that price changes bring supply and demand into balance. The result
of the millions of transactions mediated by the price mechanism is a gen-
eral economic equilibrium in which all resources are utilized in the most
efficient way possible.”24

Throughout the whole of human economic history, until the 1800s,
wrote Polanyi, markets—where they existed—had never been the cen-
tral organizing principle of an economy; rather, they were embedded in
the cultural and social fabric of society. Traditional and indigenous so-
cieties, which Polanyi studied extensively, used patterns of reciprocity,
exchange, and other means to distribute goods. Under the mercantile sys-
tem, he wrote, states had retained firm control of the economy, and the
key elements of land and labor were not generally for sale. In these cases,
Polanyi saw markets as socially beneficial structures. But with the In-
dustrial Revolution in nineteenth-century England came the advent of a
market economy, “an economic system controlled, regulated and directed
by markets alone.” This was an unprecedented change: “Let us make
our meaning more precise. No society could, naturally, live for any length
of time unless it possessed an economy of some sort; but previously to
our time no economy has ever existed that, even in principle, was con-
trolled by markets.”25 This development led the production of goods,
which had traditionally been situated in systems of social relations, to
become “disembedded” from those systems. “Normally, the economic
order is merely a function of the social, in which it is contained. Neither
under tribal, nor feudal, nor mercantile conditions was there, as we have
shown, a separate economic system in society. Nineteenth-century soci-
ety, in which economic activity was isolated and imputed to a distinctive
economic motive, was, indeed, a singular departure. Such an institutional
pattern could not function unless society was somehow subordinated to
its requirements. A market economy can exist only in a market society.”26

As the English commons were enclosed—privatized—peasants were

18 A Movement or a Market?



forced off the land into cities and obliged to sell their labor power, and
markets developed for two essential inputs of industry: land and labor.
Because these are not truly commodities—that is, objects produced for
sale—Polanyi called them “fictitious commodities.” To these two he
added a third: money, or capital, which industry needed to raise for its
expansion.

Unlike other forms of economic organization, Polanyi asserted, the
only signals a market economy can perceive are those of price. Under
this industrial system, “The creation of goods involved neither the re-
ciprocating attitudes of mutual aid; nor the concern of the householder
for those whose needs are left to his care; nor the craftsman’s pride in
the exercise of his trade; nor the satisfaction of public praise—nothing
but the plain motive of gain so familiar to the man whose profession is
buying and selling.”27 Such a market cannot take into account values
like the quality of human interaction, culture, or the desire for a healthy
environment. This key point about the centrality of price is important
for understanding the nature of an alternative market such as fair trade.

As the entire society was subordinated to the demands of capital,
Polanyi wrote, the market would become disembedded from social re-
lations, setting in motion a process that would systematically replace such
relations of reciprocity and redistribution with interactions based solely
on economic logic. The consequences would be disastrous: “To allow
the market mechanism to be sole director of the fate of human beings
and their natural environment, indeed, even of the amount and use of
purchasing power, would result in the demolition of society. . . . Robbed
of the protective covering of cultural institutions, human beings would
perish from the effects of social exposure. . . . Nature would be reduced
to its elements, neighborhoods and landscapes defiled, rivers polluted,
military safety jeopardized, the power to produce food and raw materi-
als destroyed.”28

However, Polanyi shows that the very notion of the self-regulating
market was a fiction. Just as today the most ardent corporate advocates
of free trade demand and receive huge government subsidies, in the nine-
teenth century the state was also the handmaiden of capitalism’s rise.
The demands of capitalists led England, and later other European states,
to protect fledgling industries and enact laws that facilitated further cap-
ital accumulation.

Nevertheless, the human misery (and environmental destruction)
wrought by the Industrial Revolution was all too real. The “great trans-
formation” that Polanyi described was the development of a counter-
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movement against these destructive excesses. This backlash consisted of
what he termed “movements of self-protection” organized by the vic-
tims of unchecked capitalism—in the form of labor unions, cooperatives,
credit unions, and other innovations—as well as legislative reforms to
control the worst abuses of capital: “A network of measures and poli-
cies was integrated into powerful institutions designed to check the ac-
tion of the market. . . . [A] deep-seated movement sprang into being to
resist the pernicious effects of a market-controlled economy. Society pro-
tected itself against the perils inherent in a self-regulating market system—
this was the one comprehensive feature in the history of the age.”29 This
response became institutionalized in the form of labor parties in Europe,
progressive legislation in the United States to control the abuses of trusts
and “robber barons,” Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, and eventu-
ally the network of policies and regulations that came to constitute the
modern welfare state, never as fully developed in the United States as
elsewhere. State regulation of the economy was seen as crucial to pro-
tect people from the self-regulating market.

Polanyi’s moral sense, and his belief that “preoccupation with the pur-
suit of ever more economic wealth greatly erodes the quality of human
existence,” led him to envision a more human-centered economics.30 He
was an advocate of socialism, which he described as “the tendency in-
herent in an industrial civilization to transcend the self-regulating mar-
ket by consciously subordinating it to a democratic society.”31

Polanyi, who died in 1964, could not have foreseen the resurgence of
the dogma of market supremacy twenty years later in the form of eco-
nomic globalization, or the radical agenda of deregulation and unchecked
corporate power that would accompany it. The sociologist Lourdes Be-
nería, in an article titled “Global Markets, Gender, and the Davos Man,”
takes Polanyi’s analysis and applies it to the present neoliberal moment.
Markets, says Benería, are again being disembedded as the hard-won
framework of regulations and social protections is dismantled world-
wide. We are experiencing a kind of economic déjà vu with a harsh new
twist: “Some indicators of the degree of globalization are similar to
those reached in earlier historical periods—such as before World War I.
Yet the intensification of integrative processes during the past thirty
years—for example, in terms of increasingly rapid movement of goods,
communications, and exchange among countries and regions—has been
unprecedented.”32

Just as in Polanyi’s description of nineteenth-century England, where
the policy assumptions accompanying the Industrial Revolution dictated
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that “nothing must be allowed to inhibit the formation of markets,” in
today’s new-old reality we are witnessing a systematic project to elimi-
nate all impediments to the freedom of capital to move where and when
its owners wish, regardless of the social and environmental conse-
quences.33 Solutions to societal problems that would involve any re-
striction of corporate freedom, we are told, are nonstarters.

Yet this very elimination of barriers requires active intervention. These
neoliberal policies are imposed, often coercively and without democratic
consultation, by states and unaccountable suprastate institutions, not by
some invisible hand. As Benería observes: “Although these policies have
clearly increased the economic freedom of many actors involved in the
market, they have also represented the use of a strong hand on the part
of national governments and international institutions intent on build-
ing the neoliberal model of the late twentieth century. . . . To invoke
Polanyi, they have been the product of deliberate state intervention—
often carried out in the name of market freedoms—imposed from the
top down and without a truly democratic process of discussion and de-
cision making.”34

Of course, these unprecedented changes are not going unchallenged.
They have spawned highly vocal new movements of people all over the
world who are affected by the excesses of deregulated capitalism. The
demands for “Fair Trade, not Free Trade,” so visible in the streets at
the WTO ministerial meetings in Seattle and Cancún, define for many
people the so-called antiglobalization movement, better termed a move-
ment for global social and economic justice. This loose agglomeration
of efforts to construct an alternative economic and social reality to
counter the neoliberal vision represents a new manifestation of Polanyi’s
movements of self-protection. Although trade is certainly part of its
agenda, the vision is much broader. The clarion call of this movement is
best summed up by its slogan, “Another world is possible.”

Would this “other world” need to be marketless to be just? Not at all,
according to Benería: “As Polanyi stated, ‘the end of market society means
in no way the absence of markets.’ However, this view calls for subor-
dinating markets to the objectives of truly democratic communities and
countries.”35 Building such democratic alternatives to “market hege-
mony” is a tall order. Yet that is the very course that the growing move-
ment for global justice has charted for itself.

Fred Block, an economic sociologist in the United States, has also been
strongly influenced by Polanyi. He argues in the book Postindustrial Pos-
sibilities that the success of capitalism in the twentieth century came about
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not because of unfettered markets but rather as a direct result of state
intervention. However, this intervention did not lead to a self-regulating
market, any more than modern free-trade policies were intended to cre-
ate a level playing field for North and South. The sociologist Jack Klop-
penburg addresses Block’s observation, bringing it a decade forward: “The
pure self-regulating market that responds to nothing but price signals, pos-
tulated by Polanyi and dreamed of by theorists, does not actually exist
and probably never will. What practical, corporate neoliberals desire is
not the elimination of rules, but the application of rules that provide for
commodification and the operation of markets on their terms.”36

While Polanyi’s critique said that the danger of the market economy
lies in its inability to perceive any signals other than price, Block offers
a useful way of analyzing economic transactions that looks at how strong
these signals actually are. His notion of the continuum of “marketness”
categorizes these exchanges based on the extent to which price is the dom-
inant factor. “High marketness means that there is nothing to interfere
with the dominance of price considerations, but as one moves down the
continuum to lower levels of marketness, nonprice considerations take
on greater importance. It is not as though prices are irrelevant under con-
ditions of low marketness, it is just that they compete with other vari-
ables, so that one would expect price differences to be much larger be-
fore they led actors to respond.”37 This dimension of marketness, writes
Block, operates in inverse proportion to that of social embeddedness: “As
the marketness of transactions diminishes, economic behavior tends to
become embedded in a more complex web of social relations. . . . [T]he
very fact of embeddedness diminishes the relative importance of price
signals; it may take quite a large price difference before a purchaser is
willing to break off a relationship with a supplier of proven reliability.”38

Block puts forward one final related variable: instrumentalism, which
measures how strong a role individual economic gain plays in economic
transactions. Highly instrumental or opportunistic behavior “places
economic goals ahead of friendship, family ties, spiritual considerations,
or morality.” The converse, he writes, is true as well: “The existence of
nonopportunistic behavior is evidence of embeddedness, of the power of
noneconomic variables, such as the norms of a particular community
or the strength of their personal ties to others.”39 Seen through this lens,
certain types of transactions one might think of as purely economic sud-
denly begin to take on other dimensions. For example, Block uses long-
term business contracts as an illustration of lower-marketness transac-
tions. People or firms enter into such contracts because their need for
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reliability and consistent quality outweighs any strictly economic savings
that might be gained from playing the market and constantly switching
business partners. In contrast, the quintessential instrumental actor, en-
gaged in a high-marketness transaction, would be a commodities trader
on a spot market like the Coffee, Sugar and Cocoa Exchange in New York,
adjusting her bids and purchases by the minute to maximize gain.

What would transactions at the opposite end of the spectrum look like?
Here Block’s influential ideas have been extended by other writers. The
sociologist C. Clare Hinrichs of Iowa State University has applied the con-
cept of marketness to two kinds of direct agricultural markets—farmers’
markets and community-supported agriculture arrangements (CSAs)—
asking how embedded they are. In both of these forms, as in fair trade,
the key objectives are to provide a greater return to the grower by elimi-
nating middlemen, and to bring producers and consumers closer together.
However, Hinrichs expresses concern with the way some advocates of sus-
tainable agriculture have utilized the concept of embeddedness, and cau-
tions that “embeddedness should not simply be seen as the friendly an-
tithesis of the market.” Instead, she says, if we really want to understand
the nature of different kinds of markets, we need “a more critical view of
embeddedness [that] recognizes that price may still matter and that self-
interest may be at work, sometimes in the midst of vigorous social ties.”40

Farmers’ markets, which allow face-to-face contact between shoppers
and the farmers who grow their food, are a complicated mix of self-
interest, marketness, and embedded behavior, according to Hinrichs. Con-
sumers can see the food they are about to buy and learn about the short
route it has traveled from the farm as well as the farming practices that
were used. They can also sometimes bargain over the price, giving them
greater leverage than at the grocery store. As for the farmers, many “par-
ticipate in farmers’ markets both because of the premium they get over
wholesale prices and because they enjoy the market experience as a so-
cial event.” Yet, in the end, farmers’ markets “can generate genuinely val-
ued social ties, but the familiarity and trust between the producer and
consumer does not necessarily lead to a situation where price is irrele-
vant or where instrumental interests are completely set aside.”41 Hinrichs
concludes that farmers’ markets “may provide a valuable alternative to
the ‘monoculture market economy,’ but they do not challenge the fun-
damental commodification of food.”

CSAs, in contrast, are typically arrangements in which consumers con-
tract in advance for a share—regular delivery of fresh produce from a
farmer throughout the entire growing season. Buyers share in the risks

A Movement or a Market? 23



of bad weather and poor harvests, in the form of limited variety or smaller
boxes of food. Hinrichs locates CSAs much further down the market-
ness continuum than farmers’ markets: “The CSA share expresses the
potential for decommodified relations in the CSA and stands in marked
contrast to the usual way of purchasing food, in spot exchanges, whether
at farmers’ markets or supermarkets. . . . The CSA share then is an eco-
nomic transaction suffused with trust.”42

Finally, Hinrichs raises some questions about the social equality that
many assume exists in such direct markets. Are farmers and consumers,
she asks, meeting on a level playing field? “Many direct agricultural mar-
kets focus on ‘exclusive products and exclusive customers.’ Some farm-
ers’ markets and CSAs in the United States have targeted or ended up
serving largely educated, middle-class consumers. . . . Many direct agri-
cultural markets involve social relations where the balance of power and
privilege ultimately rests with well-to-do consumers. Struggling farmers
and poor consumers, in contrast, must weigh concerns with income and
price against the supposed benefits of direct, social ties.”43

minimizing marketness?

How, then, do all of these concepts about the nature of markets apply
to fair trade? Because fair trade emphasizes factors other than price—
such as equitable payment, long-term relationships, advance credit,
democratic organization by small farmers, and even environmental
benefits—it is arguably a good example of low marketness. Some con-
sumers are willing to pay more at the grocery checkout to assure that
producers receive fair compensation for their labor, while others might
forgo a bargain in order to stick with a fair-trade product. In this sense,
fair trade is about reinserting noneconomic values—morality, decency,
sustainability, community—into market transactions.

Yet where should we place fair trade on this continuum running be-
tween the hypothetical poles of full marketness and full embeddedness?
Some observers have stated unequivocally that fair trade reembeds mar-
ket transactions in social relations.44 However, taking Hinrichs’s ap-
proach as a model, it is worthwhile examining the features of the fair-
trade system more critically. Unlike farmers’ markets or CSAs, fair-trade
purchasing occurs within the commodified realm of the grocery store (or
the retail food co-op), where products come wrapped in recognizable,
branded packages, and where they must compete for shelf space and con-
sumer attention with their conventional competitors.
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Clearly, the kind of face-to-face transactions that occur at a farmers’
market are virtually impossible with tropical products like coffee, cacao,
bananas, or tea (although many fair-trade groups do bring farmer repre-
sentatives on Northern tours so that consumers can “meet the producer”).
The product package itself—both through the certification seal and, often,
by providing additional information about fair trade or the producer
groups involved—is an attempt to bridge that distance and provide con-
sumers with a greater sense of connection to the farmer. Still, because a
bag of fairly traded coffee has passed through the hands of intermediaries—
an importer and a roaster-retailer at the very least—each of whom takes
a profit along the way, producers are left with a far smaller share of the
purchase price than that of the farmers’ market seller or CSA grower.
Indeed, the fair-trade minimum or base price ($1.41 per pound for organic
green coffee and $1.26 for nonorganic) represents between 10 and 20 per-
cent of the retail cost of specialty coffee, which in the United States is cur-
rently between $7.00 and $12.00 per pound. By the time transport and
administrative costs are deducted, the amount that percolates down to the
individual farmer is usually between 5 and 10 percent of the retail price.

The producer loses a measure of power with each link in the com-
modity chain—that is, at each point where an intermediary takes a cut—
regardless of whether these intermediaries are traditional middlemen or
fair-trade importers, brokers, and roasters (sometimes, in fact, the links
in both the conventional and fair-trade chains are represented by the very
same entities).45 Hinrichs’s caution about the “balance of power and priv-
ilege” between struggling farmers and affluent consumers takes on even
greater resonance when it is applied to the highly unequal context of
South-North commodity relations.

Certainly then, by at least some measures, fair trade exhibits higher
marketness (and is less embedded) than either CSAs or farmers’ markets.
On the other hand, the fair-trade label speaks definitively about at least
some of the social conditions under which the product was produced,
allowing the consumer to know or trust that at least her purchase hasn’t
deepened the cycle of immiseration, that she is not supporting “sweat-
shop coffee.” When face-to-face interaction is impossible, this standards-
based certification may indeed be the best way to embed such market
transactions in relations of greater morality and responsibility.

However, when we attempt to locate fair trade on the embeddedness
continuum, we discover another problem: it is a moving target. When the
largest corporate agrofood players, such as Procter & Gamble or Nestlé—
for whom price, profit, and shareholder return are literally everything—
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become involved in the fair-trade system, does fair trade continue to em-
body low marketness? Some fair-trade advocates would respond that the
existence of fair-trade criteria and third-party certification guarantees
these corporations will adhere to conditions of fairness; that they have,
in essence, been forced to be fair (for whatever portion of their supply is
certified). Troubling as it might be, however, it is worth at least consid-
ering another possibility: that the marketness of fair trade is a contested
arena, one in which the powerful forces of transnational capital are strug-
gling against civil society in an attempt to neutralize the movement’s po-
tential to transform market relations.

Fair trade, through its attempt to place a value on the social (and en-
vironmental) conditions of production, offers us at least the possibility
for reembedding production into those social and ecological systems.46

In its attempt to raise ethical values above simple considerations of price,
fair trade can be understood as part of what Polanyi calls movements
for self-protection, a counterforce against the tyranny of the market.

However, fair trade is not the same as the welfare-state “network of
measures and policies . . . integrated into powerful institutions . . . to check
the action of the market” that Polanyi invoked to describe how these self-
protection movements create political change. Rather, fair trade is a vol-
untary system, relying on willing companies and third-party labeling and
certification by nongovernmental groups. During this neoliberal era, in
which all interventionist solutions are supposedly off the table, can such
practices—essentially nonstate regulation—actually succeed in checking
the excesses of the global market? And should checking excesses be the
goal, or rather a transformation far more fundamental?

fair trade and the market:
different visions

Fair trade is usually promoted to consumers in the North by juxtaposing
it against an unjust or unfair global trading system with historically in-
equitable terms of trade for Southern producers of basic commodities.
Yet this formulation, while essentially accurate, obscures basic differences
within the growing fair-trade movement about the nature, goals, and prac-
tice of fair trade. Depending on their philosophy and, to some extent, their
location on the fair-trade chain, different participants view fair trade var-
iously as a “market-breaking” force, a “market-reform” device, or a “mar-
ket-access” mechanism. Such distinctions are more than merely ideolog-
ical: they reveal fundamentally different conceptions of the relationship
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of alternative trade to the larger global market and to free-trade policies.
In the often unwieldy coalition that constitutes the fair-trade movement,
these incongruities manifest themselves in barely disguised disagreements
over tactics and strategy in the actual practice of fair trade.

To some participants, the principal value of fair trade lies not in chang-
ing the logic of markets per se but in righting the market’s historic in-
justices. Unequal terms of trade, protective tariffs, quality standards, and
other barriers have long combined to deny farmers in the global South,
both small and large, access to lucrative consumer markets in the rich
nations. At the same time, they watch as their economies are flooded by
the dumping of heavily subsidized, impossibly cheap food and consumer
products from abroad that sabotage their efforts simply to make ends
meet. In this view, then, trade justice consists of facilitating access for
producers to the Northern markets from which they have traditionally
been excluded. This is the stance of many producer groups in the South,
some of the ATOs that work directly with them, some for-profit busi-
nesses engaged in fair trade, and many certifying organizations. The craft-
oriented alternative trade organization SERRV, for example, defines fair
trade as “a system of trade that allows marginalized producers in de-
veloping regions to gain access to developed markets.”47 According to
the late Subhashini Kohli, former vice president of IFAT and the found-
ing director of Sasha Exports in India, the “main concern for the pro-
ducers remains with accessing markets and a fair wage.”48

A second view, in contrast, acknowledges that the market is struc-
turally unfair: it is broken and needs fixing, not just tweaking. These par-
ticipants tend to be more ideologically motivated—NGOs such as Ox-
fam, many 100 percent fair-trade coffee roasters, Southern civil society
groups, and many consumer activists. Existing markets, they assert, need
to be changed to reallocate resources and to place value on fundamen-
tally different criteria in transactions—in effect, to reduce their market-
ness. This theme of carving out spaces or “zones of control” within ex-
isting capitalist rationality is captured by the sociologist Marie-Christine
Renard, who writes that fair trade operates in the “interstices of global-
ization.”49 Oxfam, which in 2002 introduced a major international cam-
paign titled “Make Trade Fair,” asserts that markets in the rich coun-
tries have been closed to Southern producers because of “rigged rules
and double standards.”50 The solution the group advocates is to elimi-
nate intermediaries and use fair-trade labels to communicate directly with
“conscious consumers” in order to channel more capital back to the
Southern producers. Essentially, this is a market-redesign solution: not
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a fundamental challenge to the existence of the market, but a strong cri-
tique of its efficacy at fairly rewarding some participants.

A third group asserts that alternative markets such as fair trade op-
erate, in the words of the British writer Michael Barratt Brown, “in and
against” the larger global market.51 Adherents to this stance—including
many of the activist groups—explicitly link their work in building con-
crete fair-trade commodity initiatives to a more basic critique of an un-
just world economic order. Deborah James, formerly the director of the
Global Economy campaign at Global Exchange, describes the objective
of fair trade in no uncertain terms: “A movement is developing that aims
to smash the current system of production.”52 According to this view-
point, unfair prices and flawed markets are merely symptoms of a con-
scious plunder of the wealth of the global South accomplished through
the imposition of foreign debt, structural-adjustment programs justified
by that debt, privatization of public resources, and coercive “trade rules.”
These practices are enforced through the policies of institutions such as
the WTO, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. The
student activist organization United Students for Fair Trade also embraces
this stance: the group’s literature declares that “we contextualize our
work around fair-trade products and certification within the framework
of our critique [of ] neoliberal economics and global trade policy.”53 Aca-
demics too, such as David Goodman and Michael Goodman, would like
to see fair trade result in “a fundamental transformation of capitalist so-
ciety and its distinctive rationality.”54 This position, however, generates
some controversy within the movement. For example, delegates at the
1999 IFAT conference eliminated part of a proposed definition of fair
trade that would have described it as seeking “structural changes in the
international economic framework.”

The boundaries between these positions are blurry, and they suggest
a continuum rather than distinct ideological camps. Still, the differences
are substantive and significant, and they extend beyond philosophy to
disagreement over basic goals and practices. As the fair-trade movement
has grown beyond its roots in development NGOs and activist circles
into a broader, more mainstream coalition that includes commercial
importers, corporate retailers, and marketing consultants, these contra-
dictions have become more apparent. To some extent, they reflect dis-
tinctions that have been present since the genesis of fair trade—the move-
ment’s solidarity strand versus its development strand. Other aspects of
the divergence are newer, related to the entry of new constituencies such
as large corporate roasters and retailers, who belong to neither of these
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currents. The various stances also partly mirror the positionality of dif-
ferent participants—the notion that “where you stand depends on where
you sit.” The urgent material needs of some Southern producer groups,
for example, may lead them to see enlarging demand for fair-trade prod-
ucts as the movement’s preeminent goal. However, it would be inaccu-
rate simply to equate the market-access position with Southern produc-
ers and the more radical rhetoric with Northern activists; there is a broad
range of positions in both North and South. This diversity of positions,
while generally healthy, also raises interesting issues of how equitably
power is shared between the producer and consumer ends of the move-
ment, a question I return to later in the book.

The Northern organizations that take the market-access stance rep-
resent a realist perspective, often tied to their missions of community de-
velopment or poverty reduction, that the market should be used to achieve
development and livelihood goals. For the Southern producer groups who
hold this position, there is an entirely understandable sense that justice
lies in achieving entry to long-barred markets, and that the movement
should let the producers do the rest.

At the other end of the spectrum, for those who adhere to the market-
breaking view, fair trade is not an end in and of itself but rather one prac-
tical expression of a broad social movement that aims to place human
needs and the environment above profit and corporate power. For some
in this more radical group, working within the market for the present does
not preclude a vision of a postcapitalist world. Their belief in the impossi-
bility of achieving true social justice within a market economy leads them
to work simultaneously both on tangible fair-trade initiatives and on efforts
to reverse the process of corporate-led globalization.

The middle, market-reform stance, in contrast, represents not a chal-
lenge to the existence of the market itself, but rather to the ways mar-
kets are constructed and administered, to how they deliver and appor-
tion economic benefit to participants. This is not to suggest that such
participants lack a strong vision of how market restructuring can achieve
greater social equity. Indeed, the Mexican domestic fair-trade initiative
Comercio Justo México (Fair Trade Mexico) insists that its efforts are
about transforming the very purpose of markets, reordering them to
benefit the most disadvantaged members of society and creating “un mer-
cado donde todos quepamos”—a market where we all fit.55

Other observers have commented on these distinctions as well. Re-
nard boils the contrast down to just two groupings, divided in their
medium-term vision of the movement’s reach in the market:
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Though blurred by the uniform term, “Fair Trade,” tension remains between
two visions: one, a more radical conception that sees “fair” trade as a tool
for modifying the dominant economic model, and the other, more prag-
matic, that emphasizes the insertion of products from the South under fair
conditions in the markets of the North. For the first group . . . the label is
merely a tool of transition, and the challenge consists of making fair trade
the general rule. . . . [T]he aim is to make all exchanges fair. The second
group attempts to penetrate the market and the lifestyle of consumers in
order to sell larger quantities of fair products[,] . . . demonstrating by this
route that the dominant model is not monolithic.56

While Renard hopefully adds that this contradiction is not unsolvable,
neither has it been resolved. At stake, again, is the nontrivial issue of
whether fair trade should constitute an alternative to the market, a trans-
formative alternative within the market, or a strategy to use the market
to improve the lot of those it has long excluded. Jerónimo Pruijn, the ex-
ecutive director of Comercio Justo México, frames this as a question of
“whether we’re trying to change rules, or trying to change economic mod-
els? We necessarily operate from both positions. There is a ‘here and now’
and this has to do with the conventional market. And there is a model
that you’re building that is an alternative, but you can’t say, ‘The only
thing I want is for there to be a fair-trade market.’ In the end, the fair-
trade market was created so that the conventional market would become
more fair. This must always be the objective.”57

While aiming to reconcile these disparate views, Pruijn supports those
who (in Renard’s words) “aim to make all exchanges fair”—essentially
the market-reform stance. Yet the momentum in the fair-trade movement
(certainly in the United States) seems to be away from even moderate cri-
tiques of market capitalism. In the attempt to reach and enlist consumers,
a deradicalization of at least the public face of fair trade—the certifiers—
has taken place. For some consumers, too, fair trade’s appeal may lie
in its embrace of relatively straightforward, nonconfrontational tactics
(unlike product boycotts or anti-sweatshop campaigns)—which may not
necessarily provide a bridge to the deeper “fair trade, not free trade”
demands of corporate critics. The Seattle Times reporter Jake Batsell
describes a rally at Western Washington University in which students de-
manded fair-trade coffee in the Starbucks café on campus:

“We’re not rallying against [Starbucks]—we’re not trying to stick it to 
the man or anything,” said McDonald, a sophomore at WWU’s Fairhaven
College. “We just want the best coffee for people and the environment on
campus.” Students who support the fair-trade cause don’t have to take part
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in marches or sit-ins to make their voice heard. They can simply choose 
to buy coffee that bears the fair-trade certified label—or not to buy it if it
doesn’t. “This is easy activism,” said Matt Warning, an assistant professor
of economics at the University of Puget Sound who advised students in
their effort last year to persuade Fonté Coffee to switch to fair-trade coffee
at the campus café.58

Nevertheless, such tactics do broaden the base of the fair-trade move-
ment. Indeed, the spectrum of players in the coalition makes for some
unusual bedfellows. For example, the present fair-trade coffee campaign
in the United States encompasses large importers, mainstream roasters
both transnational and regional (ranging from Starbucks to California’s
Java City), local and national movement-oriented roasters (from Min-
neapolis’s Peace Coffee to Equal Exchange), NGOs ranging from centrist
to far Left, religious charities, campus-based student organizations, trade
policy activists, and consumer groups, among many other participants.

Such disparate players inevitably hold a wide range of views about
the goals, strategies, and tactics of fair trade. Yet, until recently, the move-
ment has largely sidestepped these basic definitional questions, both in-
ternally and in public. The differences appear to have been sublimated,
intentionally or not, in service of the goal of expanding the fair-trade mar-
ket overall. Yet as that growth brings in new players who do not share
the ideological motivations of any of these three groups, this unspoken
consensus has been stretched to its limit, and the schism has become pub-
lic. Especially visible are the intramovement controversies over three key
issues: the terms of inclusion for transnational corporate giants such as
Starbucks, Nestlé, and Chiquita; the increasing trend of certifying agri-
business plantations, as opposed to small-farmer organizations; and the
relative importance of movement-oriented businesses dealing exclusively
in fair-trade products and of large companies making minimal fair-trade
purchases. I discuss these developments further in chapter 7.

free and fair?

How did we arrive at this point, where the fault lines of fair trade have
become more and more apparent? Part of the answer relates to the ide-
ology and positionality of the various participants in fair-trade networks,
but these differences also point us back toward some of the earlier ques-
tions about the relationship of alternative markets such as fair trade to
the “big market”—questions which have been brought to the fore by the
very growth and success that the movement has experienced. While fair
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trade might operate to some extent in the interstices of the market, its
attempt to change the rules of the game has led it to enter the very game
it was formed to counteract. Goodman and Goodman describe this con-
tradiction as “the ambivalent nature of the fair-trade organic network
that in some ways operates in spaces marginal to capitalist rationality,
but simultaneously is situated in the larger agrofood market and subject
to its characteristics and discipline.”59 Other observers, such as Marie-
Christine Renard, while acknowledging this paradox, sound a more op-
timistic note about fair trade’s potential to reach escape velocity from
the demands of the larger market: “These products occupy a niche in the
market, but this niche also responds to a logic contrary to market logic
in the way it escapes purely mercantile considerations.”60

Whether fair trade can indeed continue to avoid “purely mercantile
considerations”—whether, in Block’s lingo, it can maintain its lower
marketness—as it engages in a delicate and potentially dangerous dance
with the corporate world will depend to some degree on the watchful-
ness of its more ideologically driven proponents. The British writer and
activist David Ransom, one of those proponents, illustrates this sort of
skeptical scrutiny: “There are some serious questions fair trade will even-
tually have to answer about its credentials. How different is it really? Is
fair trade merely out to inject ‘ethical’ considerations into a system that
otherwise remains unchanged?”61

The 2003 WTO ministerial meetings in Cancún were an ideal op-
portunity to test some of those questions. Before they left the Fair and
Sustainable Trade Symposium just down the road from the WTO sum-
mit, the participants drafted an open letter on fair trade to national gov-
ernments. The letter is revealing in its anticipation of future threats to
fair trade from growing economic liberalization; it calls on governments
“to implement proactive policy initiatives and negotiate trade agreements
to enhance and not impede the growth of the Fair Trade system.” Among
the letter’s key policy recommendations are these:

The development and adoption of a Fair Trade policy, based on the defini-
tion of Fair Trade given here, that is integrated into appropriate govern-
ment agency programs and positions vis à vis international organizations
such as the World Bank, United Nations Development Program and the
WTO. . . .

Trade policies should promote an enabling environment for Fair Trade
that upholds the right of producers and consumers to take part in Fair
Trading without restriction, for example through restrictions on preferen-
tial purchasing and voluntary preferences based on PPM [production pro-
cesses and methods].62
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The reference to PPM—one of the areas over which the WTO has en-
forcement authority—is a proactive attempt to avoid challenges under
the WTO framework that would rule out fair-trade standards or certifi-
cation as unallowable nontariff barriers to trade. Beyond these practical
calls to ensure fair trade’s survival under a WTO regime, the letter takes
a market-reform stance in its admonition that “the promotion of Fair
Trade must never be used as an excuse for inaction on broader policy re-
forms to address the structural inequalities in trade.”

Clearly, these are important issues to consider, and the broader vi-
sion of the writers is a worthy one. Yet the letter also gives pause. Could
the signatories be interpreted as asking governments to “protect our
fair-trade niche while you liberalize?” Trusting the WTO to leave fair
trade alone would seem to be akin to asking the fox to guard the hen-
house. The WTO is structurally hostile to any initiatives that would re-
strict the freedom of capital. Aren’t the formative principles of fair trade
diametrically opposed to an institution such as the WTO and its one-
size-fits-all global free-trade policies? Or does the voluntary, nonstate
nature of fair trade make it a more “WTO-friendly” structure (and is
that desirable)? The answers depend on whom one talks to. Paola
Ghillani, the former president of FLO and CEO of Max Havelaar
Switzerland, says she doubts that fair trade would ever conflict with
the WTO’s official mandate to eliminate all forms of trade preferences:
“I don’t think [it will conflict], because I think that we are respecting
totally the WTO rules—the rule of transparency and the rule of nondis-
crimination . . . the rule of supply and demand. And so the consumers
want more transparency, more social and environmental responsibil-
ity. . . . We respect the rules, so there is enough supply to be sold under
these rules.”63

However, it appears that some new free-trade deals may indeed pose
a direct threat to fair trade. The recently approved Central American Free
Trade Agreement (CAFTA) contains language that explicitly prohibits
national governments from using their tariff-rate quotas to afford im-
port protection to goods from producer groups or nongovernmental or-
ganizations.64 This may be an early indication of how the framers of in-
ternational trade agreements are viewing the potential of the rapidly
growing fair-trade movement.

As we have seen, placing faith in the market to remedy social injus-
tice can be a dangerous game. Jerónimo Pruijn highlights the dilemma:
“[People say that] ‘the market is unfair. We want the market to be fair.’
This is a bit like placing justice within the parameters of the market. It’s
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falling somewhat into the trap of the neoliberal philosophy that says the
market will resolve everything. But it won’t resolve everything.”65

The economic globalizers themselves—transnational corporations,
economic elites, and the governments of the wealthiest nations who sup-
port them—assert that market access is a boon for the global South. What
the world’s poorest need, they claim, is more trade.66 Yet a central as-
pect of the critique of unjust global trade coming from the fair-trade
movement (at least its more progressive wings) is that the core of the prob-
lem is domination of society by markets—the exclusion from possible
debate of any nonmarket solutions to growing inequality, poverty, envi-
ronmental degradation, and other crises.

conclusions

After looking at fair trade’s history, some basic concepts about markets
and how they work, and the different ways that participants understand
fair trade and the nature of its challenge to “the market,” it is appro-
priate to draw a few conclusions regarding these key issues.

First, the movement needs to address explicitly the fundamental and
largely unspoken differences that underlie participants’ divergent visions
of the nature of fair trade. Otherwise, not only will there continue to be
disagreement over tactics and strategy, but, more important, fair trade’s
role as an oppositional movement to the unfair terms of world trade—
its potential to be a force truly “within and against the market”—will
be compromised. Without a clear position on these questions, the move-
ment is vulnerable to co-optation by its new corporate partners and other
forces who have an interest in diluting its key messages about how, and
why, mainstream trade is unjust.

It is also necessary to clarify how fair trade relates to the “big mar-
ket” and to global trade and economic policy. Many advocates rightly
argue that fair-trade initiatives, despite their small size and limited reach,
play an important role as demonstration projects, showing that alterna-
tive market arrangements are indeed possible. However, to focus pri-
marily on carving out an alternative niche to ameliorate a small part of
the damage—while acceding to continued expansion of global trade rules
and regimes that are destructive to the environment, community integrity,
livelihoods, traditional agriculture, and food security (to name just a few
areas)—is surely missing the forest for the trees. The notion that fair trade
could somehow survive in isolated pockets of low marketness against a
creeping tide of corporate globalization is also questionable. The prac-
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tical results of those neoliberal policies, according to Vandana Shiva, are
anathema to the survival of fair trade itself: “Fair trade is the mirror im-
age of what the WTO is about. . . . In the long run, WTO policies will
render fair trade such a luxury that it will shrink again. . . . All trade must
be fair.”67

The fair-trade system, as currently constructed, has no organized way
to address that kind of shot across its bow. Yet without a comprehensive
approach to the global trade regime that seriously addresses fair trade’s
relationship not only to the symptoms of inequitable trade (unfair prices,
no access to credit, unscrupulous middlemen) but also to the political,
ideological, and structural underpinnings of that increasingly unjust eco-
nomics, fair trade could eventually be relegated to a minor, ameliorative
role. The fair-trade movement must develop a meaningful response to
Shiva’s challenge to make all trade fair.

Finally, the market cannot be the sole, or even the primary, arbiter of
pressing social problems. Perhaps one reason fair trade is appealing to so
many consumers is its implicit promise to address injustice through the
workings of the market, which is currently held up as the only acceptable
venue for any societal action. In other words, it offers a ray of hope in an
era of what George Soros terms “market fundamentalism.”68Yet the mar-
ket alone will not deliver social or economic justice. Such substantive
change will require concerted action by states and global institutions—
pushed by organized civil society—to re-regulate trade and economic ac-
tivity. Polanyi, writing almost sixty years ago, saw this clearly. Only the
“powerful institutions” of the state, he said, could protect society against
“the perils inherent in a self-regulating market system.”69

The next several chapters explore how such contradictions play out
in practice for a specific group of farmers who participate in fair-trade
markets: coffee producers in Oaxaca, Mexico. These Zapotec indigenous
farmers are largely removed from the more theoretical discussions of fair
trade’s significance, yet they speak eloquently about how the demands
of the “big market” impinge on the aim of achieving economic justice
through alternative trade.
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chapter two

Coffee, Commodities, 
Crisis

As a household, or as a group, coffee growers have learned 
to deal with capital. Only, in their case, financial gain is
subordinated to sociocultural objectives; well-being super-
sedes profit. The patched and creaky economic apparatus
built by farmers may be imperfect, but it transcends the
shortsightedness of private enterprise, a profit machine that
may be efficient but is soulless.

Armando Bartra, “Sobrevivientes: Historias en la frontera,” 1998

In 1985, at the height of the Sandinista revolution, I traveled to north-
ern Nicaragua to pick coffee with an international volunteer harvest
brigade. I didn’t drink much coffee then—just the occasional cup to get
me through an all-nighter writing a college term paper—and I hadn’t
given a lot of thought to its origins. As it turned out, this wasn’t a typi-
cal coffee harvest: we found ourselves in the very heart of the contra war
zone, and during the four weeks we spent on the state-owned farm, two
neighboring farms were attacked and several of their inhabitants killed
by the U.S.-funded counterrevolutionary army. Most of our harvest-mates
were indigenous Miskitos relocated by the government from the Hon-
duran border, who spoke as little Spanish as we did. Even though my
fellow U.S. and British volunteers and I weren’t able to pick at even half
the speed of the Nicas, I handled more rojitos, the ripe red coffee cher-
ries, in one month than I’d ever thought possible. Although conditions
on those mountainous, shaded plantations had improved since the days
of the Somoza dictatorship—the pickers now received two full meals a
day instead of one, and ate meat every couple of weeks—coffee harvesting
was clearly not an easy living.

Sixteen years later, I was descending into coffee country again. As the
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bus from Oaxaca City lurched and shuddered at a snail’s pace down the
interminable, rutted road, we crossed into the moist Gulf of Mexico wa-
tershed, steadily dropping 6,500 feet through dense stands of pine and
oak, then fog-shrouded cloud forests, and eventually into a bright trop-
ical landscape of bananas, hillsides blanketed with corn, and everywhere
coffee plants bursting with still-green fruit. This was the Rincón de Ixtlán,
an isolated region of indigenous villages perched on a startlingly steep
mountainside, gazing down another two thousand feet to the river be-
low. The towns seemed swallowed up by the monumental landscape and
the quiet of the forest.

Although there was no war here, it soon became clear that these vil-
lages were experiencing a different sort of destruction: the economic dev-
astation of an unprecedented global crash in coffee prices. Unlike the dis-
placed Miskitos I met in Nicaragua, the Zapotec residents of this remote
part of the Sierra Juárez mountain range—seventy miles from the state
capital as the crow flies, but eight long hours by bus—inhabit the same
lands as their ancestors have for over a millennium. Their communities
have only been connected to the outside world by road and electricity for
twenty years, but coffee has linked them to the Mexican and global mar-
ket economies for much of the past century, a relationship that was until
recently more beneficial than harmful. Beginning in 1989, however—and
especially from 1997 to 2004—a protracted coffee price crisis has ex-
posed these communities to less benign outside forces, causing severe eco-
nomic hardship and threatening the cultural and ecological integrity of
this highly biodiverse region.

————

On a covered patio above the village offices in Yagavila, a large truck is
unloading housewares and food: molcajetes for grinding chiles, kitchen
utensils, yogurt in individual plastic cups, onions, cooking oil, dried fish,
fresh meat. People start gathering in the hot, dusty air to look at the mer-
chandise, and many women come lugging large sacks of coffee beans.
This is the weekly arrival of Genaro, one of the region’s three coyotes,
or middlemen. It’s April 27, 2002—the end of the coffee harvest and the
hottest part of the year, and the traveling market is especially busy. But
a closer look reveals something unusual: very little cash is trading hands.
Clarita Jerónimo,1 a woman in her late fifties, has hauled half a quintal
of coffee (thirty kilograms, or sixty-six pounds) up the mountain to the
coyote and trades it for groceries, walking away with a couple of mod-
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est plastic shopping bags of vegetables, meat, and cooking oil. “Ya no
rinde el café,” she sighs, in the understatement of the year. Coffee doesn’t
pay any more.

Five years earlier, with world prices high, the coyotes paid 25 or 30
pesos a kilogram for coffee. Today, Genaro is exchanging coffee for food
at just over 6 pesos per kilogram, or about 25 U.S. cents per pound.2

Yet the cost of production for coffee in southern Mexico—that is, the
farmers’ break-even point—is approximately 70 cents per pound.3 But,
strapped for cash and lacking any other way to get their coffee to mar-
ket, most Yagavileños continue to trade their one cash crop at a loss
for a shrinking bag of goods. This is the local face of the world coffee
crisis.

Between 2001 and 2003, I spent extended periods living in Yagavila and
the neighboring village of Teotlasco to find out just how the coffee crisis
was affecting local families, communities, and the environment. I wanted
to learn whether and how belonging to an independent organization—the
Michiza cooperative that sells their coffee on the international fair-trade
and organic markets—helped to protect these households against the
harmful effects of the market crash.4 I passed many long afternoons talk-
ing with Michiza members and with their nonmember neighbors, whose
only option is to sell their coffee to local coyotes, about the changes that
have occurred as Mexico and the Rincón have been thrown open to the
forces of the unregulated global market. I walked and worked on
people’s coffee parcels and milpas (subsistence food plots) to understand
the labor entailed in growing and harvesting on these precipitous slopes—
so steep that farmers have actually been known to fall out of their fields—
and to document the extra labor that goes into producing certified or-
ganic coffee. I recorded dozens of interviews with farmers, their families,
local leaders, cooperative officials, and many others. And during the
meses flacos—the “lean months” of July and August—when the coffee
harvest is finished and many people’s food crops are running out, I con-
ducted surveys of both fair-trade and conventional producers in their
homes to look at a wide range of concerns and issues, among them prob-
lems of food insecurity.

But before jumping into the complex ways that corn, coffee, cash, coy-
otes, and crisis converge in the Rincón, we need to understand the role
coffee plays in Mexico—particularly in peasant and indigenous com-
munities like Yagavila and Teotlasco—as well as the full dimensions of
the recent world coffee-price crisis.
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appropriating coffee:
peasant and indigenous production

Coffee is a colonial commodity with a complicated past. It was long a
heavily guarded secret of the Arab world, which kept a monopoly over
its cultivation. In 1616 the Dutch managed to smuggle coffee seeds out
of the port of Mocha (in present-day Yemen) and establish plantations
in their colonies in Java. The drink became a delicacy prized by elite Lon-
doners, Parisians, and Viennese, who generated a lively coffeehouse cul-
ture. It gradually percolated down to the middle classes, eventually be-
coming a beverage of mass consumption in Europe and America: by 1715
there were two thousand coffeehouses in London alone. Coffee was
brought to the Americas by French colonists, who planted it in Martinique
in 1719. French-controlled Haiti became the first major coffee exporter
in the Americas, using thousands of slaves to harvest the crop. Never-
theless, it was Brazil—where Portuguese colonists planted seedlings pil-
fered from the French—that eventually came to dominate world pro-
duction.5

Mexico, however, has perhaps done more than any other nation to
transform the social context of coffee growing. Beginning in approxi-
mately 1800, coffee was planted in the most fertile highlands facing the
Pacific and Gulf coasts in the modern-day states of Chiapas and Veracruz.
Slowly the plantations expanded west and north to Oaxaca, Puebla, and
beyond. They used the labor of indigenous people and peasants, often
on the very lands that had been expropriated from them by large land-
owners under the Porfirio Díaz government.6 Unlike Colombia, Brazil,
and the nations of Central America, Mexico never developed a strong
national coffee oligarchy.7 A largely foreign coffee elite controlled the
bulk of production, which was shipped to Europe and increasingly to
the United States through the port of Veracruz. But the real break came
in the early twentieth century, as postrevolutionary agrarian reforms be-
gan to redistribute coffee land and local people stole coffee seedlings from
nearby plantations. “By 1920,” says the Oaxacan researcher Josefina
Aranda Bezaury, “coffee production had developed a new identity, be-
coming not just a crop imposed by outsiders but a vital part of the rural
economy and a vital source of local identity.”8

But that was not the full extent of the change. These peasant producers,
according to Victor Perezgrovas Garza, not only broke the plantation
monopoly but also appropriated coffee for their own purposes, trans-
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forming it from an export monocrop into something new: “Coffee, an
agricultural product of plantations, originally cultivated in Mexico by
large landowners, has been converted during this century into a peasant
product, planted by indigenous smallholders in many parts of the coun-
try, and, despite the fact that its final destination is the market, . . . its
logic is marked by peasant economy and the persistence of traditional
agricultural practices.”9

The result is a nation where small farmers dominate coffee produc-
tion. Although there are still large mechanized estates, 64 percent of the
nation’s coffee land is held by peasants who cultivate fewer than five
hectares (12.3 acres). These very small farms constitute 92 percent of
all Mexican coffee farms, the highest proportion of any Latin American
nation (see table 1). Especially notable is the indigenous character of
these farmers: about two-thirds of the producers who grow less than
two hectares (4.9 acres) of coffee—virtually half of all Mexican coffee
farmers—are indigenous people.10

Even more important, these peasant and indigenous farmers took the
colonists’ crop and adopted it on their own terms, incorporating cof-
fee into the logic of their subsistence agricultural systems. In terms of
strict productivity, these small farms are very inefficient compared to
plantations—the largest 0.5 percent of Mexico’s coffee farms produces
fully one-third of the national harvest.11 However, these small growers
are quite effective by other measures, such as their ability to sustain vi-
tal local communities and ecosystems. The logic of indigenous farmers,
in particular, is far from the calculus of the profit-maximizing agricul-
tural entrepreneur, as the epigraph to this chapter indicates. Coffee typ-
ically forms a part of a highly diversified agricultural system in which
subsistence or food crops—notably corn—dominate. The coffee plots
themselves usually also contain trees that provide firewood and build-
ing materials, as well as nontimber species that supply fruit, medicine,
fiber, and ceremonial needs. Critically, these Mexican small farmers grow
the naturally shade-loving coffee trees within the existing forest canopy—
or at least within key elements of it. They have resisted the move toward
full-sun or technified coffee that has stripped the shade cover from 40
percent of Latin America’s crop, requires heavy use of pesticides and fer-
tilizers, and has endangered thousands of forest-dependent species.12

(Chapter 5 looks more closely at the shade-coffee ecosystem and the en-
vironmental benefits of fair-trade and organic coffee production.)

The modest cash income that these families earn from coffee is one of
their principal means of acquiring supplies and services in the cash econ-
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omy. It provides a shock absorber that has allowed these households to
negotiate their interactions with the encroaching global market on a more
even footing and has helped to protect their subsistence agriculture in
the process.13

Coffee, then, is one of the most benign export crops, in social and eco-
logical terms, that peasant families can grow. But this relationship also
has its limits. As long as coffee remains an economic supplement—rather
than the mainstay—of peasant families, it offers protection in the form
of diversification. But for many families, as we will see, coffee went from
being a shock absorber to a pillar as they reduced or eliminated food crops
to expand their coffee plantations, and the relationship changed to one
of dependence and vulnerability. This dependence was not a big problem
during an era of regulated trade but became an enormous liability when
the state abruptly ceased to intervene in the coffee market. Small producers
can indeed manage capital well, as Armando Bartra asserts, but they can
also be devastated by the vicissitudes of transnational capital.

Farmers who depend on export commodities for their livelihood have
long been at the mercy of price fluctuations beyond their control—wild
swings based on supply and demand, the vagaries of the weather, and
the whims of traders. This was painfully illustrated by the recent inter-
national crisis in coffee prices—the worst ever.

bitter coffee:
the global price crisis

The anti-WTO protesters in Cancún were decrying the way that rich na-
tions have stacked trade policy in favor of “their” corporations and
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table 1. mexican coffee production by plot size

Coffee Plot Percentage of Total Land Percentage of 
Size (hectares) Producers All Producers Area (hectares) Total Area

0.1–2.0 203,924 70.18 258,330 33.88
2.1–5.0 64,330 22.14 227,816 29.88
5.1–10.0 16,928 5.83 128,133 16.80
10.1–20.0 4,049 1.39 61,538 8.07
20.1–50.0 902 0.31 28,765 3.77
50.1–100.0 256 0.09 18,971 2.49
>100 185 0.06 38,940 5.11
total 290,574 100.00 762,493 100.00

source: Porter, “Politico-Economic Restructuring.”



agribusiness, maintaining massive subsidies while forcing open the mar-
kets of poor countries to foreign investment—all the while justifying these
actions in the name of free trade. However, the story of coffee since 1989
is a lesson in the perils of truly unfettered trade.

From the early 1960s through the 1980s, coffee sales were tightly reg-
ulated by the International Coffee Agreement (ICA), an accord between
the major producing and consuming nations making up the International
Coffee Organization (ICO) that imposed strict export quotas and con-
trolled prices. Gregory Dicum and Nina Luttinger, in The Coffee Book:
Anatomy of an Industry, describe the ICO and ICA as “a global cartel
that assigned quotas to both producing and consuming countries . . .
which were adjusted to maintain an agreed-upon price spread between
different coffee grades. Quota obligations were met by the producing
countries by stockpiling coffee to keep it off the market, destroying it,
or selling it at low prices to non-ICO countries (principally Soviet bloc
and developing nations).”14

The world price for coffee (referred to as the “C” price), which is set
by commodities traders on the New York Coffee, Sugar and Cocoa Ex-
change, fluctuated during this period between $1.00 and $1.50 per
pound (except when frosts in Brazil caused brief price spikes), and cof-
fee farmers around the world could count on a modest return for their
crop. “The ICA,” write Dicum and Luttinger, “was far more effective
at regulating the trade in coffee than any of its forerunners. During its
reign coffee prices remained relatively stable and relatively high. Cof-
fee production came to be seen as a viable means of development for
tropical countries that had not produced it before or had done so only
in limited quantities.”15

This arrangement, however, came to a screeching halt on July 4, 1989,
when the ICA collapsed. Its demise was due to a combination of factors:
changing consumer coffee preferences, a growing surplus of coffee from
non-ICO members, and, most important, the geopolitical goals of the
U.S. government:

The U.S. Department of State had by the 1980s shifted its focus in Latin
America away from South America and towards its “near abroad”—
Mexico and Central America. Nevertheless, the rigid structure of the ICO
made it impossible for the United States to use the coffee trade to reward
friendly governments in this region. . . . The Reagan administration in the
United States decided to sabotage renewal negotiations in the late 1980s 
by making impossible demands of Brazil and Colombia (specifically a
demand for an increase in the quotas of washed arabicas from Central
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America) and by packing the U.S. delegation with University of Chicago
economists (famously adamant free-marketers).16

Overnight, coffee growers around the world were exposed to free-mar-
ket forces, with devastating results. Producing nations dumped their
stocks on the market, and prices plummeted, reaching a low of 49 cents
per pound in 1992, well below production costs (see figure 1).17 The ef-
fects on small coffee farmers—who produce more than two-thirds of the
world coffee supply—were predictably dire.18 In Mexico, small produc-
ers experienced a 70 percent drop in income, and many abandoned their
coffee plots and migrated out of coffee-growing regions.19 The anthro-
pologist Paola Sesia found that marked increases in child malnutrition
and outmigration in the coffee-dependent Chinantla region of Oaxaca
were linked directly to the drop in prices.20

However, this decline was only a taste of what was to come. After re-
bounding between 1994 and 1997 (briefly topping $2.50 per pound at
one point), the “C” price then dropped precipitously and in 1999 again
fell below small farmers’ costs of production.21 The world price hit an
all-time low in real terms in December 2001, dropping to an incredible
41 cents per pound. And, of course, conventional small farmers receive
far less than the “C” price for their coffee, because the crop passes through
the hands of several intermediaries before it is exported.

This situation prevailed until 2004, when the market rebounded some-
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what because of poor harvests in Brazil. As of July 2006, the “C” price
was hovering around 95 cents per pound, providing modest relief for
some small producers. According to a recent report issued by Oxfam
America: “In recent months, however, the context of the coffee crisis has
changed. The international coffee market has begun to recover, as
reflected in higher international prices for coffee. But a few extra cents
alone does not signal the end of the coffee crisis. Small-scale coffee farm-
ers and farm workers are still extremely vulnerable to the coffee mar-
ket’s price swings and the disproportionate market power of local buy-
ers, international traders, and multinational coffee companies.”22

The current rebound has not returned prices to ICA-era levels, even
before adjusting for inflation. In real terms, these prices represent less
than half of their pre-1989 value. Moreover, in the absence of produc-
tion controls, the current upswing is almost certain to be short-lived. The
history of primary commodity prices is one of volatility, with long slumps
punctuated by short spikes, as figure 1 illustrates.23 Thus, as long as the
structural problems in world commodity markets and the terms of trade
remain unaddressed, the coffee market will continue to experience re-
curring crises, causing further immiseration and dislocation for the ma-
jority of those who produce it.

The immediate causes behind specific price crashes vary. Whereas the
1989–94 price drop came about because of the collapse of the quota sys-
tem, the recent crisis was the result of structural oversupply: producing
nations were growing far more coffee than consumers were drinking, a
difference of ten million hundred-pound bags in 2002. During the 1990s,
while demand grew by 1 percent yearly, the coffee supply was expand-
ing by 3 percent.24 Where did all this extra coffee come from? The im-
plosion of the ICA, along with export-oriented lending policies by the
World Bank and other institutions, led many nations, such as Brazil and
Indonesia, to increase their coffee production simultaneously. But the
biggest surge in production came from an unlikely source: Vietnam, which
increased production by 1,130 percent to some 14 million bags, cata-
pulting it from tenth place in 1991 to become the world’s second-largest
coffee producer, after Brazil, in 2001.25 Vietnam’s production surge was
financed and encouraged by the World Bank, the Asian Development
Bank, and the French government, a decision in line with neoliberal eco-
nomic gospel that promotes export-led development to reduce poverty.
This move, however, was stunningly oblivious to the effect that a big pro-
duction increase in an already saturated market would have on prices and
on the livelihoods of millions of poor coffee farmers around the world.26
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Still, the glut that caused this crisis is more complex than a textbook
case of supply and demand. In Mexico, Central America, the Andean na-
tions, and East Africa, farmers grow the arabica variety of the coffee plant,
which has the complex flavors and aroma associated with “good” or
gourmet coffee. Arabica, which currently accounts for about 70 percent
of the world’s coffee production, grows at elevations between roughly
two thousand and six thousand feet. Vietnam, along with the rest of
Asia, most other African nations, and Brazil, mainly produces the ro-
busta variety, which grows in tropical climates at low elevations, has a
harsher flavor, and is used by coffee roasters to blend with arabica for
inexpensive canned coffee and instant coffee. The two varieties are ac-
tually traded on different futures markets: robusta on the London Com-
modity Exchange, and arabica on the New York Coffee, Sugar and Co-
coa Exchange—with robusta always fetching a lower price. The latest
oversupply consisted almost entirely of robusta coffee beans, but, because
large mainstream roasters are able to vary the mix between arabica and
robusta depending on price, the glut in robusta depressed arabica prices
as well.27 All coffee producers, as a result, have suffered the impact of
the price crash.

And “suffering” is far from hyperbole. In 1989, the coffee-producing
nations earned approximately $10 billion from world coffee sales total-
ing $30 billion. By 2001, the market had grown to almost $80 billion in
sales, but producer countries reaped less than $6 billion of that amount.
The share of the purchase price kept by the coffee-growing nations, then,
plunged from between 30 and 33 percent to less than 8 percent in little
more than a decade.28 The farmers, of course, receive even less than that
(see table 2).29 “Taking inflation into account,” wrote Oxfam Canada,
“families are earning less for their product than their ancestors did 100
years ago.”30

Just as farming families may be heavily dependent on coffee for their
income, so are many nations. A handful of African countries rely on cof-
fee for more than half of their foreign exchange, and a larger group of
nations in Central America and Africa count on coffee for a significant
portion of that income, as figure 2 shows. Ethiopia’s coffee-export earn-
ings dropped from $330 million (70 percent of its gross domestic prod-
uct) to just $165 million (35 percent of GDP) between 1999 and 2004.31

In Uganda, where coffee accounts for 55 percent of all exports—and a
success story in which debt relief under the Highly Indebted Poor Coun-
tries (HIPC) initiative in the late 1990s brought improvements in school
attendance, health care, and nutrition—the losses in foreign exchange
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from coffee more than canceled out the benefits gained through debt re-
lief. “The poster child for HIPC,” said Rubens Ricupero, director of the
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), “has
ended up right back where it started.”32

Around the coffee-growing world, the human impact of these dry sta-
tistics has been unmistakable. “The collapse of world coffee prices,”
wrote Peter Fritsch of the Wall Street Journal, “is contributing to a so-
cial meltdown affecting an estimated 125 million people from Central
America to Africa.”33 Oxfam Canada listed some of the symptoms of
the crisis: “Many farmers have been forced to sell assets such as cattle,
and cut down on essential expenses by taking their children out of school
or even reducing food consumption. Others give up on coffee altogether
or lose their farms, and migrate towards cities in the hope of a better
future.”34

Across Central America, where coffee plantations employ large num-
bers of pickers—whose families have often lived for generations on the
farms where they work—the damage is almost impossible to overstate.
A World Bank study found that 200,000 permanent and 400,000 tem-
porary coffee pickers lost their jobs.35 Nicaragua, still reeling from the
vast damage caused by Hurricane Mitch in 1998, was the worst hit:
122,000 coffee workers were fired, leading to a regional famine in the
northern Matagalpa region (the area where I picked coffee in the mid-
1980s). Fourteen unemployed Nicaraguan coffee pickers died of starva-
tion during August 2002 alone. In El Salvador, as of 2002, 60,000 pick-
ers were out of work, and 80 percent of the nation’s 15,000 coffee farmers
were so indebted that they faced imminent loss of their land by repos-
session or bank sale.36
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table 2. changing world coffee prices 
and payments to producers, 1989–2005

1989 1999 2002 2005

World “C” price ($/lb) 1.29 1.20 0.47 0.95
Average price N.A. 0.36–0.60 0.15–0.25 0.25–0.50

paid to farmers by 
middlemen ($/lb)

Percentage of 30 16 7 10–12
purchase price staying 
in producer nations

source: Oxfam International, “Mugged”; Transfair USA, “What Is Fair Trade?”; New York Board 
of Trade, “Coffee: Historical Data” and “NYBOT Futures Prices.”

notes: N.A. indicates data not available. Prices in current U.S. dollars (not adjusted for inflation).



Many others simply ceased to work their coffee plots; at least 10,000
hectares (25,000 acres) each in El Salvador and Honduras were aban-
doned. Some of these farmers opted to leave their communities and em-
igrate to cities or other nations. In mid-2001, more than two thousand
families per month (both coffee farmers and pickers) were leaving the
Mexican state of Chiapas by bus to seek work in northern Mexico or to
cross the border into the United States.37

Many coffee farmers around the world who could not or did not mi-
grate have converted their coffee plots to other, more profitable crops,
removing the shade canopy and clearing land to make room for cattle
or for drug crops. The U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency expressed alarm
that coca and opium poppies were replacing coffee in Colombia, Ecuador,
Peru, and Bolivia, and marijuana has played the same role in other coun-
tries.38 In Ethiopia, where coffee had provided work for 700,000 farm-
ers, many cut down their coffee trees and planted khat, a plant whose
leaves produce an amphetamine-like effect. According to the Financial
Times, khat may even surpass coffee as the nation’s top export commodity
by the end of the decade.39 A 2001 U.S. State Department report warned
that poverty had driven entire Nicaraguan coffee communities to engage
in smuggling cocaine from Colombia to the United States.40 This land
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clearing has also begun to have noticeable ecological effects, such as in-
creased erosion, significant habitat loss, and soil compaction by cattle,
and may play a role in reducing rainfall.41

This is the legacy of the recent coffee crisis: increased impoverishment
and malnutrition for producer families, a huge migrant exodus, aban-
donment and razing of diverse shade-coffee plots, and widespread un-
employment and hunger among plantation workers, not to mention the
ripple effects across many other, related economic sectors. And although
the market has rebounded somewhat since 2004, short-term higher prices
cannot bring the trees back or reestablish communities fractured by em-
igration. The human and ecological toll of the crisis will continue to be
felt throughout coffee-producing nations for decades, and possibly for
generations.

The price crash in coffee, however, is not an isolated phenomenon.
Rather, it is a symptom of a much larger, long-term shift in the tecton-
ics of the global economy. For most of the past century, real prices for
all primary commodities—that is, products that have not undergone a
significant industrial transformation—have been falling steadily.42 The
one exception is petroleum. These terms of trade have worsened more
quickly since the 1970s, with observers describing the phenomenon as a
global commodity price crisis. Between 1980 and 2000, world prices for
eighteen major export commodities fell by 25 percent in real terms; the
most dramatic declines occurred in sugar (for which the price fell by 77
percent), cocoa (71 percent), rice (61 percent), and coffee (64 percent).43

This dynamic is both a cause and a symptom of the declining economic
power of the global South relative to the rich countries of the North.

The poorest nations have typically depended most heavily on primary
commodities, but virtually all of the price-support and quota mechanisms
that once kept those prices stable have now been dismantled. One key
strategy used by North American, European, and some Asian nations
to build their economies—imposing high import tariffs to protect their
infant industries—is now prohibited by structural-adjustment policies
and WTO rules. As a result, the nations of the South appear to be fac-
ing steadily worsening prices for their agricultural products, despite any
temporary market spikes. The United States, according to Robert Col-
lier, has played a significant role in creating this landscape: “In addition
to its campaign to sink the International Coffee Agreement, the United
States also has helped abolish international agreements regulating sugar,
cocoa, tin and rubber. Cocoa, sugar and rubber reached all-time lows
earlier this year, while cotton, soybeans, peanuts and other crops now
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fetch less than they did a decade ago. As a result, nations that cannot
subsidize their farm sectors are falling deeper into debt while their people
get poorer.”44 These deteriorating terms of trade for all primary com-
modities, then, form the backdrop against which the successive coffee
crises can best be understood.

The commodity-chain analysis approach advanced by Gereffi and Kor-
zeniewicz views each link or node in the chain as a site where different
players—in the case of coffee, the intermediaries or grower cooperatives,
exporters, brokers, importers, distributors, and retail stores or cafés—
attempt to gain more power in the form of higher returns or lower costs.
Robert Porter, writing about small coffee-producer organizations in Mex-
ico, argues that “focusing on who controls which stages of a commodity
chain sheds light on who is winning and who is losing under pro-market
reforms.”45 The dramatic shrinkage in the proportion of the retail coffee
price that now goes back to producer nations epitomizes the way the global
South is steadily losing power—to Northern agrofood corporations and
governments—over the commodity chains for its export products.

Despite an international clamor for solutions, efforts to address both
the recent price crash and the deeper structural crisis have been a re-
sounding failure. Several nations, grouped in the Association of Coffee
Producing Countries (ACPC), reached agreements to try to raise the world
price by withholding and destroying a percentage of their coffee stocks,
but most of the group’s members failed to comply with their promises.
The International Coffee Organization, which administered the ICA, still
exists but has not imposed any binding production controls since 1989.46

The United States—the world’s largest coffee consumer, and arguably
the one nation that could make a real impact on the situation—seems
unlikely to take meaningful action, given the antiregulatory bent of the
recent U.S. administrations, both Republican and Democratic.

With all the misery caused globally by the crash in coffee prices, who
benefits from such crises? Aside from a few commodities brokers, the
only real winners in this process are the large multinational coffee roast-
ers. While millions of coffee families experienced severe deprivation and
even famine, the “Big Five” coffee corporations—which together control
69 percent of the world’s roasted- and instant-coffee market—reported
record profits.47 As prices to farmers were hitting their nadir in 2001,
the specialty-coffee leader Starbucks posted a 41 percent jump in first-
quarter profits. Nestlé, the largest of the roaster giants, saw its profits
increase 20 percent during the same period and a further 13 percent in
2003.48 Yet despite the corporate windfall from lower prices, consumers
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have not shared in the savings. Between 1975 and 1993, despite an 18
percent drop in wholesale coffee prices, the retail price of coffee rose 240
percent. The coffee industry, by one estimate, has reaped at least $8 bil-
lion in additional profits from the recent crisis, essentially a direct trans-
fer out of the pockets of coffee farmers.49 “Corporate gain,” writes Ce-
line Charveriat of Oxfam, “is consigning some of the world’s poorest
and most vulnerable people to extreme poverty.”50

the “father” who fled:
inmecafé’s demise

Mexico, of course, has not been spared by the twin coffee crises. How-
ever, the Mexican situation has some unique twists—features that pro-
vided small producers with extra support and protection from market
forces before 1989 but left many of them even further in the lurch after-
ward. The Mexican Coffee Institute (Instituto Mexicano del Café, or Inme-
café) was a government agency originally created in 1952 to provide
technical advice to coffee farmers. In the 1970s Inmecafé’s role greatly
widened: the agency took charge of regulating coffee marketing and pro-
duction and began providing low-cost credit and fertilizer to small pro-
ducers. Inmecafé organized small producers across the nation into
structures—essentially village-level cooperatives—called economic pro-
duction and marketing units (UEPCs). The UEPCs in turn were affiliated
with the National Peasant Confederation (CNC) in a largely effective ef-
fort to incorporate small coffee farmers into Mexico’s corporatist system,
a mechanism that subsumed mass organizations—such as labor unions
and peasant confederations—under government patronage and political
control. Inmecafé’s highly paternalistic approach brought growers many
benefits but also instilled a deep dependency that proved damaging when
the agency later ceased to exist. Inmecafé became the preferred buyer for
small producers’ coffee, providing them advance credit, stable prices, and
a “technological package” that increased yields by applying synthetic fer-
tilizers and simplifying the shade cover for their coffee plots. Inmecafé
also helped small farmers acquire wet-processing equipment, including
manual depulping machines and drying patios, that allowed them to sell
coffee in parchment (pergamino) form—thereby creating a significant ca-
pacity for adding value that small producers in some other nations do not
share. The agency also dry-processed small producers’ coffee in state-
owned facilities (removing the parchment shell to yield “green” beans
ready for roasting) and exported Mexican coffee abroad.51
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In addition to breaking the power of thousands of local intermedi-
aries and rural power bosses (caciques), the reign of Inmecafé caused a
dramatic expansion in coffee acreage in Mexico. Under the state agency’s
tutelage, most small farmers came to count on a decent return for their
labor each harvest season and steadily increased their production. Be-
tween 1969 and the end of the Inmecafé era, the number of coffee pro-
ducers in Mexico rose by 289 percent, and the area planted in coffee in-
creased by 220 percent. The state of Oaxaca saw the largest growth of
all, with a 439 percent jump in producer numbers, as table 3 indicates.
In some areas of the country, small farmers ceased planting their milpas,
abandoning subsistence farming of corn and other staples altogether to
focus on the more profitable coffee. The ecological effect of this expan-
sion was dramatic—tens of thousands of hectares of primary forest were
converted to coffee—although it was much less severe than if Inmecafé
had followed the lead of Brazil or Colombia and promoted full-sun grow-
ing methods. At its apex in the early 1980s, Inmecafé was purchasing al-
most 50 percent of Mexico’s entire coffee crop. Tomás, a peasant pro-
ducer in the Oaxacan village of Analco who is quoted by Sesia, remembers
this period as a time of abundance: “Those were the years when the cof-
fee produced. In those times of Inmecafé, people had money. With Inme-
café, it produced, before. With Inmecafé, yes, people had a bit of money.
With Inmecafé, the money was paid in advance. You would harvest the
coffee, and if you owed money to someone you would pay them with
coffee.”52

The majority of Mexico’s 260,000 small coffee farmers had become
highly dependent on Inmecafé. Thus, when the Salinas de Gortari gov-
ernment abolished the agency virtually overnight in late 1989, it sud-
denly exposed an entire sector of peasant producers to the harsh effects
of an unregulated market. The dissolution of Inmecafé was due in part
to the collapse of the International Coffee Agreement earlier that year,
but it had already been in the works under neoliberal economic policies
(imposed in part by the International Monetary Fund) that obliged Mex-
ico to reduce the role of the state in regulating the economy. Inmecafé’s
withdrawal, says Aranda Bezaury, “took place rapidly and inefficiently,
without offering any alternative to small producers.”53 The twin blows
of the agency’s disappearance and plummeting world prices for the
1989–90 harvest wreaked social and economic havoc on wide swaths
of the Mexican countryside. One Oaxacan coffee farmer summed up the
dilemma small producers faced in this new landscape: “When Inmecafé
left us orphaned, we had to look ahead in order to be able to continue,
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even though we knew nothing, because this father did not teach us any-
thing, he only controlled and protected us a little by giving loans, buy-
ing our coffee, and giving a few odd jobs.”54

Over the next three years, as prices dropped 70 percent, small farm-
ers slid rapidly into poverty, debt, and even bankruptcy. While the falling
prices affected growers of all sizes, the small producers were the hardest
hit because they could not make up for lower incomes by increasing pro-
duction.55 The deepening poverty heightened preexisting social tensions
and inequalities in the countryside and led to social upheaval in several
regions. The economic devastation caused by the crisis in Chiapas—the
largest coffee-producing state—was one of the key factors that led in-
digenous peasants, most of them coffee farmers, to join the Zapatista
uprising in 1994.56

independent producer organizations 
confront the crisis

While many farmers abandoned their coffee plots and emigrated during
this period, those who did continue to farm coffee responded in a logi-
cal manner: they cut costs by reducing investment in their plots, substi-
tuting family labor for hired laborers, and resuming (or increasing) the
cultivation of milpa to reduce their dependence on purchased food. How-
ever, the small growers also pursued collective solutions (besides armed
rebellion) to their problems. As part of a broader peasant movement in
Mexico during the 1980s in which rural communities “appropriated the
productive process,” seizing the control and marketing of their resources
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table 3. increase in number of coffee producers 
and area planted in coffee, by state, 1969–1992

Mexico Chiapas Veracruz Oaxaca Puebla

1969 Producers 97,716 22,579 33,427 12,595 9,836
Hectares 346,531 121,449 94,897 59,935 23,133

1982 Producers 168,521 46,657 39,931 30,016 17,549
Hectares 497,456 163,268 98,196 103,326 33,593

1992 Producers 282,593 73,742 67,227 55,291 30,973
Hectares 761,165 228,254 152,458 173,765 62,649

Percent Producers 290 327 201 439 315
increase, Hectares 220 188 161 290 271
1969–92

source: Inmecafé 1992, cited in Porter, “Politico-Economic Restructuring.”



from state institutions and corporate concessions, an independent coffee-
producer movement had begun to emerge well before Inmecafé vapor-
ized in 1989. As with other unions of producers in forestry and basic
grains, the goal of these new organizations was to take control of a greater
part of the commodity chain: to break the grip of intermediaries and gain
higher, more stable coffee prices for their members. The pioneer orga-
nization was UCIRI in eastern Oaxaca, founded in 1983, which later also
exported the first fair-trade-certified coffee. Inspired by this example, other
grassroots organizations soon began to form: the first wave was led by
ISMAM in Chiapas, by UCI-100 near the Pacific coast of Oaxaca, and
by Michiza, which united small indigenous producers across several re-
gions of Oaxaca.

When Inmecafé was dissolved, peasant organizations rapidly orga-
nized to try to fill the institutional vacuum. In particular, a nationwide
struggle ensued—between large private coffee farmers, independent
unions, and the still-active CNC-affiliated producer groups—over con-
trol of Inmecafé’s coffee-processing and warehousing infrastructure,
which the government began to divest. This struggle had as a backdrop
the deep enmity of small farmers toward coffee middlemen. According
to the political discourse of the time, if peasant farmers could become
organized and take control over coffee trading and processing, they could
“appropriate” more of the process of adding value and break the stran-
glehold of the coyotes, both small and large.

Other important producer organizations were born in this period in
the top two coffee-growing states of Chiapas and Veracruz, but the po-
litical conditions for such organizing were most favorable in Oaxaca, at
that time the third-largest producer. Perhaps most notable was the cre-
ation of the Oaxaca State Coffee Producers Union (CEPCO) in late 1989,
which comprised 23,000 grower families, or 42 percent of all coffee farm-
ers in the state.57 Although many of Inmecafé’s plants ended up in pri-
vate hands, CEPCO successfully mobilized its power to lay claim to sev-
eral important processing facilities, thus seizing control over an additional
link in the commodity chain.58 The independent unions also used polit-
ical negotiation and direct action to force the Mexican state to create
new aid programs to help small coffee farmers during the crisis. How-
ever, the federal aid for 2001–2 only compensated farmers, on average,
for 12 percent of their losses.59

As a result of these dynamics, most Mexican coffee farmers now be-
long to a producer organization of some kind. In the late 1990s,
CNOC—the national federation uniting all of the independent producer
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organizations—represented 71,126 farmers, or 25 percent of the na-
tional total. Another 31 percent of all coffee farmers belong to the CNC-
affiliated organizations, the descendants of the UEPCs, often criticized
for their inefficiency and corruption. This leaves 44 percent of Mexican
producers unaffiliated with any organization.60 Members of both types
of organizations have typically been able to receive the small payments
disbursed by government coffee-support programs. However, with few
exceptions, only the independent CNOC organizations have experienced
even marginal success in gaining access to value-added markets for their
coffee—such as certified-organic and fair-trade—that provide some
protection from low world prices.

When the most recent downturn hit in 1999, its impact in Mexico
was far worse than the previous slump. In the indigenous communities
of Chiapas, local coyotes were paying between 20 and 30 cents per pound
for coffee, and the pay for those plantation workers lucky enough to keep
their jobs had been cut by half, to between US$1 and $2 per day.61 In
coffee zones across Mexico—including those long considered the most
prosperous—emigration soared. “The border looks attractive to people,”
wrote Luis Hernández Navarro. “If they succeed at getting across—which
many do—they’ll earn four or five dollars per hour, compared to the 40
pesos [US$4 per day] they can get here, if they’re lucky. In the coffee com-
munities, the success stories from the other side are powerful. . . . In the
zones where there was no migration before, things have changed. Now
it is massive.”62

On May 30, 2001, seven Mexican migrants were found dead in the
desert near Yuma, Arizona. They were coffee farmers from the munici-
pality of Atzalan, in the state of Veracruz, who had left their villages be-
cause of the drop in prices, and they became a symbol of the human toll
of the crisis. Hernández Navarro continued: “In Sierras, Cuatro Caminos,
Ojo de Agua, San Bartolo, Copalillo and El Tesoro, communities in that
[Aztalan] municipality of Veracruz, almost 70 percent of the inhabitants
have migrated, the majority to the United States. This is a new migra-
tion, which began only three or four years ago. Before, the people had
no need to leave.”

Between farmers who have emigrated and those who have partially
or completely abandoned their crop, Mexican coffee production has
taken a nosedive. In the 1998–99 harvest, the nation produced a record
6.4 million hundred-pound bags, but by 2000–2001 it had fallen by 30
percent to only 4.8 million bags (see table 4). Long the world’s number-
four producer, Mexico slipped to fifth place behind Vietnam beginning
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in 1997. By 2005, the effects of the crisis, combined with a miserable
harvest, had pushed Mexico into seventh place, after India—another ris-
ing producer of low-cost robusta coffee—and it may soon be overtaken
by Peru and Guatemala as well.63 Moreover, in the case of Mexico, the
meager harvest has rendered the current higher prices virtually mean-
ingless for many producers, who earned no more in total for their cof-
fee than the previous year and continue to experience the same precari-
ous conditions. 

a fairer alternative

While the recent—and in many ways ongoing—coffee crisis has hurt mil-
lions of large and small farmers around the world, a small number of
producers have been partially shielded from some of the worst economic
devastation. These are arabica coffee farmers who participate in value-
added markets, which pay premium prices for coffee that has specific
quality attributes or is certified shade-grown, organic, or fair trade.64 Pro-
ducers and grower cooperatives who sell coffee to these specialty mar-
kets can partly insulate themselves from rock-bottom prices. Many farm-
ers and organizations looking for a way out of the crisis have expressed
interest in gaining access to these markets, but, for many reasons, so far
only a small percentage has been able to do so. In most of these specialty
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table 4. top coffee-producing nations, 1992–2005
(Total production, in thousands of 60-kg bags)

Harvest Year 1991–92 1996–97 2000–1 2004–5

All ICO 101,552 103,448 114,751 110,496
member 
nations

Brazil 27,297 29,247 34,100 38,667
Colombia 18,222 10,876 10,532 11,500
Vietnam 1,308 5,705 14,775 9,900
Indonesia 8,463 7,719 6,978 6,488
Ethiopia 3,061 3,270 2,768 5,000
India 2,917 3,302 4,426 4,850
Mexico 4,727 5,110 4,815 3,867
Peru 1,200 1,806 2,596 3,455
Guatemala 3,496 4,524 4,940 3,450
Uganda 2,088 4,297 3,205 2,750
Ivory Coast 4,129 4,859 4,846 1,950

source: International Coffee Organization, Total Production of Exporting Members.



markets, buyers add a certain premium on top of the “C” price: certified
organic coffee, for example, fetches an additional 15 to 30 cents per
pound. However, only fair-trade coffee actually provides a guaranteed
minimum price that is unaffected by fluctuations on the world market
(see figure 3). 

The benefits of fair trade are likely to be most visible during such crises.
When coffee sold to fair-trade organizations fetches two to three times
more than coffee traded on the conventional market, the contrasts be-
tween these two groups of farmers are visible in greatest relief. On the
other hand, if world coffee prices rise, the fair-trade system paradoxi-
cally faces a severe challenge. When middlemen are able to pay close to—
or even occasionally above—what the producer groups offer, these or-
ganizations sometimes find it difficult to retain members. This is because
some farmers are understandably tempted by the opportunity to cash out
immediately with the coyote rather than sell to the organization, thus
avoiding both a significant labor investment in quality control and a five-
month wait for full payment.

Fair trade clearly has the potential to shield producers against the worst
economic effects of price crises, not just in coffee but in other commodities
as well. But does it actually succeed at doing so? Are fair-trade produc-
ers better off than their conventional counterparts? Nongovernmental
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groups such as Oxfam draw a sharp contrast between the broken free-
market system and fair trade, which they hold up as a model for small
commodity producers in general. Journalists and NGOs have provided
a good deal of anecdotal evidence that fair trade makes a difference for
small farmers and their families, and advocates offer some impressive
claims about fair trade’s benefits. Yet, as of this writing, there are still no
published independent studies that compare a range of socioeconomic
and environmental conditions between producers with access to fair-trade
markets and those without that access. According to Aranda Bezaury,
“There is a need for sounder empirical evidence on the impact of fair
trade on the environment and on the labor conditions and well-being of
farmers and workers.”65 In response to that challenge, the next chapters
move beyond a general look at the fair-trade model and its purported
benefits to examine the specific ways fair trade has affected small pro-
ducers in two coffee-dependent Oaxacan villages during the worst price
crisis in history.
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chapter three

One Region, Two Markets

Proper economic prices should be fixed not at the lowest
possible level, but at the level sufficient to provide producers
with proper nutritional and other standards in the conditions
in which they live. . . . It is in the interests of all producers
that the price of a commodity should not be depressed
beyond this level, and consumers are not entitled to expect
that it should.

John Maynard Keynes, “The International Control 
of Raw Material Prices”

It is now May 9, the hottest part of the year in the Rincón de Ixtlán. The
air is still, humid, and stifling, and the view down into the river gorge is
almost completely obscured by the smoke from nearby forest fires. Vir-
tually the only things moving are the vicious biting flies; the entire place
seems to be waiting for something to happen. Just walking across town
in the village of Teotlasco—a climb of 1,200 feet—leaves me exhausted
and drenched in sweat. Here, too, there’s an open-air market, below the
basketball court next to the town’s sixteenth-century church. A battered
truck has disgorged its contents of food and housewares into the plaza.
This time the merchant-coyote is Emilio, a short stocky man in his mid-
forties who is missing a top front tooth. Despite the heat, people begin
to haul bags of coffee up the steep village paths to exchange for food.
But today the “exchange rate” for parchment coffee is even worse than
on the coyote’s last visit: it has dropped to five pesos per kilogram
(twenty-two cents per pound) in the last ten days.

In this chapter, I describe the Rincón de Ixtlán and the villages of Teo-
tlasco and Yagavila—the setting for a case study of fair trade’s impact
on small indigenous peasant farmers—and introduce Michiza, an in-
digenous coffee-producer organization. The parallel coffee markets that
operate in these isolated communities are a microcosm of the contrasts
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between the conventional world coffee market and the fair-trade alter-
native. I then examine the results from the survey that I conducted with
members of Michiza and their conventional coffee-producer neighbors,
looking at the benefits as well as the complexities that participation in
fair trade brings for these families and communities. 

the setting:
coffee, corn, and communal land

Oaxaca is the most indigenous state in Mexico. Its sixteen indigenous
groups constitute between 50 and 60 percent of the population of 3.4
million. Their rich cultural heritage now draws millions of tourists who
come to see Oaxaca City and the nearby pre-Columbian archaeological
sites such as Monte Albán, a former Zapotec ceremonial center. The
strong indigenous presence also makes Oaxaca a center of cultural ac-
tivity and political organizing. A landmark state constitution recently
granted a limited degree of autonomy to indigenous regions, and 412 of
the state’s 570 municipios (jurisdictions roughly equivalent to U.S.
counties) now elect local leaders under the indigenous system of usos y
costumbres, or traditions and customs.1 However, outside the capital city,
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Figure 4. View of the center of Yagavila, Oaxaca. The sixteenth-century church
is in the foreground, along with the primary school. The milpa clearings on
the mountain to the right are on a neighboring community’s lands.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



Oaxaca’s present-day residents are among the most socially and eco-
nomically marginalized in the nation. On virtually every index—including
infant mortality, malnutrition, educational level, household income, and
access to clean water and electricity—Oaxaca ranks at or very near the
bottom among Mexico’s thirty-one states.2

Coffee is grown in 124 of Oaxaca’s municipios, an area that contains
771 indigenous communities. The Mexican government classifies 96 per-
cent of this region as having a “high” or “very high” degree of poverty.3

The map of coffee-growing zones in Oaxaca coincides almost exactly
with a map of the poorest regions of the state, which also have the high-
est proportion of indigenous residents.

The Rincón de Ixtlán epitomizes this profile. It is located in the steep
Sierra Juárez mountain range (part of the Sierra Madre Oriental) to the
north of the capital city (see figure 5). This culturally homogeneous region
comprises nine indigenous communities that share a common language
(Zapoteco del Rincón, or Nextizo). The Rincón is home to approximately
5,200 people, 98 percent of whom are indigenous.4 

To call these communities villages paints a woefully incomplete pic-
ture. Under Mexico’s unique land-tenure system—a product of post-
revolutionary land reforms that accelerated during the 1940s under Presi-
dent Lázaro Cárdenas—about half of the nation’s land area is held not
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by individual private owners but in collective tenure by ejidos (mainly
populated by mestizos, people of mixed Spanish and indigenous her-
itage who are the dominant ethnic group in Mexico) and comunidades
indígenas or comunidades agrarias (largely indigenous groups).5 Taken
together, these two types of collective landholdings—referred to as the
“social sector”—account for approximately 70 percent of the nation’s
farmers.6 These units usually contain a mix of agricultural land, grazing
or forested areas, and populated villages. The ejido represents a grant of
land by the state to a group of families, but the integrity of this institu-
tion was severely compromised by a 1992 rewrite of the national consti-
tution that allowed ejido residents to sell or mortgage their land for the
first time. On the other hand, the indigenous or agrarian communities—
which contain the nation’s most intact forests and its greatest
biodiversity—embody federal recognition of the preexisting land claims
of indigenous people, many of whom hold titles granted by the Spanish
viceroys in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These areas, which
represent roughly 15 percent of the land units in the social sector, have
largely retained their integrity as collective holdings with no outside own-
ership permitted.7 Thus there is no private property—in a legal sense—
in the entire Rincón area. Each of the nine communities has a land base
of between 748 and 9,476 hectares and its own communal governance
structure, which includes both a traditional leadership and civil author-
ities recognized by the Mexican state.

The Mexican anthropologist Leonardo Tyrtania, whose 1983 mono-
graph Yagavila: Un ensayo en ecología cultural is the definitive work on
the agriculture, ecology, and social organization of the Rincón region,
describes these communities according to a typology developed by Eric
Wolf.8 “The villages of the Rincón,” Tyrtania argues, “should be classified
as ‘closed corporate peasant communities,’ in which the productive units
retain effective control over the land, while their fundamental economic
activity is agriculture, oriented primarily toward self-sufficiency.”9

Community governance in the Rincón is complex and multilayered.
Despite a kind of limited autonomy, the administrative structure of the
thousands of indigenous communities across Mexico is largely dictated
by federal agrarian-reform laws. Essentially, there is a dual system of au-
thorities: a civil leadership (autoridad municipal) that reflects the village’s
status as political unit and which represents the community before the
larger municipio and the state and federal governments; and a parallel
set of “communal” authorities (the consejo de bienes comunales or com-
munal lands council) who functionally administer the community and
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reflect its identity as a collectivity tied together by its land and resources.
The communal assembly—composed of all comuneros (heads of house-
hold over eighteen years of age, largely but not entirely male)—elects
both sets of authorities and has the final word on important matters.10

Many communities also have other traditional indigenous governance
structures, such as consejos de ancianos (councils of elders). Although
the interference of political parties and outside economic interests has
often complicated the election of village authorities, the new Oaxaca state
constitution now allows local elections to be conducted according to tra-
ditional usos y costumbres, cutting out those players and granting com-
munities a new degree of autonomy.

Comunidades indígenas in Oaxaca and elsewhere also rely on a crit-
ical pair of linked institutions to hold together village life and traditional
culture: cargos and tequios. According to the geographer Tad Muters-
baugh, who studies the organization of labor in Oaxacan villages, this
system “uses communal labor to manage common property, infrastruc-
ture and collective production projects.” Mutersbaugh continues: “The
institutional survival of the contemporary Mexican indigenous village de-
pends on its ability to manage and maintain communal infrastructure, vil-
lage assets, usufruct policies and village-government liaisons. This it does
by requiring participation in tequios and cargos. Cargos are administra-
tive tasks, the ‘mental’ work as it were, while tequios form the ‘menial’
component of village labor; together they allow a joint expression of com-
munity political and economic interest. If a villager does not abide by these
norms, he or she may lose the right to reside in the village.”11

In practical terms, cargos are a system of unpaid leadership positions
in which male (and sometimes female) villagers must serve. Most com-
munities delineate a hierarchy of cargos that comuneros must fulfill in a
specific order as they gain experience, whether or not they are currently
residing in the community. Indeed, migrant comuneros are often expected
to return to the village to perform an assigned cargo.Tequios are manda-
tory work parties for able-bodied adults that mobilize labor to repair
roads, construct new public buildings, prepare for communal festivals,
and generally maintain the village’s infrastructure, boundaries, and se-
curity. It is not uncommon for a comunero to perform tequio labor on
sixty to eighty days a year or more. This collective work is administered
by the consejo de bienes comunales, which also regulates land allocation
and land use.

Taken together, these governance structures and institutions consti-
tute a system for collectively managing life in indigenous communities.
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This system, a hybrid of the traditional and modern (and even post-
modern, considering the latest moves toward autonomy), has done a re-
markable job of maintaining collective control over land and resources
in an era of privatization and increasing commodification.

Yagavila and Teotlasco, then, are two of nine indigenous communities
in the Rincón, located adjacent to each other on a steep mountainside
overlooking the Río Cajonos. Most of these settlements were in existence
at least several hundred years before the Spanish conquest. Because of
the Rincón’s topography, the traditional and current land base of most
of the communities runs in a long, narrow swath from 3,000 meters (al-
most 10,000 feet) in elevation down to 500 meters (1,500 feet) or lower,
while virtually all of the inhabited villages are situated in a narrow band
between 1,100 and 1,600 meters. This location has allowed the Rincón
communities to take advantage of what Tyrtania calls a dramatic “eco-
logical gradient,” ranging from tropical forest to cloud and temperate
pine forests, a setting that yields pineapples and mangoes as well as black-
berries and potatoes.12 Yagavila has a population of 636 people on a land
area of 1,479 hectares (3,653 acres), and Teotlasco has 553 residents on
its 1,587 hectares (3,920 acres). (Table 5 shows socioeconomic data for
both communities, as well as the municipio of Ixtlán de Juárez and the
state of Oaxaca.) The relative abundance of land and the wide variety
of microclimates and ecosystems have allowed these communities to sur-
vive for more than a millennium. These factors may also play a role in
helping the region confront the effects of the recurring coffee crises, a
topic I explore further in later chapters. 

The Rincón is also geographically isolated. Until the 1980s, people
and goods traveled in and out of these communities by footpath across
the canyon of the Cajonos river and through other Zapotec communi-
ties across the valley to the east, a journey that took three to eighteen
hours in good conditions. Dirt roads reached most of the villages from
the west by 1983, although the most isolated Rincón community, Tilte-
pec, gained road access only in 2003. Travel in the Rincón can still be
unreliable, especially in the rainy season. Electricity and (intermittent)
telephone service arrived in most communities in the 1980s and ’90s.

While there is no de jure private property, the traditional Zapotec land-
tenure system in this region recognizes several different kinds of land
“ownership” and use. The first is the areas of human settlement in the
villages, including homes and solares (patios or home gardens), public
buildings such as communal offices, and the church. (Most communities
also have a tiny amount of federal land, usually consisting of schools,
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table 5. socioeconomic data for yagavila, 
teotlasco, ixtlán, and oaxaca, 2000

Municipality State of 
Yagavila Teotlasco of Ixtlána Oaxaca

Population 636 553 7,287 3,438,765
Land area (hectares) 1,479 1,587 54,860 9,143,333
Population density 0.43 0.35 0.13 0.38

per hectare

Households

Total number 158 119 1,691 763,292
of households

Average number 4.02 4.65 4.31 4.51
of people per 
household

Female-headed 17.1 16.0 19.5 22.3
households (percent)

Education

Population over age 12.1 15.8 4.4 7.0
15 illiterate (percent)

Average number 4.80 4.98 5.77 5.62
of school grades 
completed

Population over 3.9 9.2 8.6 20.3
age 15 without any 
schooling (percent)

Population over age 21.0 25.9 26.2 20.7
15 with primary school 
completed (percent)

Population over age 4.8 4.6 13.0 15.9
15 with some high 
school (percent)

Population over age 0.2 0.5 3.3 6.1
18 with some college 
(percent)

Language

Population speaking 97.6 97.3 69.1 37.1
indigenous language 
(percent)

Population bilingual 79.9 76.1 55.5 25.8
(Zapoteco and 
Spanish; percent)



public health centers, and, since 1992, church buildings.) Second are the
parceled lands used for agriculture, which fall into two types. Fixed
parcels, usually the best lands for permanent agriculture—including cof-
fee, corn, sugarcane, and other crops—are located nearest the village cen-
ter. The usufruct rights to these parcels are passed down through inher-
itance, but they can also be rented or sold between community residents.

Employment

Percentage of 43.7 31.1 33.0 31.0
population employed

Percentage of workers 95.3 93.0 59.0 41.1
employed in primary 
sector

Percentage of workers 1.1 0 15.5 19.4
employed in secondary 
sector

Percentage of workers 3.2 5.8 24.2 37.5
employed in tertiary 
sector

Housing

Total number of 153 110 1,642 738,087
inhabited dwellings

Average number 2.99 3.31 2.26 2.15
of people per room

Dwellings with 5.9 21.8 38.0 60.3
non-dirt floors (percent)

Dwellings cooking 1.3 0.9 30.3 43.7
with gas (percent)

Dwellings cooking with 98.0 95.5 69.1 54.7
firewood (percent)

Dwellings with piped 81.0 80.0 91.0 65.5
water (percent)

Dwellings with piped 3.3 2.7 37.7 45.6
sewage (percent)

Dwellings with 89.5 93.6 94.8 87.3
electricity (percent)

Dwellings with radio 44.4 69.1 70.0 71.7
or stereo (percent)

Dwellings with TV 11.8 10.0 39.3 57.0
(percent)

Dwellings with 2.0 4.5 24.2 37.6
refrigerator (percent)

source: INEGI, Censo de población y vivienda 2000.
a Eight of the communities in the Rincón fall within the municipio of Ixtlán, but the main population

center of the municipio (Ixtlán de Juárez) is not part of the Rincón. The ninth Rincón community (San 
Pedro Yaneri) is a tiny municipio of its own. There are no census data for the Rincón as a discrete unit.



Fixed parcels are typically divided among several children, a practice that
has contributed to the diminishing size of coffee plots over time. Rotat-
ing parcels are pieces of land lying further from the village that must be
fallowed between uses; they are usually planted in milpa (typically an in-
tercropped mix of corn, beans, and other foods, such as squash and chile)
using slash-and-burn methods. After lying fallow, they can be used by
any family who asks permission to clear and plant them. The third type
of land is communal land, primarily forest areas and water sources, such
as rivers and springs. Community members have the right to enter these
zones to extract firewood, building materials, gravel, water, and medic-
inal or edible plants, as well as to graze cattle. A fourth and final cate-
gory is sacred or ceremonial land, which is off-limits to extractive uses
except for church or community festivals and ceremonies. Within Ya-
gavila, 46 percent of the land area is in agriculture (both fixed and ro-
tating parcels); 51 percent is communal and ceremonial land, and 3 per-
cent is settled or federal land.13

The boundaries between these tenure types are somewhat flexible, and
land can be shifted from one regime to another by a decision of the com-
munal assembly. However, community statutes stipulate that people who
are absent from the community for a certain length of time can lose the
rights to their fixed parcels and even their homes, a policy that is being
tested during the current wave of emigration.14

Virtually all of the families in Yagavila and Teotlasco farm milpa, cof-
fee, and sometimes other crops on a combination of fixed and rotating
parcels. Even more daunting, their agricultural land is typically spread
across a wide range of elevations. It would be common, for example, for
a single family to tend coffee plots at both 600 and 1,300 meters, farm
milpa at 1,200 and 1,700 meters, grow sugarcane at 1,000 meters, gather
firewood by the river at 500 meters, and (if they are among the few who
have livestock) graze their cow on a mountaintop at 2,000 meters. While
physically challenging, this arrangement makes good sense: it allows fam-
ilies to take advantage of a range of temperature and rainfall zones, stag-
ger the harvest times for their crops, and protect against losses from
weather, disease, or insects. Residents of the region can distinguish in de-
tail between what Tyrtania calls the region’s three “ecological floors.” A
hot zone (tierra caliente, or yuba’a in Zapoteco) ranges between 300 and
1,100 meters; a temperate zone (tierra templada or yunala) goes from
1,100 to 1,600 meters; and a cold zone (tierra fría or yuziaga) runs from
1,600 up to 3,300 meters.15 As one moves up the mountain, both tem-
peratures and rainfall decrease.
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Although local people cultivate a modest range of crops (see figure 6),
the essence of the Rincón’s agricultural ecosystem—its agroecosystem—
boils down to just two: corn and coffee. This is fairly typical of the state
of Oaxaca as a whole. “Coffee is extremely important in the Oaxacan
indigenous economy, either first, or second to corn,” says Xilonen Luna
of the National Indigenous Institute (INI) in Oaxaca City.16 While corn
is clearly the basis of the diet and thus dominates Oaxacan (and also Mex-
ican) agriculture, coffee holds an undisputed second place, as figure 6
shows. This statistic is remarkable given that coffee is grown in less than
one-quarter of the state. 

In the Rincón, coffee and corn are, literally, even. According to the
Oaxacan anthropologist Emma Beltrán, corn and coffee each occupy ex-
actly 47 percent of the agricultural land in Yagavila, with sugarcane on
4 percent and other crops occupying 2 percent.17 The average family in
the Rincón has three parcels of coffee, with most of the parcels being ei-
ther very small (about a quarter hectare) or small (one hectare), and few
plots being larger than that, as figure 7 indicates. In my 2003 survey of
fifty-one families in both Yagavila and Teotlasco—which I describe in
greater detail below—the average family had three coffee plots totaling
almost 2.5 hectares (6.2 acres) and three plots of food crops—milpa plus
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sugarcane—totaling 1.9 hectares or 4.7 acres (see table 6). This corn and
coffee mix varies somewhat in the different indigenous regions of Mex-
ico. In the Los Altos region of Chiapas, Perezgrovas Garza and coau-
thors found that 60 percent of the agricultural land was planted in ba-
sic grains (predominantly corn) and 39 percent in coffee.18 

Most Zapotec families in the Rincón harvest two (and some as many
as four) distinct corn crops each year. The rainy season (temporal) and
dry season (tonamil) corn are further subdivided depending on their el-
evation and the length of the growing season. There are also at least eleven
different corn varieties, with a wide (and beautiful) range of colors, con-
sistencies, and sizes.19 Oaxaca is the center of ecological diversity for
corn in Mexico and, indeed, the world: this was a key reason for the deep
concern in the region when contamination from genetically modified corn
was first detected in 2000.20

One reason that coffee could be fairly easily incorporated into the in-
digenous agricultural systems in Mexico is that the labor requirements
for weeding and harvesting coffee do not greatly interfere with the work
cycle for rain-fed corn.21 However, as I discuss in chapters 5 and 6, the
greater demands of certified organic coffee production alter this equation.

Households in the Rincón use several different sources of labor to plant
and tend to their crops and bring in the harvests. Family labor is, not
surprisingly, the most important. All available hands, including men,
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women, and children, participate in key tasks, notably the coffee har-
vest and the processing and selection of coffee beans.22 When jobs, agri-
cultural or otherwise, require more bodies than the free labor that the
immediate or extended family can supply, many households use the tra-
ditional system of gozona or mano vuelta (reciprocal work), tapping into
kin networks or nearby families to get work done. They then owe the
same amount of labor in return some time in the future. However, not
all families have the same access to networks for gozona labor. The slow
encroachment of the cash economy and a partial degradation of the go-
zona have gradually increased economic specialization and social strat-
ification.23 Those who cannot mobilize family or gozona labor in suffi-
cient quantities must turn to the growing market for hired labor. While
virtually all families in the Rincón grow coffee and milpa, some people
also hire themselves out as laborers (mozos) to varying degrees to sup-
plement their income from coffee production. Payment for mozos was
traditionally in kind—a day’s wage consisted of a quantity of corn or
panela (homemade sugar tablets)—but has now largely shifted to cash.
According to Bolaños Méndez and colleagues, “The possibility of con-
tracting mozos and the quantity of cash payment . . . are principally de-
termined by the [family’s] income from the sale of coffee.”24 Many fam-
ilies both hire mozos and occasionally work as such. However, the
balance between family labor, gozona, and hired labor in the household
economy is one of the important indicators of family well-being.

Although the distribution of wealth in the region is more equal than
for Mexico as a whole, these villages are not immune to class strati-
fication. Leonardo Tyrtania developed a typology of families in Yaga-
vila according to the composition of their household economy, apply-
ing a formula designed by Angel Palerm.25 Tyrtania examined families’
relative dependence on three factors—subsistence production, the sale
of coffee, and the sale of their labor power—and linked these elements
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table 6. agricultural parcels per household, 
yagavila and teotlasco, 2003 

(n=51)

Mean Number Mean Size Percentage of 
of Parcels (hectares) Total Crop Area

Coffee 3.33 2.48 56.7
All food crops 3.06 1.90 43.3

source: Author survey. Data in all subsequent tables are from author survey unless otherwise noted.
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to class stratification in Yagavila. In 1983, ninety-five families in Yagavila
(60 percent of the total) relied equally on subsistence production and
coffee sales, and less so (or not at all) on selling their labor as mozos;
these families he classified as the middle class of the community. An-
other twenty-four families, or 15 percent of the total, depended mainly
on coffee sales and constituted the “wealthy of the village.” A final
thirty-seven families, one-quarter of the total, relied predominantly on
work as mozos for their household income; these occupied the bottom
rung of the economic ladder.26 “In the Rincón,” comments Tyrtania,
“the basic contradiction occurs between self-sufficiency and mono-
culture [production] for the market. . . . Households are obliged to pro-
duce for the market in order to acquire industrial goods. They produce
not only food, but also labor power, cheap and abundant, that inun-
dates the labor market. Money obligates the human mind to think in
terms of short-term efficiency.”27 However, while the imperatives of the
market may increasingly be intruding into the Rincón, it is still a region
where subsistence agriculture plays a central role in the family economy.
In fact, history has recently gone into reverse in the Rincón, with subsis-
tence increasing in importance and even reclaiming its former dominant
position.
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Figure 10. Mother and son spreading parchment coffee on a petate for drying,
Teotlasco. Michiza has begun to fund the construction of cement drying patios
for its members from the fair-trade social premium.
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the crisis hits home

How does a traditional community respond when up to 70 percent of
its cash income suddenly evaporates? The coffee crisis hit the Rincón de
Ixtlán in many of the same ways as it has other coffee zones in Mexico.
Beginning in 1999, as we have seen, the price paid by coyotes plummeted
to well below farmers’ costs of production. In these communities, there
have been four general responses to the crisis: privation, emigration, di-
versification, and organization. Starting in this section, the voices of pro-
ducers and their families in Yagavila and Teotlasco tell the story of how
the coffee crisis has affected life here.

First, the collapse in prices immediately affected families’ buying
power, pushing many from poverty into extreme poverty and forcing
them to drastically curtail purchases of food and other goods. “The cof-
fee price isn’t enough to buy anything. Not even enough for a kilo of
sugar,” says Eugenia, a fifty-seven-year-old woman in Yagavila. Alma,
who is thirty-eight years old and has one child living at home, complains
that “five years ago, coffee still had a [good] price and we could still buy
things . . . with three or four quintales [210 to 280 kilograms], the money
would last us. But now where are we going to buy what we need?” When
asked how the community has changed since the price drop, many pro-
ducers describe a decline in general economic activity. “People are sad,
aren’t they?” rhetorically asks Emilio, a sixty-nine-year-old man with
seven grown children. “There’s nothing else for us to plant in order to
make money. What kind of work are we going to do?”

The second and most visible response to the dire economic situation
has been migration. Although other regions of Oaxaca have been send-
ing migrants to the United States for decades, the Rincón communities
had no tradition of international migration until 2000. For many years,
families have sent some children to be educated in Oaxaca City or other
towns in the region with secondary and high schools.28 However, only
after the latest price crash did people from Yagavila and Teotlasco actu-
ally begin to make the long and risky journey to the United States in search
of work. According to Alma, the emigration began “when coffee started
to go down. Before, nobody dared to go to the U.S., nobody would risk
it. But they saw how difficult things were getting and they risked their
lives to go. Now, as soon as they realize that the money comes back [from
those who migrate], they go too.”

As many as one-third of the residents of both Yagavila and Teotlasco—
both single young adults and entire families—have left the villages since
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the year 2000. This exodus has substantially altered the economic and so-
cial dynamics of the communities, placing great pressure on many of the
mechanisms that sustain functioning communities. Residents here complain
that virtually all of the adult males must now perform cargos each year—
a significant financial sacrifice because they are unpaid jobs—whereas be-
fore they could rest between cargos.Tequio labor is also affected. “Before,
there was no emigration,” says Miguel, a forty-six-year-old father of six.
“We got farther in the tequios. Now people get tired out because they have
to do tequios very often, because there are fewer and fewer people.”

Emigration has also generated other ripple effects in the Rincón com-
munities. It has caused a labor shortage by shrinking the pool of poten-
tial laborers. This shortage, in turn, affects those producers who con-
tinue to harvest. Forty-year-old Faustino says that he was unable to bring
in most of his coffee crop in the winter of 2002–3: “It stayed on the tree
because I couldn’t find mozos to finish the harvest.” Mozo labor is also
much more expensive for those who can find it. “The people who are in
the north [the United States] began to build houses and pay fifty pesos
per day” for masonry labor, says Faustino. “So the people [mozos] got
used to it,” and now the prevailing wage for agricultural labor has risen
from thirty pesos per day to fifty or more. The coffee crisis and the re-
sulting emigration have placed a major strain on both the household econ-
omy and the cultural integrity of these communities.

The third response is agricultural diversification. Faced with the col-
lapse of the only cash crop in this region, people understandably become
disoriented. Coffee has come to be intimately interwoven with both agri-
culture and culture in the Rincón. The remoteness of the area and the lack
of markets for other potential cash crops compound this situation. Fam-
ilies become caught in a double bind, with rock-bottom coffee prices on
one side and rising costs for labor on the other. As a result, the majority
of households in the Rincón have abandoned at least part of their coffee
crop, often scaling back the harvest to a level they can accomplish with
family labor, or to provide just enough coffee for their own consumption.
However, actually abandoning coffee plots—ceasing to weed and harvest
them—eventually renders them useless. Epifanio, who in his sixty-eight
years has witnessed the rise of coffee and the entire Inmecafé period in
Teotlasco, says some of his neighbors have taken this route: “Because the
coffee [price] doesn’t respond any more, they’ve let the coffee go [with-
out maintenance] for three years, and now the trees are ruined.”

In some other Mexican coffee-producing zones, such as parts of Chia-
pas, the response to the crisis has overwhelmingly been migration. Often

One Region, Two Markets 73



in these areas—particularly in mestizo communities—families gave up
planting corn in the years of stable prices under Inmecafé, preferring to
purchase corn and beans with their coffee earnings. Entire villages lost
the tradition of planting milpa. However, in the Rincón, although sub-
sistence agriculture declined, it never disappeared. A combination of cul-
tural persistence and ecological factors (including abundant land, part
of which was suitable for food crops but not coffee) has afforded these
communities a shock absorber that is not available to some other regions.
“People don’t have the cash to buy corn,” explains Alma. “Before they
worked hard on the coffee, but now they’ve gone back again to corn and
beans so as not to buy them.”

Thus Rincón families have turned back to the shelter of subsistence
that has supported them for centuries, and the land area planted in milpa
has increased notably. Referring to a similar dynamic during the coffee
bust of the early 1990s in Oaxaca’s Chinantec region, the anthropolo-
gist Paola Sesia describes this phenomenon as a “retreat to subsistence
production,” a process she terms recampesinización—literally, “repeas-
antization.”29 The ability to transform oneself from small commodity pro-
ducer back into subsistence farmer is a key to survival.

Fourth, farmers who are faced with the “inverse sticker shock” of the
coyote prices are naturally interested in finding ways to sell their coffee
for a better return. Many of them have for the first time considered joining
the coffee-producer organizations to which some of their neighbors be-
long, and which offer the only alternative to selling to the coyote. Aristeo,
a young productor libre in Teotlasco, describes the options he sees: “Either
work more, or join an organization.” Yet, while some of these producer
groups do indeed offer higher prices, they also require a significant addi-
tional labor commitment that has dissuaded many farmers from joining.

As a result of the price crisis, then, many aspects of life in Yagavila
and Teotlasco—population, agriculture, household economics, and cul-
tural institutions—are in flux. Still, these villages retain their identity as
coffee-producing communities, continuing to harvest tens of thousands
of kilograms of coffee yearly. This coffee gets to market in two very dif-
ferent ways.

my lunch with coyote:
the conventional coffee chain

It is less than a week later, May 14, and both of the coyotes have returned
to Yagavila and Teotlasco. The rainy season should start any time now,
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but in the meantime it just gets steadily hotter, dustier, and buggier. To-
day the customers are really grumbling, because the price for coffee has
dropped again—this time to 4.6 pesos a kilogram, an unimaginable 19
cents per pound. “I should never have held onto my coffee for so long,”
groans one older man. “We all thought the price would go back up.”

Emilio, the coyote, is a slightly nervous guy, yet affable and interested
in talking, and even more so when he finds out that I am studying cof-
fee. I buy a cup of yogurt from him, and we sit down to chat. His jumpi-
ness disappears as he pumps me for information. Can I tell him how to
find out what the “official” price of coffee is, and how it is set? He only
knows what they tell him at the warehouse in Oaxaca City that buys his
coffee, where “they screw me over good” (me chingan bien). And could
I tell him how many pounds there are in a kilogram?

Emilio says he only earns one peso on each kilogram of coffee, even
before subtracting gasoline and other costs. His only chance at improv-
ing his margin is to amass greater volumes—“I’ve got a lot of coffee stored
up,” he tells me—but he admits that is a pretty risky strategy when prices
are dropping. He’s also a coffee farmer himself, tending several plots in
his hometown of Yagila (not to be confused with Yagavila), just forty-
five minutes up the road. But as a comerciante (merchant), Emilio says
he’s providing an important service: people can’t make the six-hour bus
trip to Ixtlán just to buy food. “The priest here says that God loves me
too,” he confides to me. 

None of this fits with my preconceived notions of coyotes—outsiders
or local power bosses who become wealthy from their monopoly con-
trol over commerce or transportation and their exploitation of local
people. I decide to look for Genaro, the other coyote, again and ask him
a few more questions. I find him a twenty-minute walk back up the road
in Teotlasco; this time he has set up shop on the covered patio of some-
one’s adobe house. Genaro is lanky, in his midthirties, better educated
and much smoother than Emilio. He lives outside the region, braving the
road into the Rincón weekly with his new truck. We talk about how the
low prices are affecting people here. “Their situation is very hard,” he
acknowledges. “Things are pretty sad right now . . . people have left a
lot of coffee on the tree.” He says he’s feeling the squeeze as well. “Now
it doesn’t pay to only buy coffee. We have to sell a little bit of every-
thing.” Genaro brings his haul weekly to the warehouse of Cafés Tomari
in Oaxaca, a branch of an exporting firm based in Veracruz. When the
crisis began, he says, “The boss at the warehouse told me, ‘Don’t save
up your coffee anymore, don’t speculate. You should sell it every time
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you have a small batch.’” He says he clears sixty-five centavos per kilo-
gram, about three cents a pound.

Genaro’s father was a coyote as well, but in the days of Inmecafé, it
was even less profitable a business. “Before, with Inmecafé, we couldn’t
compete. What [people] would sell us was pure garbage.”30 Now, how-
ever, the coyotes are the main buyers. “A small producer cannot sell cof-
fee directly in Oaxaca,” Genaro explains. “You have to have a bank ac-
count, you have to do lots of paperwork with Hacienda [the treasury
department]. The organizations are the only ones who pay [farmers] more
or less well, but they have their requirements.” Since the prices fell
through the floor, he says, local people use their coffee as a cash reserve:
“They’ll maybe bring me one arroba [twelve kilograms] at a time, or just
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a few loose kilos. I pay them, they take their groceries, and that’s it. That’s
why there’s coffee [to buy] here almost year-round.” For some families
who don’t have their own depulping machines or the labor power to wet-
process the coffee, the situation is worse: Genaro buys their café cerezo
(raw coffee cherries) at between 2 and 2.5 pesos a kilogram. More than
one-third of the coffee he buys is in cerezo form.

For the large majority of producers in these villages who do not be-
long to a producer organization, Emilio and Genaro are their only link
to the world coffee market. Yet, despite the differences in sophistication
between the two men, it is evident that they are both tiny cogs in a much
bigger machine. Together with their customers in Yagavila and Teotlasco,
they are at the mercy of economic forces beyond their control. Wholly
dependent for their knowledge about prices on the processing compa-
nies that buy their coffee, they are not well positioned to reap large profits.
Information equals power in the world coffee market, and these coyotes
have little of either.

In the coffee-producing zones of Mexico with the highest-quality
beans and the largest volumes, such as the Soconusco region of Chia-
pas or the Pluma Hidalgo in Oaxaca, the situation is different: some
transnational roasters like Nestlé have even set up their own branch
offices to buy directly from farmers. In other areas, coyotes are indeed
also caciques; in others, mestizo coyotes harshly exploit indigenous farm-
ers.31 The independent merchant coyotitos—little coyotes—like Genaro
and Emilio are an important but lesser-known part of the coffee com-
modity chain and are widely seen as performing a vital function in these
remote communities. Not that the customers are elated: Fernando, a
Michiza member in Teotlasco, complains that the coyote “sells too
expensive—second-rate food for first-rate prices. He really screws us.
But that’s what coyotes do.” However, Tyrtania’s description of the role
of the coyote in Yagavila is still fundamentally accurate more than twenty
years later: “It is said that the coyote takes advantage of the poorest
people . . . but it is also true that many people prefer his services, be-
cause the coyote imposes no demands regarding the quality of the prod-
uct or its cleanliness.”32

Emilio and Genaro, then, are the first link in the conventional coffee
commodity chain. This chain continues from processors like Cafés To-
mari through exporters, brokers, and shippers to consuming-country
importers, distributors, and eventually retailers—grocery stores, local
markets, and coffee shops, each of which takes a profit along the 
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way. The distinguishing characteristic of this conventional chain is its
lack of transparency: it is virtually impossible for those on the produc-
tion end of the chain to know even in what country their coffee is con-
sumed, and equally unlikely that consumers of this coffee could trace
the source of the beans in their morning blend. Mass-market canned-
and instant-coffee makers such as Nestlé typically blend robusta and
arabica beans from three or four continents and sell them in just as many.
The conventional producers who turn to the coyote are attempting to
compete as lone families in an unregulated, globalized coffee market
against ultra-low-cost farmers in Vietnam, India, Indonesia, and else-
where. They lack the information, collective bargaining power, or state
protection that could enable them to survive in this caffeinated race to
the bottom.

————

In the same villages, a different scene is also playing itself out. Under
the covered porch of the Yagavila curato (the church office building),
perhaps sixty men, women, and children are busy hauling bags of cof-
fee and transferring them into other, newer sacks. They speak Zapoteco
while working together, helping each other to fill the bags, carry them
to be weighed on a large scale, attach green and yellow cardboard la-
bels, and meticulously sew the sacks shut with string. There is a feel-
ing of anticipation. Each family piles its bags with evident pride in a
particular spot along the wall or on the wooden benches. Several of the
men keep moving around to check on everyone’s coffee, testing the
strength of the closures, looking at the tags, and making notes on a
clipboard. 

Slowly, over the course of an entire day, the large porch area fills with
bulging sacks of coffee. The families work into the evening, and then,
around 10 p.m., the job is done. “Where is the truck?” several people
begin to wonder aloud. “It was supposed to be here hours ago.” By mid-
night, people are visibly anxious. The coffee is protected by the curato’s
roof from rain and dew, but not from animals or people. Someone calls
a meeting to discuss the situation, and eventually two men are appointed
to watch the coffee until the truck arrives from Oaxaca. People begin to
trickle out, heading up or down the steep paths toward their homes, un-
til the porch is silent, lit by a weak, bare light bulb.

The two sentries settle in for an uncomfortable night on the wooden
benches, surrounded by dozens of matching sacks of pergamino coffee,
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together weighing almost five thousand kilograms. This is the entire year’s
harvest for the members of the Michiza cooperative in Yagavila. 

————

In the 1980s, the scene in Yagavila was quite different. There were no
cooperatives and few coyotes. Inmecafé was a powerful presence, buy-
ing fully two-thirds of all the coffee grown in the Rincón in 1983.33 That
same year, bulldozers finally completed the road that connected the
Rincón to the state capital, allowing Inmecafé’s trucks to reach town and
ending the families’ laborious journeys by foot or mule to sell their cof-
fee in the village of Yaee across the valley. At the time, virtually all of the
farmers in Yagavila and Teotlasco were organized into a local UEPC unit
under Inmecafé.

Six years later, when Inmecafé vanished almost overnight, the pro-
ducers were left to pick up the pieces. The coyotes reappeared in force,
and many farmers turned to the quick cash they offered, in spite of the
low prices. Some families in Yagavila remained in the UEPC group—
which was still affiliated with the CNC national peasant federation but
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Figure 12. Michiza member family in Teotlasco with their annual coffee
harvest (360 kilograms), ready for delivery to the organization. The tags
indicate that the coffee is in transition to organic. At 10 pesos per kilogram
(the 2002–3 price), this harvest netted 3,600 pesos, approximately US$350.
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renamed the Unión Fraternal de Yagavila—and attempted to market their
coffee collectively. However, the CNC lacked the organizational cohe-
sion of Inmecafé, and the members of the Fraternal found they were get-
ting virtually the same prices as those offered by the coyotes. In the early
1990s, the statewide producer organization CEPCO began to organize
some farmers in Teotlasco and the nearby community of Zoogochi. And
in 1990, the Michiza cooperative entered the region.

The current organizational picture for coffee farmers in the Rincón is
a complex one, as table 7 indicates. About 70 percent of the families in
Teotlasco and 40 percent in Yagavila are productores libres—unorganized
or “free” producers who sell their coffee to one of the coyotes. Slightly
less than half of the families in Yagavila still belong to the Unión Fra-
ternal, which—although it pays prices very similar to the coyotes’—
provides its members access to some government support programs. The
CEPCO union—which sells some coffee on the fair-trade and organic
markets—represents another nineteen producers in Teotlasco. Finally,
Michiza has nineteen member families in Yagavila and fifteen in Teotlasco;
virtually all of their coffee is certified organic, and most is sold on fair-
trade terms.34 

There are, then, technically three types of buyers for the coffee grown
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Figure 13. Checking dry-processed (green) organic coffee for quality before
export, Oaxaca City.
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in the Rincón—the coyotes, the CNC-affiliated Fraternal, and the inde-
pendent producer unions of CEPCO and Michiza. However, the coffee
purchased by the Fraternal ends up in essentially the same place as that
bought by the coyotes—it feeds either the transnational canned- and
instant-coffee market or the low-grade Mexican domestic roasted-coffee
market. The coffee of the independent organizations, on the other hand—
and in particular Michiza—travels a distinct route, and winds up on a
very different sort of market.

————

The next morning at ten, I return to find the large Michiza truck parked
at an angle, occupying most of the space between the sixteenth-century
stone church and the curato. Most of the coffee has already been loaded.
Amid the hauling, people are chatting excitedly and checking the receipts
that show how many kilograms they have sold to the organization. A
bottle of mezcal goes around, and the men and women take sips from a
shot glass to mark the occasion. An hour later, after handshakes and salu-
dos, two members of the cooperative’s staff directiva drive the heavy truck
slowly back up the rutted, dusty road out of the Rincón, watched by sev-
eral producers and their children. The harvest is over.

a permanent dawn

By the time the meeting gets underway, it’s no longer early in the morn-
ing. This is Yaviche, a town on the opposite side of the valley from the
Rincón. You can see Yagavila and Teotlasco from here—they couldn’t be
more than five miles away as the crow flies, but to get there by road will
take you eleven hours. Hiking cuts the trip to three or four hours. This
side of the valley has a different feel: it is less remote and not quite so
steep, and the town’s adobe houses are packed tightly together on nar-
row roads, poised above a whitewashed agencia (local civil government)
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table 7. organizational affiliation 
of all producer households 

in yagavila and teotlasco, 2003

Michiza CEPCO CNC/Fraternal None

Yagavila  (n=158) 19 — 74 65
Teotlasco (n=119) 15 19 — 85



building with “Comunidad de Santa Maria Yaviche” painted in careful
letters over a series of arches. These, too, are Zapotec indigenous com-
munities, and all morning long (as well as late into last night) the vil-
lage’s loudspeaker has been blaring the names of comuneros who need
to come down to the agencia and sign up for tequio labor. A few people
must be either out of town or holding out, because their names keep echo-
ing off the hillside.

In the open-walled classroom of Yaviche’s elementary school, people
have been trickling in for the meeting, a training session for local lead-
ers of the Michiza village organizations in this region. Eventually about
forty-five members from six communities are sitting on the wooden
benches, talking quietly in Zapoteco. Three of the producers are women,
wrapped in blue and white rebozos against the still-cool morning. Most
of the men have well-worn leather huarache sandals; the women wear
translucent plastic shoes. Several people have walked as many as eight
hours to get here.

Gerardo, a producer from the village of Yaee, stands up and leads the
group in an opening prayer. He has the air of a peasant priest and wears
a green T-shirt that says in Spanish, “I Don’t Eat Poison—I Eat Organic.”
Gerardo reads a Bible passage—it is Luke 23:35–43, in which Jesus has
just been crucified on the orders of Pontius Pilate—and then shares a
reflection in Zapoteco. He sits down, and another man stands up, more
muscular, with lighter features. He speaks Spanish rather than Zapoteco
and has a confident, dynamic style—clearly a leader. This is Rigoberto
Contreras Díaz, a Chatino indigenous coffee producer who was an early
president of Michiza and is now its marketing director. “It’s not neces-
sary to be Catholic to be part of Michiza,” he tells the group, “but a
commitment to justice is necessary. That’s what has allowed us to sur-
vive this far. Yes, we want to improve our lot, but not so that we can take
everything, have it all. You and I never imagined that we would be sit-
ting down together—Zapotecos and Chatinos—but, by looking for jus-
tice, we’ve come together. Men and women of different cultures, to work
for justice. We’ve had fifteen years of organization, and sometimes in-
stead of going forward, we go backward, but here we are.”

“Do you remember the last time we had a price crisis?” asks Rigo-
berto. “That was back in 1989 to 1992. Michiza paid the producers five
pesos a kilo back then, but the coyote price was only one peso. And do
you remember when it was that Michiza paid the highest price? In 1995,
we paid 25 pesos a kilo to the producer. Why are prices so low right
now?” He follows with a basic explanation of supply and demand. This
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presentation is part pep talk, part history lesson, part economics class.
The group pays rapt attention. “At the world price, 43 cents a pound
now,” he goes on, “you can only get five or six pesos a kilo, or with the
coyotes even less, or maybe even just some mezcal in exchange! And at
that level, a producer can’t survive, can’t cover costs, can’t make any
money. It’s important for you to understand what this means, and that
this world price, we can’t do anything about it.” He continues:

What difference does it make to confront this crisis as Michiza, being
organized for fifteen years, versus confronting it alone, individually? Being
organized gives us a stronger position in this crisis. One of our problems
has always been coyotaje [intermediarism]. The crisis doesn’t harm the
coyotes. They make good money with or without the crisis. It’s the pro-
ducer who suffers. If the producer can’t eat, despite doing a ton of work,
he’s working for the coyote. . . . The sale and resale of coffee is highly
profitable. Look at the guy who we hire to do our dry processing [a con-
ventional coffee buyer and exporter in Oaxaca]. He has a huge estate, he
always has the latest model of car, and his wife does too. Their big house
comes from profits at the expense of the [non-Michiza] producers he buys
coffee from. Being organized requires a lot of work, a lot of commitment,
but it has allowed us to be in a very good position during this crisis.

Rigoberto asks the producers what the coyotes are paying in their vil-
lages, and how much mozos are now charging per day. He then com-
pares the prices for conventional, organic, and fair-trade coffee in U.S.
dollars and cents, filling up the school’s blackboard with figures. “The
organic price is the world price, plus a premium of up to 35 cents—so
at most it’s 77 cents per pound—but that depends on quality, your bar-
gaining power and the goodwill of the buyers. Lots of producers would
love to just be here!” But Michiza, he explains, receives the fair-trade
base price of $1.26 per pound—“it’s a guarantee”—plus a 15-cent or-
ganic premium, plus a 5-cent development premium, for a total of $1.46
a pound. “For this price, any producer would say, ‘Just tell me what I
have to do, and in twenty-four hours, done!’ But it’s not that easy. . . .
We’ve been part of these [organic and fair-trade] organizations from the
start—that’s nine years of work. Right now, to get into fair trade, it’s
very difficult. It’s very closed, saturated, guarded. But all of this means
that you don’t really have to worry about the price.”

The producers start asking questions. An elderly man stands up. “Li-
cenciado, I understand all this about the prices, the fair-trade market, all
that. But I want to know about the costs—how much of this is going to
get to us?” Rigoberto responds, “This man called me licenciado [pro-
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fessional with a bachelor’s degree], but I’m not. I’m just a producer, a
socio [member] too. Others of you might also be wondering if all this
money is really getting to you—do you need to worry whether someone
is pocketing it?” He launches into a detailed half-hour exposition of the
group’s income and expenses, showing how Michiza’s streams of income
from both fair-trade sales and some conventional coffee sales flow to-
gether, the costs of transporting coffee and paying for organic inspec-
tion, the salaries of the directiva and staff. “So our total administrative
costs totaled 4.2 pesos per kilo, and we have to take another peso to re-
capitalize the organization. So that’s 5.2 pesos a kilo,” which is deducted
from the net income before producers are paid, leaving members with
14 to 15 pesos per kilo for certified organic coffee and 9 to 10 pesos for
transitional coffee. “Our costs of operation will always be high,” con-
tinues Rigoberto, “because we invest a lot in training, buying paper, et
cetera. If we had to exist in the conventional market, Michiza would cease
to exist. The coyote doesn’t have as many operational costs.”

There is a break for lunch—rows of ceramic bowls full of spicy soup
with armadillo meat and chayotes, eaten with only the enormous, thick
tortillas for spoons—and then we reconvene. Rigoberto spends an hour
clarifying the responsibilities of the local treasurers and the receptores,
who weigh members’ coffee and issue receipts. He tells members how to
handle their coffee to avoid jeopardizing their organic certification—and
Michiza’s. Most people here speak plenty of Spanish, but Juan Marquez,
a member of the directiva who comes from Yaviche, sums up in Zapoteco
what has been said. Then Rigoberto stands up again. “Our directiva, if
you don’t pressure them, will get fat bellies and chubby cheeks [se van a
poner panzones y cachetones]. This is your organization. It you’re not
active, if you don’t push us, how can we do our job?”

————

The story of Michiza begins in 1983, in the mountains of the Sierra Sur
near the Oaxaca coast, where Catholic priests and laypeople influenced
by liberation theology were working with impoverished indigenous
communities. Under the administration of the progressive archishop Bar-
tolome Carrasco—one of Oaxaca’s foremost advocates of the rights of
poor and indigenous people, who served from 1966 to 1983—the Oa-
xacan church encouraged people to reflect on their social and economic
situation.35 With the support of its Social Pastoral Office, many people
organized into “Christian base communities” and began to engage in so-
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cial action to address the root causes of poverty. In the Chatino indige-
nous coffee-producing area of Sola de Vega—where Inmecafé had a less
dominant presence—one such group had created a peasant credit union
to respond to the lack of access to capital for small farmers. Members
of this group heard about UCIRI, a new cooperative of indigenous cof-
fee farmers that had recently been formed with the help of a Dutch priest
far to the east in the Isthmus region of the state, which was exporting its
coffee directly to Europe at a much higher price (UCIRI, of course, was
the first producer of fair-trade-certified coffee). In 1984, with the church
covering their bus fare, several people from the credit union and from
indigenous projects in other parts of Oaxaca made the long trip to visit
UCIRI and observe its operations. On returning, according to the Social
Pastoral director, Father José Rentería, they began to “engage in a process
of reflection and sharing” about their common grievances.36

The attendees decided to try to start their own independent coffee or-
ganization. According to the group’s own account of its history, “this
process began in 1985, in response to the exploitation suffered by in-
digenous and peasant coffee producers at the hands of intermediaries or
coyotes who had manipulated the price of coffee for ages.”37

In 1986, with a small subsidy from the church, the organization Yeni
Naván was born. Its members came from geographically dispersed Mixe,
Chinanteco, Zapoteco, and Chatino indigenous communities in Oaxaca
that were linked to the progressive wing of the church.38 The name, which
means “permanent dawn” in Zapoteco, was changed several years later
to Michiza, which took the first letters from the names of three ethnic
groups represented in the organization: Mixes, Chinantecos, and Za-
potecos. Later the group expanded to include Cuicateco and Mixteco
members as well, acquiring a statewide reach.

Marked from the beginning by a character that fused the spiritual and
the political, Yeni Naván was one of a few pioneer independent coffee-
producer groups in Mexico. Two of the others—ISMAM in Chiapas and
UCIRI in Oaxaca—were led by highly charismatic, radical priests. Yeni
Naván/Michiza, however, took a different path: from the beginning, the
group was reluctant to depend too heavily on outside advisers. “It was
something very indigenous, very much of their own, very Oaxacan,” re-
calls Father Rentería, who has assisted the organization since its infancy.
“They said, ‘Let’s work really hard and do it ourselves.’” This desire for
autonomy, he adds, extended to the group’s dealings with government
institutions, which it always kept at arm’s length. Even when other groups
were negotiating forgiveness for their government loans, “Michiza al-
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ways paid back its loans, and all credits. It was a Christian focus,” he
says. As a result, the organization developed a reputation for scrupulous
honesty with government agencies such as the National Indigenous In-
stitute (INI), but it still refused to allow INI staff to work with its mem-
bers in local communities. Michiza “wanted to draw a line between our-
selves and the government [pintar raya frente al gobierno],” says Rentería.

Michiza’s organizational culture, fusing a popular indigenism with the
liberation-theology tradition of reflection and prayer, is evident in a song
titled “The Corrido of Michiza” from a songbook of the late 1980s used
during the group’s assemblies:

I’m going to tell you the story, the story of Michiza
The poor people organized, united in the struggle.
In the year 1985, many people were fed up,
Because they saw that the bosses were taking away our crop.

The Mixes and Chinantecos showed the way,
Then came Mixtecos and also Chatinos.
The Zapotecos arrived and they had good cause,
Along with the Cuicatecos they got into the game.

The cause for organizing was the difficult situation
In which our people lived, because of exploitation.
Our principles are clear, our foundation as well,
Our faith, culture, and work united us to struggle.

We set a goal for ourselves to be sincere campesinos,
A crop that’s organic and healthy like our ancestors’.
The road became long, hard, and filled with problems,
People called us crazies, communists, and even evangelicals.

The powerful of the village will always attack us
Because when we’re well organized, they cease to profit.
Agents of the church contributed to the problem,
Telling the people that prayer alone is the solution.

The organization we will happily carry forward
Following the Way of the Cross, just like our grandparents.
We gratefully thank all those who helped make Michiza
A shock to all those damned tyrants.39

While the organization’s radicalism is somewhat more muted today, the
sense of social justice apparent in these verses has remained a kind of
moral compass for Michiza during its twenty years of existence.

Shortly after its founding, Michiza attempted to establish a direct ex-
port market of its own, but without success. For several years, the orga-
nization exported its coffee through UCIRI to that cooperative’s Euro-
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pean fair-trade clients. It was in this initial period that Michiza’s direc-
tiva and many members began to take an interest in organic agriculture,
primarily for coffee but also for other crops. “Michiza was the first or-
ganization to promote organic” as a response to the post-1989 price
crash, boasts Rigoberto Contreras Díaz. “The rest [of the producer
groups] were waiting for the market to improve, but they eventually re-
alized that organic was the only good market.”40

The cooperative decided to obtain its own organic certification and
began the rigorous process of training producers to implement organic
production methods and increase the quality of their coffee to meet Eu-
ropean market standards. “By 1992, when the organic certifiers came,
we had already done the quality controls,” recalls Rentería. “A Swiss in-
spector came [to perform the required organic inspection], and he didn’t
believe it. He said, ‘Indigenous people are not capable of doing this. It’s
a show.’ We were furious. Eventually he told us, ‘If this is really true,
then you’ve done a much better job with quality control than even
UCIRI.’”

After achieving the sought-after organic certification, Michiza began
exporting coffee directly to several buyers in the European fair-trade mar-
ket, including GEPA, a groundbreaking alternative trade group in Ger-
many.41 Although Michiza contracts out the dry processing for its cof-
fee (it has opted not to invest in extremely expensive dry-processing
facilities), it otherwise controls the coffee through all steps up to export
shipping, at which point GEPA or another fair-trade buyer takes con-
trol. Such direct sales eliminate several coffee intermediaries and are in-
dicative of the shorter commodity chains in fair trade. 

In 1990, when Inmecafé had vanished and coffee prices had tumbled
to well below the cost of production, producers in the Rincón de Ixtlán
were growing increasingly concerned. Pablo Merne, an Irish liberation-
theology priest who was working in Yagavila, invited to the community
several Michiza representatives from the village of Yaee across the val-
ley, who had been in the organization for a few years. Marcos Gómez
Sánchez, then a thirty-seven-year-old farmer and father of five and un-
til recently the local president of Michiza in Yagavila, describes the vil-
lagers’ first encounter with the organization and with its response to the
requirement that members convert their coffee to organic production
methods: “Three members of Michiza came from Yaee, and they held a
meeting here. About seventy people came, and they filled up the entire
hallway of the curato, to listen to what was involved in joining. . . . They
explained all the work you had to do [to become a member]—make com-
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post, build terraces, pruning [coffee plants], and then to abide by the rules,
attend meetings—there are certain obligations, you know, and respon-
sibilities as a producer. You have to follow those.”42

The Michiza representatives held more gatherings to gauge the inter-
est in Yagavila, and attendance dwindled with each successive meeting.
Eventually, thirty-two producers decided to join the organization. As a
test of their seriousness about undertaking the organic conversion
process, the members of this new local Michiza group—which named
itself United Zapoteco Communities of the Rincón de Ixtlán (CUZARI)—
made a commitment to build five hundred stone terraces around their
coffee plants.43 The local group’s bylaws also stipulated the conditions
under which new producers could enter the organization: each had to
be “an authentic producer of coffee”—and not a comerciante who owns
a store—as well as to be “considered a responsible person, without a
past history that could damage the organization, and to commit to
fulfilling the tasks and rules of the organization.”44 Gómez Sánchez con-
tinues: “We went to Oaxaca to the meeting of Michiza to present the
constitutive declaration of our local organization, and they read it and
accepted it. They said, ‘Okay, you’re in now. If you’d like to collect cof-
fee to sell . . . do you have coffee?’ And we said, ‘Yes, we have coffee
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Figure 14. Loading green coffee into shipping container after dry processing
for export to German fair-trade buyers, Oaxaca City, Oaxaca.
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ready.’ So they said, ‘Here’s the official seal, the ink, the letterhead. . . .’
And that’s how the organization arrived here in Yagavila.”

After gaining a foothold in Yagavila, Michiza later organized mem-
bers in four other communities in the Rincón. The higher prices for fair-
trade and organic coffee during a time of crisis had been the initial draw
for these new members, so when the world price suddenly rebounded in
1994 and 1995, the local group faced its first crisis. Seeing that they could
receive identical (or even higher) prices from the coyote without engag-
ing in hundreds of hours of extra labor, many members dropped out of
Michiza. “We went down to thirty, then twenty, then only five members,”
remembers Gómez. “Those of us who resisted were five.” When the coy-
ote price again hit bottom after 1999, local membership in Yagavila
jumped back up to nineteen. “I feel for them,” says Gómez Sánchez of
the producers who still sell to the coyote. “But this guy pays cash, and
he doesn’t put conditions on them.” Fair trade clearly faces its greatest
challenge during times of high prevailing prices, when the conventional
market—which demands no organizational commitment—is directly
competitive.45

Still, Rentería believes that fair trade has had a deeper impact on Mi-
chiza members than simply improving their household income. “Fair trade
generates educational processes, processes of formation that are repro-
duced in various realms. For instance, the people could see that they
[Michiza] never went into debt,” he says. “It also generates a social con-
science, and leads to other kinds of results, such as links with broader
indigenous movements.”

The organizational structure of Michiza, like that of many other in-
dependent producer unions, borrows rotating leadership structures from
the cargo and tequio systems of the indigenous communities. “From the
beginning,” according to Michiza’s historical summary, “the organiza-
tion set as its objective the practice of a true democracy based in the eco-
logical and cultural principles and communal forms of organization of
each of the communities.” The eight-member directiva (directive coun-
cil) consists of producer members elected directly by their peers for three-
year terms. Each of the communities where Michiza has a presence elects
its own village-level officers and sends delegates to bimonthly statewide
assemblies that make major decisions. Unlike most other producer
groups, however, the directiva is not guided by a staff of full-time pro-
fessional advisers; the only nonmembers working in Michiza’s offices near
Oaxaca City are a clerical staff of two, and a half-time engineer. “It is
important to emphasize,” the document continues, “that the governance
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of the organization is done by the different areas of service which are
composed only of members, achieving [the goal] that the organization
become more independent each day from external advisers.”46

This insistence on “doing it ourselves” has pitfalls as well as rewards.
The complete rotation of the directiva’s leadership every three years
causes an almost complete loss of institutional memory. After a strong
first decade, according to Rentería, the organization went through a
“process of rupture” between 1995 and 2001, in which loans were not
repaid and new members were added too quickly to allow effective ad-
ministration. Computer files were lost, causing several hundred members
to lose their organic certification; they had to begin the three-year tran-
sition period anew. “From 1995 to 2001,” Contreras Díaz tells the as-
sembled producers back at the meeting in Yaviche, “we were stalled,
stuck, and we lost out. We stayed behind, we fell asleep. We grew, but
our production stayed the same, and our costs got higher. We couldn’t
get rid of a bad president or directiva. We had to wait for them to leave.”
In 2001, with the intervention of the church’s Social Pastoral Office,
Michiza’s members installed a new reform-minded directiva, who began
to implement fiscal controls and put the books back in order. “The cur-
rent team is more united,” says Rentería, an assessment reinforced by
my discussions with both producer members and outside observers.

From its origins in eight communities, Michiza has now expanded to
a total of 1,100 member families (939 of whom have organic certification)
located in forty-seven communities dispersed across the state and repre-
senting six indigenous ethnic groups. In most of these communities, as in
Yagavila and Teotlasco, only a portion of the producer families belongs
to Michiza. In the 2004–5 harvest—a meager one throughout Mexico—
the organization collected a total of 466 metric tons (466,000 kilograms)
of pergamino coffee from its members, which yielded about 364 tons of
green coffee. Just over 80 percent of the total was of export quality—
all of which Michiza sold at fair-trade prices to buyers in Germany and
Austria—while the remainder fetched lower prices on the Mexican do-
mestic market.47 The percentage of its harvest that the cooperative sells
at fair-trade terms is one of the highest among Mexican producer orga-
nizations, and is far above the average of 20 percent for fair-trade pro-
ducer groups worldwide. This means that Michiza offers a particularly
good case study of the benefits generated by the higher fair-trade prices.
In organizations with low fair-trade sales, the financial returns from fair
trade are diluted by the majority of sales at lower prices, and their im-
pact on producers is much harder to discern. In Michiza’s case, a far
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higher proportion of the price its members receive can be attributed di-
rectly to fair-trade prices.

In other ways, however, Michiza is more typical of Mexican inde-
pendent producer organizations. The majority of cooperatives have
fewer than three thousand members, with the very large CEPCO being
an exception. Most of these organizations have now embraced organic
certification as the way to attain higher coffee prices, although not all
have fully converted to organic production. Perhaps paradoxically, the
real key to understanding the role of fair trade for Mexican small pro-
ducer organizations is organic coffee production. Mexico is the world’s
largest producer of organic coffee. The organic coffee phenomenon pre-
dates fair trade—it was the first strategy adopted by producer groups
to add value to their coffee, beginning in the early 1980s—and has be-
come a dynamic social movement in its own right in Mexico and else-
where. As consumer demand for organic coffee mushroomed in the
1990s—especially in the United States—the premium price that it fetches
convinced more farmer cooperatives and private estates alike to convert
to organic practices and to seek formal organic certification. The addi-
tional earnings they reap from the organic premium price in many cases
represent the margin of survival for farmers battered by the price crisis.
Moreover, organic certification is now a virtual requirement for selling
coffee on the fair-trade market. The organizations of small producers that
converted to organic early on find themselves on a much firmer footing
than their counterparts who are just now attempting to become certified
(among them the large CEPCO union). For these and other reasons, fair-
trade and organic coffee production are intimately linked for Michiza
and its members. Indeed, these members are far more likely to identify
themselves as organic coffee producers than as fair-trade producers, be-
cause it is the tasks involved in organic coffee production that actually
influence their farming practices and differentiate them most clearly from
their neighbors.

Despite the visible influence of organic production, it is the fair-trade
market—and specifically its guaranteed minimum prices—that has af-
forded the largest measure of economic stability for the organization and
its members during the economic upheavals of the past fifteen years. Yet
on a practical, daily level, there is nothing to remind producers of their
participation in fair trade. Indeed, Michiza members hold widely differ-
ent understandings of what fair trade is. Felipe, a twenty-six-year-old Ya-
gavileño with two small children, who has been in the organization for
six years, responds that fair trade means “it needs to be organic.” Camilo,
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who is from Teotlasco and has been with the organization nine years,
says, that for him, fair trade is “what gives a higher price. It comes with
more demands too; they want [us to have] more shade cover.” These pro-
ducers understandably conflate the tangible requirements of organic pro-
duction with the less familiar concept of fair trade. Indeed, those re-
quirements are directly tied to increased income: producers can receive
the highest price only after they complete the two-year transition to or-
ganic. However, other members express an understanding of fair trade
that is more closely connected with the notion of a stable minimum price.
“It’s something interesting . . . there’s a fair price, and one can make ends
meet,” answers fifty-year-old Jesús, who has been with Michiza for twelve
years. Finally, Carlos and Eva, a husband and wife in Teotlasco who are
both members, form a joint response: “It has a price, and the price doesn’t
vary. It’s a secure price. When the coyote isn’t paying [well], it doesn’t go
down. It’s a fixed price.”

————

For Michiza member households, then, fair trade constitutes a critical—
yet largely invisible—factor that stabilizes the much higher prices they
receive for their organic coffee. While the Rincón de Ixtlán is clearly
unique in its culture, geography, and land-tenure arrangements, the dy-
namics at work here represent a broader contrast between conventional
and fair-trade markets that applies to other coffee-producing regions and
countries as well. The two parallel coffee chains that operate in this re-
gion not only represent very different routes into the global market but,
as the following chapters make clear, they also generate distinct economic,
social, and even environmental conditions for coffee farmers and their
families.
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chapter four

The Difference 
a Market Makes
Livelihoods and Labor

It is shameful. Coffee is the only thing that gives us money to
buy things. Since [the price] is low, that is why things are sad,
and why many people are leaving.

Pedro, conventional producer, Yagavila

The rest of the coffee that we have, we have to sell to the
coyote. And there is no price for it.

Eva, Michiza member, Teotlasco

Fair trade is the only thing that’s kept us alive in this crisis.
Sergio Soriano Díaz, Michiza directive council

Everyone in Yagavila and Teotlasco has been affected by the coffee cri-
sis, and many people voice the opinion that “we’re all poor here.” Be-
neath these commonalities, however, the families in these villages have
developed two distinct responses to the crisis—responses which, more
often than not, break down along the lines of the two parallel coffee mar-
kets that operate here: conventional versus fair-trade organic. What kind
of benefits does participation in fair trade provide to the households that
belong to Michiza? How much better off are they than their conventional
neighbors?

Such questions are challenging to answer, for a number of reasons.
First, in a small traditional community that is characterized by relations
of reciprocity and long-standing mechanisms that distribute wealth, finan-
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cial benefits tend to spread out over time. Virtually everyone in Yagavila
and Teotlasco is related to everyone else by some kind of family tie. Sec-
ond, in a region such as the Rincón, abundant land, a variety of micro-
climates, and a resilient practice of subsistence agriculture provide shock
absorbers that allow families to find some refuge from the harsh effects
of the crisis—protections that are not always available in regions with
greater land pressure or where people depend entirely on coffee simply
to put tortillas on the table. Third, there is the issue of whether families
who join an organization such as Michiza are structurally different from
their conventional counterparts. In other words, are they wealthier to
start with, do they have more coffee land, or do they have access to more
free family labor? These sorts of questions have to be addressed before
it is possible to claim that visible disparities are directly linked to the dif-
ferent coffee markets.

Such comparisons can be enlightening, especially when the hard data
are supplemented by local people’s own descriptions of the dynamics in
their communities. This chapter delves into the tangible differences be-
tween the households of fair-trade farmers and those of their conven-
tional-producer neighbors. I combine the results from my survey of fifty-
one coffee-farming families in Yagavila and Teotlasco—twenty-six of
them members of organizations participating in fair trade (Michiza and
CEPCO), and twenty-five conventional producers—with quotes from
village residents, as well as with the results of studies from elsewhere in
Mexico and from other countries that examine the impact of fair trade.
Together these sources paint a more nuanced picture of how coffee crisis,
the presence of coffee-producer organizations, and access to fair-trade
and organic markets have affected livelihoods in this region—in partic-
ular, how they have reconfigured local people’s opportunities to improve
their social and economic conditions. The chapter also explores how the
different markets affect the way these families use labor, the choices they
make about harvesting and selling coffee, and the options they have for
educating their children.

fair trade:
who benefits and how much?

The most visible benefit of belonging to Michiza is the higher prices that
producers receive for their coffee—a difference that is most dramatic dur-
ing times of crisis. When the coyote was paying approximately five pe-
sos per kilogram in 2003, the Michiza members in transition to organic
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production received twice that much, and the majority who had achieved
organic certification were paid three times more, as table 8 illustrates.
Jesús, a longtime member of Michiza in Yagavila with four children, says
Michiza’s price is at least “double what the coyote pays. . . . We can make
ends meet.” According to Juana, a twenty-nine-year-old woman also from
Yagavila with three years in the organization, “Only with Michiza do
they pay us a better price, a fair price. We can’t find anywhere else to
sell, only Michiza.” Michiza members explain that they receive higher
prices than their neighbors for several reasons, all related in some degree
to organic coffee production and the extra labor invested in preparing
coffee for the export market. Constantino, who has been with Michiza
for three years, says members are paid more “because the coffee is or-
ganic and it gets a good price,” while Faustino, a seven-year member,
says the differential is “because the coffee is higher quality.” According
to Manuel, a forty-nine-year-old producer in Teotlasco, his fellow mem-
bers are paid more “because they are organized, and they keep their coffee
very clean.” 

These price differentials are similar to those elsewhere in the coffee-
producing world. The Colorado State University researcher Douglas Mur-
ray and his coauthors, examining several fair-trade cooperatives in Cen-
tral America and Mexico, found “revenues for fair-trade coffee to be twice
the street price for conventional coffee, even after deductions were made
for cooperative management and other expenses.”1 Nicaraguan farmers
who belong to cooperatives selling to the fair-trade market received an
average of eighty-four U.S. cents per pound, while farmers who sell their
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table 8. michiza payments to producers 
and coyote price, yavagila and teotlasco, 

2002–2003 harvest 
(pesos/kg)

Harvest Final 
Prepayment Payment Payment 
(September) (April) (July) Totala

Michiza: 4 4 7 15 (US$0.68/lb)
certified organic

Michiza: 3 4 3 10 (US$0.45/lb)
transitional

Coyote — 5b — 5 (US$0.23/lb)
(conventional)

a Exchange rate in April 2003: approx 10.1 pesos = US$1.
b Average coyote price reported by unorganized producers for April–July 2003.



coffee to a local middleman were paid an average of thirty-seven cents
a pound, according to Christopher Bacon.2

Another important difference revolves around the timing of payments.
While those who sell to the coyote are usually paid at the time of sale,
payments for Michiza members’ coffee are made in three installments
spread throughout the year (see table 8). The first is a prepayment, or
anticipo, made before the harvest begins in September or October (which
can be as much as 60 percent of the final price but is often less), facili-
tated by the advance credit fair-trade buyers are required to offer; the
second installment is paid in April on delivery of the harvest; and the
third is an ajuste, or final adjustment, usually in June or July, depending
on the organization’s final income after all coffee is sold. These dispersed
payments allow the Michiza families a liquidity during the off-season that
their neighbors do not have.

Table 9 shows the institutional affiliation of the producers I surveyed.
The “conventional” group does not consist only of unorganized pro-
ducers (productores libres); the fourteen CNC/Fraternal members are
included as well, because the price they receive for coffee is nearly iden-
tical to the coyote’s. 

One group in these communities is especially interesting: the new pro-
ducers who have just joined Michiza (new entry or nuevo ingreso). The
five nuevo ingreso families in the survey had not yet sold any coffee at
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table 9. organizational affiliations 
of producer households surveyed

Organization Yagavila Teotlasco Total

Michiza 14 10 24
CEPCOa — 2 2

Subtotal: fair trade 14 12 26
Unorganized (libre) 8 6 14
New-entry Michiza 4 1 5
(nuevo ingreso)

Fraternalb 6 — 6
Subtotal: conventional 18 7 25

total 32 19 51

a Coordinadora Estatal de Productores de Café de Oaxaca (State Coordinating Body for Oaxacan
Coffee Producers), a large statewide producer union on the fair-trade register. CEPCO is active in Teo-
tlasco and one other community in the region, and had 19 members in Teotlasco as of July 2003.

b The Asociación Fraternal Yagavila (Yagavila Fraternal Association) was formerly part of the CNC,
Mexico’s national peasant confederation, long linked to the PRI party, which controlled national pol-
itics for more than 70 years until 2000. The Fraternal officially had 78 members in Yagavila as of July
2003. It functions primarily as a coffee marketing body (at prices very close to those paid by the coy-
otes), and also channels funds from government support programs to its members.



the higher Michiza prices when they were interviewed, nor had they be-
gun the laborious organic conversion process. Their household-income
profiles are much closer to those of the libres than to those of the Michiza
members, and for this reason they are included among the conventional
group in the survey. Yet they chose to join the organization when many
other libre families did not. All five of these producers mentioned the
higher prices as their primary reason for joining Michiza. When asked
why he had joined now, Timoteo, age forty-nine, with four children, re-
sponds: “Because I see their coffee price is going up a little more, and it
pays better than being independent.” Similarly, thirty-year-old Berta an-
swers: “[Because] they have the price. Michiza’s coffee gets a price, and
we don’t have any price.”

Another important question is how household income changes over
time. Producers answered several survey questions that compared cur-
rent conditions with the previous year and also with five years earlier
(1998)—a time when the coyote’s coffee price was still above the cost
of production. The average Michiza member in Yagavila and Teotlasco
has been in the organization for 6.8 years, which means that most mem-
bers were already in the organization at that five-year reference point,
and that Michiza has been established in these communities long enough
for the economic effects of membership to make themselves felt. Many
conventional producers spoke of the havoc the crisis has wreaked on their
economic situation. “Every year [my income] is less, less because the cof-
fee drops more,” complains Jimena, a productora libre with seven chil-
dren. “This coffee doesn’t make money anymore.” Pablo, a forty-seven-
year-old producer in Yagavila, says, “One feels sad, because before we
could support ourselves with this coffee, and now we can’t.” In contrast,
most Michiza members described their economic situation as stable or
improving. “Yes, it’s a bit more now, because I am organic,” says Euge-
nia, a Michiza socia (member) of four years. “I was getting nine pesos
per kilo, now they’re going to give us fifteen pesos.” Zoila, a forty-four-
year-old mother of three in Teotlasco, also answers enthusiastically that
her situation is better “because now I am organic!”

Fair-trade producers and conventional producers have significantly dif-
ferent perceptions of the way their household income has changed over
time. While 54.2 percent of Michiza (and CEPCO) members said their
income was higher than the previous year’s, and only 8.3 percent an-
swered that it had dropped, 27.3 percent of the conventional farmers said
their income had increased, while 31.8 percent said it had fallen. Com-
paring their current income to five years earlier when coffee prices were
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higher, the contrast is even more dramatic, as table 10 shows: almost
two-thirds of fair-trade members said their income was higher than at
the start of the crisis, and only one-fifth said it had fallen. Only 36.4 per-
cent of conventional producers said their income had increased, while
63.6 percent said it had dropped. These numbers clearly illustrate that
the incomes of conventional producers have worsened dramatically
since the beginning of the price crisis, while those of most fair-trade mem-
bers have risen or remained stable. 

The most direct motivation for joining the independent organizations,
as we have seen, is access to the higher prices offered by the organic and
fair-trade markets. As table 11 indicates, members of the two indepen-
dent organizations in Yagavila and Teotlasco earn significantly more on
average from coffee sales than their conventional counterparts; Michiza
members have five times the earnings of the CNC/Fraternal producers.
This difference is due in part to the preferential prices and in part to the
much higher volumes that fair-trade producers harvest and sell. 

Another reason producers frequently give for joining producer or-
ganizations is to obtain access to apoyos (government support programs)
for small coffee producers. There are two main federal coffee-support
programs in place, which at the time of the survey were available only
to producers who belonged to organizations, either independent or CNC-
affiliated. The Emergent Coffee Program pays producers based on the
number of hectares they have planted in coffee: they receive 950 pesos
per hectare up to a maximum of five hectares.3 The Price Stabilization
Program compensates producers for very low prices during the crisis and
aims to keep them growing coffee by providing a small extra payment
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table 10. respondents’ perceptions of changes 
in household income over time, 1998–2003 

(Perception of household income relative to five years earlier)††

Higher Same Lower

Fair tradea (n=20) 13 3 4
(65.0%) (15.0%) (20.0%)

Conventionalb (n=11) 4 0 7
(36.4%) (0%) (63.6%)

total (n=31) 17 3 11
(54.8%) (9.7%) (35.5%)

†† Difference is significant at the .05 level.
a Members of Michiza and CEPCO.
b Unorganized producers, plus members of CNC/Fraternal and new Michiza entrants.



per kilogram sold when the world “C” price falls below eighty-five cents
per pound. Epifanio, a thirteen-year Michiza member from Yagavila, says
that his income has risen over the past five years “because of the apoyos
that come through Michiza.” Agapito, a forty-eight-year-old conven-
tional productor libre from Teotlasco, says that he has considered join-
ing Michiza and that some of the benefits of doing so would be “to im-
prove the coffee price, and to have the right to participate in the apoyos
that the members receive.” Adelaida, a twenty-eight-year-old productora
libre with two small children, admits that “although I don’t really know
Michiza, I know that they get apoyos.” And Alma, a Fraternal member
for six years, cites “the support programs they give us sometimes. That’s
the only reason I am in the organization.”

The income from these programs can make a substantial contribution
to the household economy and represent a real incentive for producers
to link up with an organization of some kind. Recently, though, the Mex-
ican government conducted a national coffee census—surveying every
coffee plot in the country—to provide more accurate figures for the num-
bers of coffee producers and to avoid abuse of federal aid programs by
nonfarmers. In the future, coffee aid payments will be based on individ-
ual producers’ inclusion in this census, theoretically allowing libres to
benefit from these programs for the first time.

The advantages that Michiza members describe go beyond higher
prices and apoyos to include other tangible and intangible benefits that
come from being part of an organization. Juana says: “Now we have a
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table 11. households’ coffee sales and length of
membership, by organizational affiliation, 2003

Mean Total Mean Income Mean Number 
Organizational Coffee Sold, from Coffee of Years in 
Affiliation N 2002–3 (kg)a Sales (pesos)* Organization†

Michiza 24 407.83 5,573 6.83
CEPCO 2 445.00 4,175 6.00
CNC/Fraternal 5 177.00 1,119 9.60
Unorganized 14 241.85 1,289 —

(libre)
New-entry 5 340.00 2,129 —

Michiza
All households 50§ 332.98 3,528 6.22

a One outlier removed.
* Significant at the .001 level.
† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



safe and reliable place to sell our coffee. We’ll always sell it there.” Both
Eva and her husband, Carlos, are members of Michiza in Teotlasco and
tend separate parcels; Carlos cites the fact that Michiza provides “tech-
nical assistance to improve my coffee plot, and to prepare and apply
compost.” Organic coffee production under Michiza is supported by a
system of peasant technical advisers (técnicos campesinos) in each vil-
lage and region. These are experienced producers who provide training
and in-field help with production methods and coffee quality improve-
ment. Maria, a forty-seven-year-old Michiza member in Yagavila, puts
it this way: “We get to know more about coffee, the training and the
courses benefit us; this way they [other members] find out about a lot
of things they hadn’t known.” These benefits are not unique to the
Rincón. In their broad survey of fair-trade groups, Douglas Murray and
coauthors report that “producers from many of the cooperatives noted
another important, non-monetary benefit from participating in fair
trade: access to training and enhanced ability to improve the quality of
their coffee.”4

Still, virtually every conversation here seems to return eventually to
the coffee crisis. People in Teotlasco and Yagavila—whether or not they
belong to an organization—describe vividly how the crisis has affected
their families and communities. “We no longer have enough to buy clothes
and shoes,” laments Agapito. “In the community, the festivals are not
like they used to be, because there’s no money. Before, they organized
dances and invited philharmonic bands for the festivals.” The lack of eco-
nomic activity is a common theme. Camilo, a fifty-year-old Michiza mem-
ber, says, “Before, in 1997, 1998, wherever you looked, people were buy-
ing laminas [aluminum sheeting] for their roofs. But now that the [coffee]
price is low, there’s nowhere to go for the libres.” According to Adelfo,
a productor libre in Teotlasco, “Before there was more ambiente [at-
mosphere], and now it’s sad. Before, more merchants would come here.”
Villagers also describe the crisis as creating both a greater work burden
and pressure to seek income outside the community. “We have to work
more,” says Faustino, a Michiza member. “Before, we only worked dur-
ing coffee harvest. There was a stable income.” He adds that, despite the
extra labor required of them, “now people don’t advance [economically].
Before, we could do things without the help of the government; now we
can’t.” Pedro, a libre from Yagavila, feels that “it is shameful. Coffee is
the only thing that gives us money to buy things. Since [the price] is low,
that’s why things are sad, and why many people are leaving.” Aristeo, a
twenty-seven-year-old father of two whose brother left for the United
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States, says the crisis “hurts us all, since because of this, many people are
leaving to go and work on the other side [el otro lado].”

Although Michiza member families have also been harmed financially
by the crisis, as we will see below, the conventional producer households
feel it far more acutely. According to Bolaños Méndez and colleagues,
“The constantly worsening market crisis has resulted in pitiful prices for
the product, in 2002 reaching prices as ridiculous as four pesos per kilo
for pergamino coffee in these Rincón communities. The producers hit
hardest are those with conventional coffee, whose only market is the local
and regional intermediaries.”5 For these families, it is virtually impossi-
ble to harvest coffee and come out ahead. “I regret ever having planted
coffee,” says Rigoberta, a productora libre in Yagavila. “It has harmed
us financially.”

Alma, the thirty-eight-year-old Fraternal member whose husband is
currently in the United States, harvested more than 3,400 kilos of cof-
fee in 2002–3—far more than anyone else I surveyed.6 Her per-hectare
yields, the second highest of the fifty-one producers, should cut her costs
and put her in a better position to profit. However, she views her expe-
rience as a painful cautionary tale: “Many people don’t realize that they’re
losing money. In the past, I didn’t write down what I spent. This year I
wrote it all down. . . . Now I have tested it. I kept track of all my expenses,
and I lost half [again] of what I invested! [Next year] I won’t harvest it
all . . . only a little bit, honestly.”

Since 1999, coffee has been transformed from sustenance into curse—
a kind of reverse alchemy that has left most producers deeply discour-
aged. Yet, despite the unbearable prices, many conventional coffee farm-
ers have continued to harvest at least part of their crop. Their response
to the crisis seems—on the surface—ambivalent and even illogical. Al-
though it is true that many producers do not keep detailed track of their
income and expenses, their persistence in cultivating coffee is grounded
in reasons far more complex than failure to do the math. Even if pro-
ducers realize that they are currently losing money, they have compelling
reasons not to quit coffee. Because most indigenous producers in this re-
gion do not view coffee through the lens of the profit-maximizing small
farmer in the first place, their responses tend not to flow from that logic
either. The fact that they have continued to harvest and sell coffee at a
loss is due to a combination of factors, cultural and personal as well as
economic. In fact, many Michiza producers as well as conventional pro-
ducers are turning a net loss during the crisis, despite the much higher
prices they receive.
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what kind of difference?

It is worth looking more closely at the differences between fair-trade and
conventional producers in the Rincón. Tables 12 and 13 and figure 15 com-
pare household conditions, coffee harvests and sales, and the different com-
ponents of household income for these two groups. These data illustrate
that the two are quite similar on several basic measures, including family
size, the age of the head of household, and the number of dependents. All
of the families grow both coffee and milpa, and they have very similar
amounts of land planted in both types of crops. In short, these are all cash-
poor, indigenous peasant households engaged in subsistence agriculture
and small-scale coffee production. By one of the primary measures of
wealth in the Rincón—access to land—there is no great disparity. 
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table 12. household size, 
coffee production, and food crops, 2003

Fair Tradea Conventionalb All Households

Household Size 
and Composition n=26 n=25 n=51

Household size 4.68 4.27 4.47
Age of primary 44.4 47.5 46.1

respondent
Number of 2.12 2.24 2.18

dependents (ages 
0–17, 65)

Coffee and Food-
Crop Productionc n=26 n=24 n=50

Number of coffee 3.12 3.38 3.24
parcels

Total size of coffee 2.46 2.34 2.41
parcels (hectares)

Number of food- 3.23 2.83 3.04
crop parcels

Total size of food- 1.84 1.77 1.80
crop parcels 
(hectares)

Ratio of coffee area 1.37:1 1.32:1 1.34:1
to food-crop area

note: All figures are means.
a Members of Michiza and CEPCO.
b Unorganized producers, plus members of CNC/Fraternal and new Michiza entrants.
c One outlier removed.



Yet there are also important differences, notably in the realm of cof-
fee production. The Michiza and CEPCO members together harvested
an average of almost 500 kilograms of coffee in 2002–3, while the con-
ventional producers brought in just over 320 kilos. The higher per-hectare
yields of the fair-trade producers are most likely due to the fact that they
employ organic production methods and regularly replace the oldest cof-
fee plants in their parcels with new seedlings—practices that increase soil
fertility, reduce erosion, and keep the coffee plants at their most pro-
ductive.7 In contrast, many of the conventional coffee plots in the Rincón
are older and overgrown, and bear less fruit.8 Although most of the fair-
trade families also sell a small amount of coffee to coyotes (the lowest-
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table 13. coffee harvests, 
sales, and income, 2002–2003

Fair Trade Conventional 
(n=26) (n=24)

Harvest Data (kg)

Amount harvested, 2002–3† 493.19 321.17
Amount sold, 2002–3† 410.69 248.79
Amount sold to coyote† 53.15 202.33
Amount sold to organization* 356.19 46.25
Amount sold to other family 1.35 0.21
Amount kept for household 68.77 65.21

consumption
Amount discarded or left 13.73 7.17

unharvested
Yield per hectare†† 213.21 153.01

Prices (pesos/kg)

Average price from coyote† 4.23 5.74
Average price from organization* 14.62 5.77
Average total price received* 13.22 5.74

Income (pesos)

Total received from coyote sales* 225 1,161
Total received from organization 5,206 267

sales*
Total income from all coffee sales* 5,431 1,428

note: 10 pesos = approximately US$1. All figures are means; 1 outlier removed.
*Significant at the .001 level.
† Significant at the .01 level.
†† Significant at the .05 level.



16,842 pesos (US$1,684) for fair-trade households and 7,224 pesos
(US$722) for their conventional counterparts. Last and most dramatic,
as figure 16 shows, both groups have a negative net income. That is, they
are losing money—roughly US$379 on average for fair-trade members
and US$450 for conventional producers—even as they invest hundreds
or thousands of hours of labor to weed, harvest, and process their coffee.
Only twelve of the fifty-one families I surveyed (eight of whom were
Michiza members) actually had a positive net income in 2002–3.9

The implications of the data on net household income are troubling
indeed. Most families are actually losing money during the crisis, and
fair-trade members are losing nearly as much money as their conventional
counterparts. At least on the surface, it would appear that participation
in fair trade in the Rincón does not put member families any farther
ahead.

A key set of figures (shown in table 18, page 119) points to a reason
for these losses: the cost of hiring mozo laborers. The fair-trade produc-
ers, whose organic production methods are more labor-intensive, spent
an average of 5,351 pesos in 2002–3 to hire mozos for both coffee and
milpa tasks—virtually the same amount as they earned on average from
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Figure 16. Household income and expenses, Yagavila and Teotlasco, 2002–
2003. Net coffee income refers to coffee sales, minus cash costs of coffee labor. 
* Significant at the .001 level. †† Significant at the .05 level.



coffee sales. Conventional producers, on the other hand, spent an aver-
age of 1,782 pesos on mozos, more than the amount they earned from
coffee. The cost of hired labor, then, is clearly a crucial element—on a
par with the price crisis—in explaining the economic pain felt by most
coffee producers in this region. Such a situation is clearly not sustain-
able over many years; something has to give.

To appreciate the challenges of making ends meet under such circum-
stances, it is illustrative to look at a few family budgets. The five producers
in table 14 illustrate the range of conditions for households in Yagavila
and Teotlasco, and represent roughly typical families in the fair-trade,
new-entry, and conventional categories. Four of these five families
showed a negative net household income in 2002–3, which reflects the
situation in the communities as a whole. However, when the net income
for coffee is calculated separately (that is, the cash income from coffee
sales minus the cash costs of hired coffee labor), three of the five pro-
ducers show a positive balance, and Uriel lost only 240 pesos. Only
Ligia—a mother of three whose husband is in Oaxaca City and who had
to hire a large number of mozos—sustained a major loss on coffee alone.
The share of total household income from coffee sales is lower among
CNC/Fraternal members than Michiza members and lower still among
productores libres. Two of the five, Ligia and Uriel—a new entrant into
Michiza and a productor libre, respectively—earned more money from
working as mozos than from selling coffee, and they did not benefit at
all from the coffee-support programs. All five families received payments
from the government’s Progresa/Oportunidades program, and because
Uriel and Fernando have several children currently in school, their fami-
lies received more from this program than the others did. Four of the fam-
ilies have children living outside the community, and two have children
in the United States—Fernando a son and Julio a daughter. However,
Ligia’s son in Oaxaca City was the only child among the five families who
actually sent money home to support the household; his remittances ac-
count for 38 percent of the family’s annual income. Fernando’s house-
hold represents the large majority of fair-trade members (eighteen out of
twenty-six) who experienced a net loss, despite Michiza’s higher coffee
prices and the income they receive from as many as three different fed-
eral support programs. Fernando spent 3,500 pesos to pay for 190 days
of mozo labor, but only 55 of those days were spent bringing in his cof-
fee crop—which, at 384 kilograms, was about average for Michiza mem-
bers. The bulk of his labor expenditures were for mozos to weed and
harvest his milpa. Many of these Michiza producer families, despite their
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high gross incomes, see those incomes erased by high expenses, with hired
labor, education, and food among the largest costs. High coffee pro-
duction, high yields, and high fair-trade prices, then, are no guarantee
of a positive net household income for these Rincón families. Under such
circumstances, the seemingly straightforward question “Are fair-trade pro-
ducers better off?” begins to take on far greater complexity. 

Furthermore, even the fair-trade producers have been hurt directly by
the coffee crisis, in several ways. First, because not all of the coffee har-
vest meets the organizations’ high quality standards—Michiza’s being
the most exacting—almost all of these families find themselves turning
to the conventional market to sell at least part of their coffee. Eva, the
Michiza member in Teotlasco, explains that “the rest of the coffee that
we have, we have to sell to the coyote. And there is no price for it.” On
average, the fair-trade households sold 53.2 kilograms of coffee to the
coyote—almost 11 percent of their total harvest—and for these beans
they have to accept rock-bottom prices, just as their neighbors do. In fact,
probably because this remnant coffee is of very low quality, the fair-trade
producers were paid even less on average in 2003 by the coyote than the
conventional farmers were: 4.23 pesos per kilogram, compared to 5.74
pesos. Second, according to members of the Michiza directiva, some mem-
bers have retained the habit of hanging onto a portion of their export-
grade coffee that could have been sold to Michiza—beyond what is
needed for household consumption—to use as cash to buy food and other
needs from the coyote merchants. This practice, they say, comes from
producers’ not fully understanding how to maximize their income. How-
ever, as Manuela, a CEPCO member in Teotlasco, points out, “The or-
ganization is not right at hand, and the coyote is.” A family strapped for
cash while they are awaiting the next payment from Michiza may need
these liquid assets. Additionally, the organization collects coffee from its
members in each village only once per year, at the end of the harvest.
Many members end up rushing to process and hand-select all of their
coffee before the truck arrives. If some coffee is processed too late for
the single acopio (pickup) or is harvested afterward, members have no
choice but to sell it to the coyote. According to Bolaños and others:

Michiza collects the coffee only once, principally the beans that mature
early, and leaves behind the late production. Saving coffee also represents 
a strategy of the household economy that implies savings in-kind, inter-
changeable for cash at any moment, although at the reduced prices of the
intermediary. But mostly it represents a vain hope that the market price of
coffee will rise. Another factor is not investing all the labor in the coffee
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table 14. household budgets 
for five producers, 2002–2003

Isaac Ligia Uriel 
Julio Fernando (CNC/ (new-entry (unorganized/

(Michiza) (Michiza) Fraternal) Michiza) libre)

Household Size and Composition

Gender and age M, 63 M, 68 M, 63 F, 30 M, 48
of primary 
respondent

Number of people 2 4 4 4 5
in householda

Number of 1 1 1 3 1
dependentsb

Total number 5 4 2 1 0
of current migrantsc

Number of migrants 1 1 0 0 0
in United States

Coffee area (hectares) 3.0 2.0 2.0 1.5 2.0
Food crops (hectares) 2.0 1.5 1.75 1.0 3.75

Organization Membership and Coffee Sales

Years of membership 10 13 5 0 —
Coffee sold to 300 204 57 0 0
organization (kg)

Coffee sold 0 180 100 200 150
to coyote (kg)

Total coffee 300 384 157 200 150
sold (kg)

Average price 15.0 9.1 5.4 4.0 4.0
received (pesos/kg)

Income (pesos)

Coffee sales 4,500 3,510 847 800 600
Coffee-support 800 950 0 0 0
programs

Agricultural-support 1,200 1,030 1,030 400 300
programs

Oportunidades 1,800 5,400 1,800 1,800 4,200
program

Waged (mozo) 120 0 0 880 2,275
labor

Other work 0 0 0 0 1,000
Migrants’ 3,640 2,730 0 2,400 0
remittances

Total income 12,060 13,620 3,677 6,280 8,375



crop that it requires, without understanding correctly that this is the only
way to improve yields and quality as a way to guarantee the insertion of
the harvest in the market.10

The price crisis has also hurt Michiza members at the level of sales by
the organization. Any processed green coffee that Michiza cannot sell
on the fair-trade export market will fetch a much lower price on the do-
mestic Mexican market—either the actual world “C” price or a set num-
ber of cents per pound above it. In the 2001–2 harvest, Michiza had to
sell over 29,000 kilograms of conventionally produced coffee and—of
greater concern—33,000 kilograms of organic coffee on the domestic
market at an average price of nine pesos per kilogram, or only forty-one
U.S. cents per pound.11 Additionally, if the organization has export-
quality coffee to sell but cannot find a buyer who will pay the guaran-
teed fair-trade price, it must negotiate with international (or even domes-
tic) buyers to purchase these shipments at a smaller markup over the “C”
price, which in turn lowers the per-kilogram prices it pays to all its mem-
bers. “Most cooperatives,” write Murray and coauthors, “cannot sell all
their members’ coffee through fair-trade channels, and so sell the re-

Coffee sales as 37 26 23 13 7
percentage of 
gross household 
income

Expenses (pesos)

Food 3,196 6,392 5,400 4,800 5,200
Education 0 1,500 0 2,400 3,000
Wages to mozosd 0 3,500 0 10,900 840
Community fees 400 400 400 300 400
Electricity 300 300 300 300 300
Other expenses 0 3,800 0 500 480
Interest on debt 0 0 3,600 400 1,800
Total expenses 3,896 15,892 9,700 19,600 12,020

Net household +8,164 –2,272 –6,023 –13,320 –3,645
income/loss

Net coffee +4,500 +760 +847 –7,050 –240
income/losse

note: 10 pesos = approximately US$1.
a Total number of people living in the home and part of family unit.
b Includes children under age 18 and adults over 64.
c Children or spouses of respondents currently living outside the community, whether or not contributing money.
d For both coffee and milpa labor.
e Income from coffee sales, minus the cost of hired (mozo) labor for only coffee tasks.



mainder at regular prices. But payments to farmers for sales of fair-trade
and non-fair-trade coffee are often pooled into a single payment.”12 For
these reasons, Michiza is constantly exhorting its members to keep qual-
ity high through careful wet processing and hand selection of beans, the
principal determinants of how much of the harvest will meet rigorous
European quality standards. Thus, while they are not as badly affected
as their conventional counterparts, these multiple kinds of price dilution
mean that fair-trade coffee farmers are not immune from the economic
effects of price crises.

beyond income:
debt, education, and housing

Family income is only one measure of the benefits that participation in
fair trade brings. One of the chronic problems for peasant farmers around
the world is the lack of access to credit for agriculture and other pro-
ductive activities. In Mexico, the state institutions that formerly extended
loans to small producers have largely ceased to operate. Often the only
option left for families is to turn to prestamistas—loan sharks, or local
people with money to lend, usually (though not always) at usurious terms.
In Yagavila and Teotlasco, many of the prestamistas are also comerciantes,
the owners of the village stores who tend to constitute the upper class in
these villages. According to the local Michiza leader Marcos Gómez
Sánchez, 50 to 60 percent of the families in Yagavila take out loans on a
regular basis during the lean months (meses flacos) of the summer—a
time when meager cash income from the spring coffee sales has often run
out and the milpa has not yet been harvested.13 Families in the Rincón
who borrow on a regular basis do so mainly to put food on the table or
to pay mozos to weed and harvest their milpa or coffee plots. Many of
the families I spoke with borrow between one thousand and three thou-
sand pesos twice yearly, often taking six months or more to repay the
money. “They usually borrow in July, August, or September, and pay the
loan back the following April,” says Gómez Sánchez. “But if the coffee
income doesn’t cover [the loan], they’re screwed.” Community laws (esta-
tutos comunales) in much of the Rincón place a cap on interest rates, but
the ceiling is high—10 percent per month—meaning that borrowers can
easily end up repaying double the original loan amount. The local village
governments also lend money at these same rates to raise revenue.

The consequences of defaulting on debt can be catastrophic for small
farmers. Christopher Bacon writes that coffee farmers in Nicaragua who
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sell to conventional markets are four times more likely to believe they
will lose their land in the coming year, through repossession or bank fore-
closure, than their organic and fair-trade counterparts.14 In the Rincón
region, however, communal statutes prohibit the forfeiture of land, even
between comuneros.15 They specify that the only collateral at risk is the
season’s coffee or corn harvest—a policy similar to that of the Sandi-
nista government of the 1980s in Nicaragua.

Still, the burden of debt is great. Residents of Yagavila and Teotlasco
say that they take out loans for a wide range of needs. “I borrow money
[to buy] corn and beans,” says Agapito. Others bypass the exchange of
cash altogether: “Sometimes the comerciantes give us food on credit, and
then we pay,” says Teodoro, who has just joined Michiza. Some villagers
borrow money only for special large purchases or family health emer-
gencies. Gómez Sánchez says that many villagers in Yagavila are now bor-
rowing between twenty thousand and thirty thousand pesos (US$2,000–
3,000) to enable a family member to migrate to the United States. Juana,
a Michiza member, says she and her husband, Fabian, only borrow “when
we want to buy something—like a rifle or an animal [livestock].” A few
comuneros, such as Adelfo, a productor libre in Teotlasco, can borrow
money at no interest from family or friends. But others, like Laura, also
a libre in Teotlasco, want nothing to do with the prestamistas. “I’d rather
go hungry!” she states emphatically.

Belonging to a fair-trade organization, say members, reduces their need
to borrow. “Michiza members almost don’t have to take out loans,”
claims Gómez Sánchez. However, this survey shows a more complex pic-
ture, as table 15 indicates. A total of 18 producers (35 percent of the sam-
ple) had outstanding debt at the time of the survey. Just under 42 per-
cent of conventional producers were indebted, compared to only 31
percent of fair-trade members. The average loan size for the fair-trade
group is 2,345 pesos, compared to 3,525 pesos for the conventional
group. All borrowers take between five and six months on average to re-
pay the loans, with fair traders paying an average interest rate of 6.11
percent per month and their conventional neighbors paying an average
of 7.69 percent. Just over 59 percent of fair-trade members had borrowed
money at least once in their lives, compared to 70 percent of the conven-
tional group. However, more significant differences show up in the pro-
ducers’ dependence on loans: that is, the frequency and regularity with
which they have to borrow money. More than 57 percent of the conven-
tional farmers say that they have to borrow money every year, while only
29.2 percent of the Michiza and CEPCO members do so. Exactly one-
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third of the fair-trade producers who responded say that they borrowed
money for the past coffee harvest, while 83 percent of the conventional
producers had done so. This difference is perhaps not surprising, given that
Michiza members receive their (higher) income for coffee in three payments,
typically in April, July, and September. The last two installments come at
the time when most conventional producers are turning to the prestamista,
and also when people are hiring mozos to both harvest the milpa and weed
their coffee. Says Gómez Sánchez: “It helps us significantly.” Michiza mem-
bers, he adds, also have access to a zero-interest loan fund for extraordinary
family expenses. Overall, the level and timing of their coffee payments—
and additional access to credit through the organization—appear to give
fair-trade members greater liquidity and lower their dependence on credit
from traditional sources. They are not forced into a cycle of debt in order
to bring in the coffee harvest, or, even worse, to eat. 

Many discussions of the benefits of fair trade also mention education.
Sarah Lyon, describing a fair-trade coffee organization in Guatemala (La
Voz), writes that “cooperative members are able to send their children
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table 15. household debt, 2003

Number of 
Respondentsa Fair Trade Conventional All Households

Families with 50 8 (30.8%) 10 (41.7%) 18 (36.0%)
outstanding debt

Mean amount 20 2,345 3,525 2,935
borrowed (pesos)

Mean number 23 5.80 5.04 5.37
of months needed 
to repay loans

Mean interest 22 6.11 7.69 7.05
(percent per month) 
on loans

Families who have 42 13 (59.1%) 14 (70.0%) 27 (64.3%)
ever borrowed 
money

Families who have 45 7 (29.2%) 12 (57.1%) 19 (42.2%)
to borrow money 
each year§

Borrowed money 18 4 (33.3%) 5 (83.3%) 9 (50.0%)
for 2002–3 coffee 
harvest††

a Not all respondents answered every question.
†† Significant at the .05 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



[to school] in higher numbers and a number of associates have children
studying at the university level.”16 This pattern is replicated in other com-
munities with organizations participating in fair trade, according to Mur-
ray and colleagues.17 In Mexico, although rural elementary education
(the equivalent of grades K–6) is virtually universal, financial difficulties
arise when parents have to send children out of the community to attend
secondary school (grades 7–9), high school or technical school (grades
10–12), or university. Increasingly, the Mexican educational secretariat
(SEP) is building new rural schools that conduct distance education via
satellite television. These telesecundarias (tele-secondaries) and tele-
bachilleratos (tele–high schools) have brought postprimary education to
many remote areas for the first time, though some parents express doubts
about their quality. Although K–12 education is technically free, in prac-
tice economic austerity policies have obliged local schools to rely on par-
ents to provide virtually all supplies for their children. “School is more
difficult to afford now,” complains Anita, a Michiza member in Teo-
tlasco who has three school-age children and is pregnant with a fourth.
“Before, they didn’t require uniforms” for elementary students, she adds.
Mauro, a father of six, says that “before, they barely asked for anything,
but now they ask us to pay for everything.” On the other hand, Jesús,
a longtime Michiza member in Yagavila with four children, says, “Sec-
ondary school is cheaper now, because the tele-secondary arrived here,
and we don’t have to send our kids away.” Indeed, of all the children
aged five to fourteen in the families in this survey, only one was not en-
rolled in school at the time of the interview. The real challenge for
parents—and the benefit of fair trade—comes after the ninth grade. Dis-
cussing her thirteen-year-old son, Rigoberta, a libre in Yagavila, laments
that “there are no resources to send him somewhere to study after sec-
ondary school.”

Parents in the Rincón—like those around the world—view education
as a route to escape from poverty. Most of the heads of household who
answered the survey have no more than a primary education: the conven-
tional respondents had completed an average of 4.65 grades of school,
while the fair-trade members had completed an average of 5.65 grades.
Alma says her daughter “needs to finish her studies, get a career. We don’t
want her to end up suffering, being a campesino like us.” However, when
asked how far they would like their children to study, almost all par-
ents in Yagavila and Teotlasco respond that the decision is up to the chil-
dren. “[He should do] whatever he decides,” says Justino, a Michiza
member in Teotlasco. “We don’t decide.” Camilo, who has a teenage
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daughter at home and four other children in the United States, explains
that “it depends on them. Here, you can’t obligate them [to continue
school]—if you do, they start drinking or taking drugs, they start dress-
ing like cholos.”18

The difference between the conventional and fair-trade groups begins
to appear only after secondary school, as table 16 shows. Almost one-
third (30.8 percent) of all the fair-trade households (eight families) have
at least one child studying in postsecondary school, compared to 12.0
percent of conventional producers (three families). Sending their children
to these technical or high schools—located in Oaxaca City and the re-
gional centers of Calpulalpam or Guelatao, six to eight hours away by
bus—requires families to find the money for room, board, books, sup-
plies, and transportation for nine months of the year. Because they are
supporting these postsecondary students, fair-trade members report a
much higher average level of spending on education (4,786 pesos) than
the conventional families do (1,719 pesos). Only three people in all fifty-
one families (out of a total of 283 people) in the survey have ever stud-
ied beyond high school, and all three of these are in families that belong
to Michiza. Fair-trade membership in the Rincón, then, is associated with
greater attendance in high school and beyond. 

Housing is also an important issue. Almost all homes in Yagavila and
Teotlasco have electricity and piped water (the community built its own
water system in the 1950s), and the homes of conventional and fair-trade
members in these villages average virtually the same number of rooms.
There is a small but growing number of brick or cinder-block houses, in
contrast to the traditional adobe home. These, according to most villagers,
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table 16. access to and 
expenditures on education, 2003

Fair Trade (n=26) Conventional (n=25)

Mean percentage of children 86.6 83.3
age 5–17 currently studying

Mean percentage of children 66.7 56.2
age 15–17 currently studying

Families with member who has 3 (11.5%) 0 (0%)
studied beyond high school§

Expenditure on education in 4,786 1,719
past year (pesos)†

† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



indicate the families who have sent migrants to the United States and re-
ceive remittance money. Only three families in the sample—two fair-trade
and one conventional—have such houses. One Michiza member who re-
cently built a cinder-block home has several children living in the United
States but insists that “we couldn’t have built this house with the prices
of the coyotes.”

However, there are a few notable differences in housing between the
fair-trade and conventional groups, which are shown in table 17. Tile or
cement floors are considered preferable to dirt floors and are a sign of
greater wealth; 46 percent of fair-trade families have such floors, com-
pared to only 24 percent of their conventional neighbors. While wooden
beds raised above the ground are increasingly common (as opposed to
pallets or bedding on the floor), only 68 percent of conventional producer
families have beds for every member of the family, compared with almost
85 percent of fair-trade members. Nineteen percent of CEPCO and
Michiza members have a gas cooking stove in the home (as a supplement
to, not a replacement for, the obligatory wood fire for cooking tortillas),
versus only 8 percent of conventional producer families. Typically, in these
Zapotec homes, the smoke from the cooking fire is not vented, and most
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table 17. housing conditions and amenities, 2003

Fair Trade Conventional All Households 
(n=26) (n=25) (n=51)

Mean number 2.85 2.56 2.71
of rooms in house

Mean number of 2.01 2.46 2.23
inhabitants per room

Enough beds for all 22 (84.6%) 17 (68.0%) 39 (76.5%)
family members

Nondirt floors (tile 12 (46.1%) 6 (24.0%) 18 (35.3%)
or cement)

Electricity 26 (100.0%) 24 (96.0%) 50 (98.0%)
Piped water 24 (92.3%) 21 (84.0%) 45 (88.2%)
Chimney to remove 9 (34.6%) 1 (4.0%) 10 (19.6%)
cooking smoke†

Gas cooking stove 5 (19.2%) 2 (8.0%) 7 (13.7%)
Toilet 1 (3.8%) 0 (0%) 1 (2.0%)
Shower 5 (19.2%) 2 (8.0%) 7 (13.7%)
Television† 9 (34.6%) 1 (4.0%) 10 (19.6%)
Stereo or CD player§ 6 (23.1%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (11.8%)

† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



quality coffee, which is not accepted by Michiza and CEPCO), they sold
an average of 72 percent of their harvest to the organization, at much
higher prices. The conventional producers sold an average of 68 percent
of their crop to the coyote and only 15 percent to an organization, in
this case the CNC/Fraternal. The fair-trade families’ greater overall pro-
duction combines with the higher prices to create a fourfold difference
in income from coffee sales: they earned 5,431 pesos (approximately
US$543), compared to 1,428 pesos (about US$142) for the conventional
families. Not surprisingly, coffee sales on average accounted for a much
higher proportion of the fair-trade members’ total gross household in-
come (32 percent) than for the conventional families (20 percent). Fig-
ure 16 compares the total household income and expenses for both groups
during 2002–3, as well as their net household income (income minus ex-
penses), and net income for coffee (cash sales minus hired labor costs). 

Some of the data in these tables are likely to jump out dramatically at
the reader. First, the income from coffee sales does not account for even
half of the total cash income of either group. Second, it is immediately
apparent how modest the income from coffee of even the fair-trade group
is—an average of just over US$540, before deducting the cash costs of
production. The total gross cash income of these families is also quite low:
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women work in a constantly smoky environment all day long—a major
health hazard. In cooperation with a nongovernmental group in Oaxaca,
Michiza obtained funding to install in members’ homes a number of
Lorena stoves, which consume less firewood and have an aluminum chim-
ney to remove the smoke. As a result, more than 34 percent of the fair-
trade families in the survey have stoves with chimneys, compared to only
4 percent of the conventional group. Inside these homes, there are also
notable differences when it comes to two creature comforts, fairly new in
the Rincón, that are also markers of wealth. None of the conventional
households own a stereo or CD player, and only one (4 percent) boasts
a television, while 23.1 percent of the fair-trade families have stereos and
34.6 percent own TV sets. At least some of the income earned from fair-
trade sales, it appears, is being invested in producers’ homes.

labor pains: the mozo dilemma

According to Marcos Gómez Sánchez, there are just three ways for vil-
lagers to earn cash in Yagavila, besides selling coffee or migrating: own
a store, become a mason, or work as a mozo laborer. For most people
here, selling their labor is the only viable option.
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Figure 17. Michiza member with new brick and concrete house under
construction, Yagavila.
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In the Rincón, the land is so steep that one often has to struggle to
keep one’s footing amid the coffee trees. A network of steep and often
muddy paths ties the community together, and there are no roads except
for the main road. Even if producers owned trucks—and none here do—
they would be useless for bringing the coffee harvest in for processing.
Villagers haul the picked coffee cherries either on their backs using a
mecate—a rope with a strap that goes around the forehead—or, if the
plot is far away, by mule. The harvest is slow work on these slopes, and
the coffee must be picked before it begins to rot. If a family’s parcels are
located at roughly the same altitude, their coffee can ripen virtually all
at once. Everyone in the household who can pick coffee is mobilized for
the harvest—except for children at school—but, under these conditions,
family labor alone is rarely enough. The traditional gozona system, which
provides free reciprocal labor for coffee weeding and milpa tasks, doesn’t
help much during the harvest, because everyone is bringing in their cof-
fee simultaneously. Hired mozo labor, then, is indispensable for the ma-
jority of the families in Yagavila and Teotlasco. Two-thirds of the fami-
lies in the survey—thirty-four of the fifty-one—hire mozos to help harvest
and weed their coffee plots. The need to hire mozos depends largely on
three factors: the number of family members available to help with the
harvest, the size of the plots, and whether farmers belong to an organi-
zation producing organic coffee.

Coffee labor is also gendered. Although everyone in the household par-
ticipates in the harvest and the initial wet processing, along with any hired
laborers, several women asserted that “the men would say they do most
of the harvesting, but it is really the women who work the hardest in the
harvest.” After this point, the division of labor becomes more pro-
nounced: the tasks that are related to quality control—principally drying
and (for Michiza members) the laborious hand selection of export-grade
beans—take place in the home patio area and are considered principally
women’s work. On the other hand, the plot-maintenance work neces-
sary to reach and retain organic certification—building terraces and plant
barriers, hauling and spreading compost, and pruning and replacing cof-
fee plants, among other tasks—is predominantly seen as men’s work.
Thus, the advent of the specific techniques needed to gain and keep or-
ganic certification (and membership in Michiza) has increased the labor
burden of both genders.

Maria is an experienced Michiza producer whose husband died sev-
eral years ago. All but one of her children have migrated to the United
States, so she has to hire a large number of mozos to bring in her coffee.
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Maria says that a mozo can pick one costal (sixty-kilogram bag) of cof-
fee cherries per day in an average plot, as much as two costales if the
plot is full of ripe beans, and perhaps only half a costal if the beans are
sparse. Well before the harvest begins in December, she lines up the people
who will work for her. On any given day during the harvest, she can go
to the homes of these mozos and ask them to work the next morning.
She pays them 40 pesos a day, and she also cooks and brings them their
midday meal, which she estimates costs her another 15 pesos per mozo.
At the end of the day, she hires someone who owns a mule to haul the
coffee up the mountainside to her patio for depulping—at 50 pesos per
load of two costales—or the mozos can opt to earn an additional 25 pe-
sos per costal to haul the coffee up the mountain themselves. Maria’s av-
erage labor costs for each costal, then, total 80 pesos. Because each sixty-
kilogram bag of café cerezo only yields thirty kilograms of parchment
coffee after it is wet-processed, her labor costs are 2.7 pesos per kilo-
gram on average. But this cost represents only labor for the harvest. Ear-
lier in the season, she would have hired mozos to weed her coffee plot
twice (a requirement of Michiza’s organic program). Because her daugh-
ter and other family members also help with the coffee, Maria is fortu-
nate: she had to pay for only 53 jornales (person-days) of coffee labor
during 2002–3, for a total cost of 2,120 pesos. Her two hectares of cof-
fee land yielded 568 kilograms of coffee during that harvest, all of it sold
to Michiza at 15 pesos per kilogram, for a total of 8,520 pesos. Her la-
bor costs, then, were almost exactly 25 percent of her coffee income, or
3.73 pesos per kilo. In this respect, too, Maria is extremely fortunate,
because, on average, Michiza members spent approximately 58 percent
of their coffee income on coffee labor, as table 18 shows—leaving a very
modest return of 2,288 pesos (US$229) for the year’s work. However,
the conventional producers on average spent 68 percent of their meager
income from coffee sales on labor, leaving the average conventional
farmer with, incredibly, just 481 pesos—forty-eight dollars—for an en-
tire year’s harvest. “Whether or not the coffee brings a price,” says Eu-
genia, a fifty-seven-year-old producer in Yagavila, “the mozo wants his
pay.” Of course, these figures do not include the thousands of hard hours
of unpaid family labor involved in picking, hauling, wet processing, dry-
ing, and selecting the coffee. 

This is the dilemma of coffee production for conventional farmers in
the Rincón during the price crisis: should they keep breaking their backs
to produce coffee that earns nothing? Should they give up on coffee en-
tirely? Or should they harvest much less coffee, only as much as they can

118 The Difference a Market Makes



table 18. person-days and costs 
for hired labor, 2002–2003

All 
Fair Trade Conventional Households

(n=25) (n=23) (n=48)

Mozos (hired labor)

Number of person- 64 21 44
days for coffee tasks††

Number of person- 48 17 33
days for milpa tasks††

Total number 112 38 77
of person-days††

Respondents who worked 11 16 27 
any days as mozo for other (45.8%) (69.6%) (57.4%)
producer(s) during past 
year§ (n=47)

Number of days respondent 27 37 33
worked as mozo during past 
year (n=27)

Respondents whose income 3 10 13 
from own mozo labor is (12.5%) (43.5%) (27.7%)
greater than from coffee 
sales†† (n=47)

Labor Costs (pesos)

Average daily mozo 47 44 46
wage paid

Costs for mozo labor 3,109 975 2,087
in coffee†

Costs for mozo labor 2,242 807 1,554
in milpa††

Total costs for mozo 5,351 1,782 3,641
labor†

Coffee labor costs as 57.2 68.3 59.5
percentage of coffee 
sale income

Net coffee income 2,288 481 1,422
(coffee sales minus coffee 
labor costs; pesos)

note: All figures are means. Three outliers were removed from the sample.
† Significant at the .01 level.
†† Significant at the .05 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



harvest with family labor alone? The increasing abandonment of coffee
plots in the Rincón—both partial and complete—is one clear indication
of the choice many conventional producers have made.

Labor in the Rincón costs so much, an economist would explain, be-
cause demand is high and supply is low. The advent of organic produc-
tion methods under Michiza has reconfigured coffee harvesting and pro-
cessing in the communities where the organization has a presence, and
as a result has greatly increased the need for mozos. Maria explains that
most libres allow the harvested coffee cherries to accumulate for several
days in their parcels before hauling and processing them. However, or-
ganic producers must haul and process the beans on the same day they
are harvested—often working late into the night to depulp the beans—
because delays cause an unacceptable loss of quality. Certified organic
coffee also requires a series of other tasks: preparing, hauling, and spread-
ing compost on the coffee parcel, weeding the plots twice instead of the
traditional single weeding, constructing terraces and live plant barriers
(barreras vivas) to retard erosion, additional pruning, replacing old cof-
fee plants, and laboriously selecting the the processed parchment coffee
bean by bean before sale. While not all Michiza member families hire
mozos for all of these tasks, in general they rely more heavily on hired
labor. Fair-trade producers in Yagavila and Teotlasco pay for an aver-
age of sixty-four person-days a year for coffee, while the typical con-
ventional producer pays for twenty-one. Justino, a four-year Michiza
member in Teotlasco, says that since joining the organization, his need
for mozos has increased, “to build terraces, and to harvest coffee in one
single day so it comes out well. If we don’t harvest [and process] in a
single day, we have to find some way to keep it from spoiling—like put-
ting it in water—so all the coffee comes out the same. Before [I entered
Michiza] we never needed mozos.” Because of these organic techniques,
then, Michiza has substantially boosted the demand for mozo labor in
these villages.

Simultaneously, a separate phenomenon is compounding the labor
shortage. Laborers are increasingly demanding higher wages and thereby
pricing many producers out of the mozo market entirely. The situation,
explains the Michiza producer Faustino, began when villagers started mi-
grating to the United States after coffee prices dropped and began send-
ing remittance money back to their families. “The people who are in the
north began to build houses and started paying fifty pesos a day [for mo-
zos],” he says. “So the mozos got used to it.” Adelaida concurs: “The
rich people are paying more, and they [mozos] are becoming accustomed
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to it.” Between 2001 and 2003, the prevailing daily wage rose from about
25 pesos per day to between 40 and 50 pesos. Virtually everyone com-
plains about the high rates, but clearly the market is tight enough for the
mozos to name their price. In addition, there are fewer mozos available
because up to one-third of the community has emigrated. The soaring
labor costs, even more than the plummeting prices, have cast a pall over
the future of coffee production for the libres who remain in the villages.
Rigoberta says that she harvested only part of her coffee last year—“I
lacked money to find mozos, so that’s why it stayed on the trees. It doesn’t
make sense to harvest when it’s like this.” Michiza members are not im-
mune, either. Zoila in Teotlasco says she couldn’t bring in her whole har-
vest because “I couldn’t find mozos, and they charge very high.” Adán,
a seventy-eight-year-old grandfather of three in Yagavila, says it is the
scarcity of labor, not the cost, that concerns him. Asked if he plans to
harvest all his coffee next year, he responds, “If I can find mozos, yes. If
not, it’s going to fall off the tree and rot.”

Hit by the double whammy of prohibitively expensive labor and pa-
thetically low coffee prices, it is perhaps no surprise that many produc-
tores libres said they plan to harvest less coffee in the coming year. Forty-
five percent of fair-trade members reported they intend to harvest more
coffee in the coming year, compared to 28 percent of their conventional
neighbors. Forty-four percent of conventional producers said they plan
to reduce their harvest, compared to only 8 percent of the fair-trade group.

Finally, there is the question of who is working for whom. The labor
situation in the Rincón is complex, with many families both hiring mo-
zos and working as mozos. More than half of the villagers surveyed (57.4
percent) say they have worked at least one day as a mozo in the past
year. However, more conventional producers (69.6 percent) worked as
laborers than fair-trade members (45.8 percent). Nor did all farmers who
hired themselves out as laborers rely on this work equally: the eleven fair-
trade producers who were also mozos worked an average of twenty-seven
days, compared to thirty-seven days for the sixteen conventional pro-
ducers who were mozos.

Back in 1983, when Leonardo Tyrtania analyzed Yagavila households’
economy based on the balance between waged labor, subsistence, and
the sale of coffee, he found that 25 percent of the households earned more
from working as mozos than from selling coffee. Twenty years later, in-
terestingly, that number appears virtually unchanged: 26.5 percent of the
families in the survey fit that description. Here too, we find a disparity.
Only three of the fair-trade members (12.5 percent) earned more from
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selling their labor than from coffee, while ten of the conventional fami-
lies (43.5 percent) did so. Yet whereas Tyrtania defined this group as the
“have-nots” of Yagavila, the lowest on the economic ladder, they appear
to have slightly more economic power today. Ligia explains: “The ones
who go north can afford to pay the mozos well. That’s the problem. The
mozos are even putting tile floors in their houses! They get used to [high
pay], and they’re asking up to fifty pesos a day.” The coffee crisis, with
its resulting migration and labor shortage, appears to have improved the
relative economic position of the suppliers of labor.

Although this survey did not ask producers whether the mozos they
hired were libres or belonged to an organization, the fact that organic
coffee production requires so much more labor—combined with con-
ventional producers’ greater reliance on work as mozos to earn money—
supports the notion that, in general, members of the conventional group
are working for the fair-trade families. As Gómez Sánchez observes, for
conventional producers forced to the wall by the price crash, working as
laborers for those who are hiring is one of the few viable options. The
Oaxacan anthropologist Mirna Cruz Ramos underscores this point: “The
bulk of the peasants who are not dedicated to organic coffee, in the best
case, can diversify their income by selling their labor power as laborers
or masons, or else by migrating to one of the cities in the United States.”19

Put another way, the additional labor demand that organic and fair-
trade coffee generates is an important source of cash income for poor
families in such rural communities. A study of the Majomut cooperative
in Chiapas indicates that organic production doubles the required labor
input for coffee, creating an average of ninety additional labor days per
hectare per year (though the authors do not specify whether this is hired
or family labor).20 Michiza and CEPCO members in the Rincón spend
more money than conventional producers on mozos not only for cof-
fee but for their milpas as well, partly because organic coffee tasks take
them away from work in the milpa. They hired mozos for clearing, weed-
ing, and harvesting milpa for an average of forty-eight person-days per
year, compared to only nineteen for conventional producers. All told,
the twenty-six fair-trade families in this survey alone created 1,534 extra
days of waged employment for other community members (above the
conventional average) in the 2002–3 harvest cycle alone, pumping an
additional 70,000 pesos (US$7,000) into the pockets of the mozos and
into the economy of the two villages in general. In a region where the
gross annual family income averages just over US$700, this is not a neg-
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ligible sum. The presence of organic coffee organizations such as
Michiza in the Rincón, according to Cruz Ramos, means “that even in
times of crisis, these peasants can keep producing [coffee] and generat-
ing jobs for other peasants who are landless or who produce conven-
tional coffee.”21

This additional employment is an important economic ripple effect of
the higher prices for organic and fair-trade coffee. It also indicates that
while Michiza and CEPCO producers may be showing a net income (or
loss) similar to that of their conventional-producer counterparts, they
are choosing to spend their sizeable additional gross coffee income in
ways that benefit the entire community economically. The fair-trade
group, however, may not be aware of this phenomenon: in the survey,
when asked if the higher fair-trade and organic prices benefit the com-
munity at large (as opposed to their families), all but one fair-trade pro-
ducer answered “no.” Such dynamics suggest that we need to consider
a variety of kinds of economic benefit from fair trade, not simply the
family bottom line.

On the other hand, because the added demands of certified organic pro-
duction oblige fair-trade members to hire more mozos for their milpas—
one of the costs that cause them to lose money overall—in a sense the
economic surplus that fair trade provides with one hand, certified or-
ganic is taking away with the other. Such an interaction between these
two value-added market niches is an important dynamic that the fair-
trade system has yet to address.

To sum up, then, fair-trade producers in Yagavila and Teotlasco re-
ceive more money for their coffee—even after deducting the cost of cof-
fee labor—than their conventional neighbors. While the conventional
group labors to earn virtually nothing (481 pesos or US$48), Michiza
and CEPCO members do show a very modest net income from their har-
vest after paying for labor, averaging 2,288 pesos (US$230). However,
as households they are also spending much more than conventional pro-
ducers on milpa labor (as well as on educating their children and im-
proving their homes), leaving the two groups with similar bottom lines,
at least on paper. The extra cash that these Michiza members pump into
the local economy—redistributing income across the community—is an
example of the tangible village-level benefits generated by the fair-trade
market, even if only a small number of families actually participate in
fair trade directly through their organizations.

It is worth examining more closely the other ways these fair-trade pro-
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ducers are spending that extra gross income, and what additional benefits
such spending creates for families, communities, and the local environ-
ment. Table 19 shows how fair-trade members say they spend the extra
income from their higher coffee prices: most reply that they use it to en-
hance the family diet, improve their homes, purchase other necessities,
and invest directly in their coffee parcels. Beyond that, it is important to
consider the noncash benefits that fair trade brings to these families—
the smoke-venting Lorena stoves being one small example. 

David Bray, who writes extensively on indigenous and peasant or-
ganizations in Mexico, discusses how the members of the La Selva cof-
fee cooperative in Chiapas perceive the extra income that they earn from
organic coffee production: “The additional income generated by the
project has gone for food and basic articles such as soap, clothing and
shoes. . . . The producers do not see the benefits of organic coffee in iso-
lation, but as one of a ‘basket of benefits’ they receive from the organi-
zation that includes credit, housing, health programs, [and] more pro-
duction infrastructure.”22

The same could be said of fair trade. How this extra income is spent
may be more relevant than whether it is saved. One reason we need to
scrutinize this basket of benefits (and producers’ spending) more closely
is that despite the Michiza members’ apparent narrow financial margin,
their ranks have grown both during and since the price crash.
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table 19. fair-trade producers’ use 
of higher coffee income 

(n=26)
How do you use the extra income you get from selling coffee to the organization?a

Response in Own Response from List 
Words (multiple of Options (multiple 
answers possible) answers possible)

Improve diet or food 10 (38.5%) 13 (50.0%)
Improve house 1 (3.8%) 14 (53.8%)
Pay debts 0 (0%) 4 (15.4%)
Health and medical care 0 (0%) 7 (26.9%)
Education of children 0 (0%) 12 (46.2%)
Improve or expand 6 (23.1%) 20 (76.9%)
coffee parcels

Purchase other item(s) 2 (7.7%) 16 (61.5%)
Other 15 (57.7%) 5 (19.2%)

a Producers were asked first to answer this question in their own words; later they answered again,
selecting from a list of options.



why doesn’t everyone join?

Given that Michiza members reap significantly higher prices for their cof-
fee, appear to show a net gain on the harvest itself, have access to more
extras for their homes, and (as chapter 6 illustrates) enjoy greater food
security, why don’t more conventional producers join the organization?
The answers to this question shed a good deal of light on the culture of
the Rincón as well as on the priorities of villagers here. While it is rela-
tively difficult for coffee producers to join Michiza in areas where it does
not already have a presence—largely because of the cost and time in-
volved in nurturing additional village-level organizations—the orga-
nization has an open-door policy that allows for the easy entry of new
producers into existing village groups. If producers commit to follow
Michiza’s rules and adopt its production practices, they can join the or-
ganization and begin the organic transition process.

Yet the group’s membership includes only 10 to 20 percent of the
households in each of these communities.23 Different parties give very
different explanations for this fact. Michiza members almost universally
say that conventional producers are put off by the hard work involved
in organic production. “They don’t want to [join] because of the work,”
explains Eugenia, a fifty-seven-year-old woman with four years in Mi-
chiza. “To remove the bad coffee beans, to make it clean, to attend the
meetings, to build the terraces—they don’t want to do it. [Only] some
people do.” Miguel, who at age forty-three has six children and one
grandson, says of his neighbors who sell to the coyote: “We do invite
them to join [Michiza], but they don’t want to do the work involved, the
organic labor.” Justino, a Michiza member, tells me that the libres “say
it’s lots of work. It makes them lazy to build the terraces. They are used
to selling soiled coffee [café manchado].” Eva, a five-year Michiza mem-
ber in Teotlasco, adds that many libres have entered Michiza but found
the work too hard: “The thing is that some people want to enter, but then
they often leave again because they didn’t do their work well. They do
other things, they leave their coffee parcels alone, and they are removed
[from the organization]. They find the work difficult.” Eva is referring
to members who lose their organic certification for a variety of reasons.
Although decertified members are not automatically ejected from the
group—they can often go back to the beginning of the transition period—
it seems to be a demoralizing experience, and such producers often quit.

Several productores libres echo the sentiments about the workload,
though they frame the issue in somewhat different terms. Says Federico,
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a thirty-five-year-old farmer in Teotlasco with two children, “It seems to
me too difficult to work in the organization; they ask a lot of work. There
are many meetings. But they do receive lots of apoyos [support pro-
grams].” Jimena concurs: “You have to make pure, good coffee, very well
dried. People don’t want to. The coyotes take coffee, they don’t mind if
it has balas [bad beans] in it, they’ll take it. It’s easier.” These comments
indicate that it is not only the front-end labor involved in producing and
harvesting organic coffee, but also the back-end attention to processing,
and especially quality control, that many people see as onerous. For some
libres, on the other hand, like sixty-three-year-old Simón, the question
of whether to join the organization boils down to a simple financial cal-
culus: “They [Michiza members] have many expenses.” 

Another theme I heard often is that joining Michiza means adjusting
to a very different system, one that places specific expectations on pro-
ducers that can conflict with other obligations. Juan, a sixty-five-year-
old libre who has lived for periods in Mexico City and Oaxaca City, says
that Michiza “demand[s] many requirements, and you have to subject
yourself to a system of production. Many people don’t have the time,
and that’s why they don’t join.” The organizational culture of Michiza,
which requires active participation in all phases of the harvest, attendance
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Figure 18. The time-consuming hand selection of parchment coffee is 
one of the factors that creates a higher labor burden for Michiza member
families.
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at numerous meetings and training sessions, and a good deal of paper-
work, is an obstacle for others. “You get back from the fields and you’re
tired,” says Gilberto, a CNC member in Yagavila. “Then you have to go
to a meeting. People don’t really like meetings.”

Producers also see clearly that joining Michiza implies spending more
on hired labor, and some say it would force them to choose between cof-
fee production and other agricultural activities. Rigoberta says she
wouldn’t join Michiza “because there is no money to pay the mozos . . .
no money, and no time to do any other kind of tasks, like going to get
firewood or [harvest] corn.” Pablo, a forty-seven-year-old libre in Ya-
gavila, adds: “They hassle you a lot [dan mucha guerra]. Sometimes you
arrive tired from the field and there’s a meeting. You have to dedicate
yourself only to coffee, and you can’t dedicate yourself to other things.”

Such comments raise a larger issue. There appears to be a cultural clash
between the far more intense focus on coffee demanded both by Michiza’s
organizational culture and by the dictates of organic certification—which
in turn oblige people to hire more mozos to bring in their food crops—
and the traditional orientation toward diversified subsistence agriculture
without hired labor. Coffee, in this latter traditional mode, is a recently
added complement that provides modest cash earnings but does not di-
rectly conflict with the primary work of growing food in the milpa. Alma,
the CNC member in Yagavila whose sister belongs to Michiza, explains
that the question of work is also linked to the scrutiny involved in or-
ganic certification: “It’s very simple. It makes them tired to do the work,
because they [Michiza] are more demanding. The técnicos come [to
inspect]—that is the fear of the people. It’s a lot of work to keep up
with. In the CNC, you can get away with lots of lies, but [in Michiza]
you can’t get away with lying.”

Clearly, there are some conflicts between the expectations of an or-
ganization like Michiza and the prerogatives of traditional village life.
Yet Michiza is among the most grassroots-based of Mexican producer
organizations, and it attempts to anchor its actions firmly in indigenous
cultural practice. Rigoberto Contreras Díaz, the group’s marketing di-
rector, insists that, despite the exigencies of organic production, “we don’t
want to be changing people’s culture.”

There are additional reasons why some villagers may avoid the or-
ganization. Ultimately, in any culture, people are not all the same. Some
are happier working alone, and others prefer to collaborate. Michiza’s
organizational culture fits well with some producers in Yagavila and Teo-
tlasco and less well with others. There is also the matter of personal re-
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lationships: in a small community, long-standing conflicts with other in-
dividuals or families may discourage people from working together. Some
of the core group of producers who initiated Michiza in Yagavila are as-
sociated with a particular approach to Catholicism; many villagers are
less interested in social action or the liberatory aspects of religion, or may
not like Michiza’s overall spiritual ambience. Nevertheless, some other
Michiza members insist that there are conventional producers who just
don’t know what they’re missing. “Not everyone knows, not everyone
has realized” that they would be better off financially in the organiza-
tion, says Fernando, a four-year Michiza member.

Of course, there is also the nontrivial matter that fair-trade families,
by some economic measures, do not appear much better off than their
libre neighbors. In particular, libres know that Michiza families spend a
great deal more on mozo labor, and they are no doubt aware that after
noncoffee expenses are factored in, the economic difference between the
two groups can be small. Faced with the prospect of significant additional
labor for only a modest improvement in income, many productores li-
bres prefer to stay away.

Finally, there is the question of whether some families are structurally
better able to participate in an organization like Michiza. While the
prospect of reaping higher incomes from organic coffee does have broad
appeal, it also requires substantial extra work. Larger households that
can meet this extra burden mainly through free family labor would seem
to be more likely to convert to organic than small families who would
have to hire large numbers of mozos, thus canceling out the economic
benefit of higher prices. But the issue is not simply one of raw household
size. The pioneering Russian scholar A. V. Chayanov, who developed an
influential theory of peasant economy, asserted that the availability of
family labor is the main factor in households’ productive decisions.
Chayanov’s notion of the family life cycle helps illuminate how these
households change over time. Depending on the shifting ratio between
the number of members who are able-bodied workers, or “producers,”
and those who are primarily “consumers” (young children and elders),
he wrote, families are more or less able to engage in certain kinds of pro-
ductive activities.24

Mirna Cruz Ramos has applied Chayanov’s framework to study cof-
fee-producer families in the Rincón de Ixtlán—specifically, Yagavila and
the neighboring community of Zoogochí. The stage of the household in
the family life cycle, she writes, “turns out to be a determining factor
in the labor force that they can bring to agricultural labor.”
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In Yagavila and Zoogochí, we noted that it was difficult for the family groups
in the formative stage to participate in the production of organic coffee for
market, because the bulk of their members are still consumers, and they can-
not invest the time necessary for production. In the cases where they do so,
it is either due to favorable soil conditions for growing coffee or because one
of the heads of household has obtained additional income, due in large part
to their educational level, which permits them to hire laborers. In the con-
solidation stage, the number of workers is balanced with that of consumers,
so the time investment is more possible. It is no accident that 80 percent of
the families in our sample who produced organic coffee [with Michiza] are
in this stage of the family life-cycle. In the replacement stage . . . the condi-
tions are similar to the formation stage, because the consumer group starts
to outnumber the producers.25

It is instructive to look at the fair-trade and conventional families in
the Rincón through this lens of family labor availability. The fair-trade
households in this survey do in fact have on average somewhat fewer
consumers—children and elders—than the conventional group, as table
20 indicates. Most significant, however, is the number of people in the
producer group (between fifteen and sixty-four years of age)—that is,
the members who are able and available to work in the coffee plot and
the milpa. Almost 75 percent of the members of fair-trade households fall
into the producer category, compared to only 62 percent of the people
in conventional families. 

Certainly, this framework has its limits. For example, there are some
Michiza members whose households fit squarely into the formative or
replacement stages, with a majority of children or elders in the home;
but, depending on the configuration of their extended families, they may
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table 20. family configuration, by age group

Mean Percentage of Family Members in Age Group

Ratio of
0– 4 Years 5–14 Years 15–64 Years 65 Years Producers to 

(consumers) (consumers) (producers)†† (consumers) Consumers

Fair trade 6.61 14.99 74.89 3.51 2.98:1
(n=26)

Conventional 9.69 18.76 62.43 7.13 1.66:1
(n=25)

All households 8.12 16.84 68.78 5.28 2.20:1
(n=51)

†† Significant at the .05 level.



still be able to round up plenty of hands to bring in the harvest. Or, as
some of the producers above suggest, they may be receiving remittances
from migrants that allow them to hire mozos and bypass the need for
family labor.

It appears, then, that conventional producers in Yagavila and Teotlasco
are ambivalent about the idea of joining Michiza for several reasons. Es-
pecially during the crisis, they are attracted by the higher coffee prices,
yet the burdens and rhythms of organic production deter them. The time
demands of the many meetings and the intensive coffee processing
conflict with their work in the milpa and other tasks. Moreover, certain
family configurations appear better suited to benefit from organic cof-
fee production than others, although this relationship is not ironclad.
People seem to be balancing all of these factors, and, as the group has
slowly gained members, the protracted coffee crisis may have tipped the
balance somewhat in Michiza’s favor. Yet the contrast is not nearly as
dramatic as the great differences between these two parallel markets
would predict.

Since this survey was conducted, Michiza has been able to increase
modestly the prices it pays to its members, at least in peso terms.26 For
2003–4, organic producers received 17.7 pesos per kilogram (71 cents per
pound) for their organic coffee, while those in transition received only
14.0 pesos per kilogram (56 cents per pound), as table 21 shows. How-
ever, a weakening of the peso against the U.S. dollar left fair-trade or-
ganic producers (the most favored farmers in the market) virtually no
better off at the end of the day, in dollar terms. Still, Michiza’s prices re-
mained two to three times higher than those the libres received from the
coyote. Then, in 2004–5, with the world price having risen for the first
time since 1997, Michiza paid 19.7 pesos per kilogram (79 cents per
pound) to organic producers and 17.4 pesos per kilogram (70 cents per
pound) to members in transition. These figures, one notices immediately,
are still below many estimates of the costs of coffee production for small
farmers. 

But it was conventional producers who noticed the biggest change.
By April 2005, speculation and a poor harvest temporarily pushed the
coyotes’ price up as high as 19 pesos per kilogram (76 cents per pound),
virtually the same as Michiza’s organic price and above its transitional
price. This situation vividly illustrates the challenges faced by fair-trade
organizations during price spikes: some members are tempted by the op-
portunity to sell to the coyote and reap immediate full payment in cash,
rather than perform the meticulous labor of coffee selection and then
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wait several months to be paid in full by Michiza. The organization,
meanwhile, depends on receiving its members’ harvests in order to fulfill
its export delivery contracts with fair-trade buyers.

In sum, then, prolonged periods of low world prices badly hurt con-
ventional producers but do not spare fair-trade members entirely. On the
other hand, the usually brief price spikes provide some reprieve for con-
ventional farmers but do little or nothing for their fair-trade counterparts
and can actually imperil fair-trade producer organizations. The larger
point, however, is that price volatility itself is detrimental for all small
commodity producers and benefits only the biggest and best-capitalized
traders and retailers.

on to organic

All coffee farmers in the Rincón are enmeshed in a larger, ongoing rural
crisis that can make the differences between the various groups of pro-
ducers seem minor by comparison. All of these families are struggling,
and none of them are compensated adequately for the hard work they
invest in producing coffee—coffee destined for countries where a few
extra pennies per cup would make no difference to the consumer. This
chapter has examined what fair trade means in practical terms for small
farmers in these two indigenous villages. It has illustrated some of the
benefits that fair trade confers on families and communities, as well as
the very real limits to those benefits. Fair-trade families are somewhat
better off than conventional producers by some indexes: on average, they
are less indebted, their children receive more education, and their homes
contain a few additional comforts. Some of the findings may be surpris-
ing: although fair-trade households are able to turn a profit when coffee
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table 21. michiza payments 
to producers and coyote price 

(pesos/kg)

2002–3 2003–4 2004–5

Michiza: certified 15 (US$.68/lb) 17.7 (US$.71/lb) 19.7 (US$.79/lb)
organic

Michiza: transitional 10 (US$.45/lb) 14 (US$.56/lb) 17.4 (US$.70/lb)
Coyotea 5 (US$.23/lb) 5.8 (US$.23/lb) 19 (US$.76/lb)

note: Exchange rate in May 2003: approximately 10.1 pesos = US$1. In April 2004 and April 2005: 
approximately 11.3 pesos = US$1.

a Average coyote prices reported in April 2003, January 2004, and April 2005, Yagavila.



production alone is counted, the overall economic bottom line for their
families looks only marginally better than that of their neighbors. It ap-
pears that much of the economic surplus from fair-trade prices does not
stay with member families but instead is redistributed throughout the
community in the form of wages for hired laborers. These mozos are
largely conventional producers who are making ends meet by working
for their fair-trade neighbors. Such ripple effects are important, especially
if they make a difference in the material conditions of the laborers and
if they reduce the imperative to emigrate. So far, it is apparent that this
alternative market system has a real impact in the Rincón—but in differ-
ent ways, more complex and sometimes less dramatic, than one might
expect after reading the promotional literature of some fair-trade or-
ganizations. The point here is that fair trade should by rights represent
a far more attractive option, one that offers families in the Rincón more
than just a marginal economic improvement.

Of course, fair trade does not operate in a vacuum. As we have seen,
organic coffee production is the functional meaning of fair trade for fam-
ilies in Michiza. These members are less likely to think of themselves as
fair-trade producers than as organic coffee farmers. Yet the essence of or-
ganic agriculture is not an end but a means. For Michiza members, the
immediate meaning of organic coffee production might be a series of time-
consuming tasks, but how else do they frame its significance? More im-
portant, what are the environmental implications of organic coffee in the
Rincón? And what role does fair trade play in that equation?
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chapter five

A Sustainable Cup?
Fair Trade, Shade-Grown Coffee, and Organic Production

Fair trade is . . . the practice of what trade should really look
like if it has to serve the earth, protect farmers, protect our
biodiversity, and protect our cultural diversity.

Vandana Shiva, 2003

It is June, and the rains have finally come. By three o’clock every after-
noon, gray clouds slide in from the Gulf of Mexico up through the val-
leys of mostly undisturbed tropical forest to the north of the Rincón, and
the cool water comes down in torrents. Some days it doesn’t stop rain-
ing. The coffee plants start to bloom, producing tiny white blossoms that
brighten the mountainside for just a week or two. Thin plumes of smoke
rise from the greening hills around Yagavila and Teotlasco and the vil-
lages across the valley as people burn the slash they cut in the spring and
plant their milpas, if they haven’t already. The creeks turn brown-red with
soil running off the newly cleared land. The air is clean, heavy with the
smell of plant matter.

The members of Michiza are out in their coffee plots, accompanied
by family members and sometimes by hired mozo laborers. They are
spending hundreds of hours meticulously building stone terraces below
each coffee plant, creating vegetative “live barriers” to trap erosion, care-
fully pruning the coffee plants, cutting back weeds with machetes, and—
perhaps the hardest work of all—hauling tons of compost from bins at
their houses or in the plots and spreading it around the coffee plants.
They are also busy planting other kinds of trees amid the coffee—species
that provide shade, as well as fruit, medicine, timber, flowers such as
orchids, and habitat for birds and insects. In meetings that run late into
the evening, the members discuss their organic coffee responsibilities.
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One cool evening in Yagavila, the local Michiza president passes around
a sheet on which members promise to replace a certain number of old
coffee trees in their plots with new seedlings from the group’s nursery.
Coffee requires a lot of work, but for these producers it also seems to
represent the future.

Elsewhere in these villages, conventional producers are out working
in their milpas—when it isn’t raining too hard. They’re also likely con-
templating the results of the last coffee harvest and what to do about the
next. Given what the coyote is paying, is it worth spending the time or hir-
ing mozos to weed the parcel? People consider it dangerous to go into an
unweeded plot to harvest because of the poisonous snakes that abound.
It is important to continue to harvest at least enough for people in the
house to drink, because coffee—very weak and sweetened with panela
sugar—is the usual beverage for adults and children alike at every meal.
On top of that, most families want to have enough extra coffee on hand
as liquid assets to buy periodic necessities from the coyote. But the rest
of the crop, for so long the source of cash income, is starting to feel like
an economic millstone. Coffee plots remain productive for a few years
if they are not harvested, but after that the vegetation swallows the trees
and the coffee “dries up,” according to local people. Moreover, say pro-
ducers, leaving the coffee fruit unpicked on the tree provides both co-
mida y casa (food and a home) for the broca, a feared coffee disease that
affects other regions of Oaxaca but has so far spared the Rincón. Nev-
ertheless, when it doesn’t pay to harvest coffee, abandoning part of the
crop starts to look more sensible.

The one sure bet is to expand the milpa. Even though there is almost
no market for locally produced corn and beans, if one can grow enough
to go the entire year without turning to the comerciantes or the Diconsa
(government food program) store in town, the milpa harvest is virtually
as good as cash in hand.1 Most comuneros turn to areas of second-growth
forest to put in new milpas, but some have now begun to eye their cof-
fee plots as a good place to grow more corn. In fact, a few conventional
farmers have started to chop down their coffee plants—along with the
shade canopy that protects them—to plant milpa. Fabian, a sixty-nine-
year-old libre with seven grown children, lives with his wife in a small
house in an especially steep part of Yagavila. “I’ve already cut down one
plot of half a hectare,” he says. “I took down the trees. I think it will
produce lots of corn, big corn. We thought, ‘What are we going to plant?
What kind of thing will earn money?’ Of course, I’m thinking about clear-
ing more [coffee trees].”
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shade coffee and biodiversity

Yagavila and Teotlasco are on the front lines of the struggle to protect
shade-coffee ecosystems, in a situation that attests to the complex rela-
tionship between economic crisis and environmental degradation. Since
the 1990s, there has been an explosion of interest—first on the part of
scientists and later by consumers—in the role of shade coffee as a refuge
for biodiversity. As the University of Michigan ecologist Ivette Perfecto
and her coauthors explain:

In areas where deforestation is high and coffee is still produced on tradi-
tional shade plantations, these plantations are likely to be a critical refuge
for the forest biota. In fact, coffee plantations may already have served as 
a critical refuge during a human-caused habitat bottleneck. . . . By the turn
of the nineteenth century, 99% of the original forest cover of Puerto Rico had
been lost, with essentially no second-growth forest replacing it. However,
shaded coffee plantations still covered 9% of the island. As the rural econ-
omy has been abandoned, forest is returning to much of the island, and the
“seed” for its regrowth is often the abandoned coffee estates.2

Many researchers have cataloged the extraordinary biodiversity that is
found in traditional shade-coffee plantations.3 These plots often contain
much of the diversity of the original forest, with dozens of plant species,
hundreds of insect species, and a great diversity of soil organisms found
in a single small plot. The Rincón is no exception. In a few sample cof-
fee plots, Mario Bolaños Méndez and a team of Oaxacan biologists found
sixty identifiable plants and another thirty that could not be identified,
more than one hundred bird species, eighteen kinds of mammals, and
several reptile species.4

But, more than any other issue, it is the “bird-coffee connection” that
has alerted Northern consumers to the importance of the shade-coffee
ecosystem and the multiple threats to its survival. Research has shown
that in the midst of a decline in migratory songbird populations—caused
in part by the fragmentation and destruction of their forest habitat in
the tropics—traditional coffee plots can provide a vital sanctuary for
many of these bird species. According to Perfecto and colleagues, “Cof-
fee plantations have often been singled out for their ability to support
large numbers of forest migrants, those [bird] species most likely to be
affected by conversion of forest to farmland.”5 In the 1990s, the Smith-
sonian Migratory Bird Center (SMBC), which popularized the concept
of “bird-friendly” coffee, pioneered the certification of shade coffee—
distinct from organic certification—as a means of providing farmers an
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Figure 19. Typical shade-coffee parcel, Yaviche, Oaxaca. The layers of coffee
bushes and shade-tree canopy (here mainly leguminous Inga species) are clearly
visible.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



economic incentive to protect their plots. “Coffee roasters, conservation
nongovernmental organizations and public research organizations,”
write David Bray and coauthors, “have rushed to place eco-labeled shade-
tree and bird-friendly coffees on the market, trying to capture the con-
sumer interest of millions of declared birdwatchers.”6 

Once, all coffee was made in the shade. The coffee plant—which is
technically a bush, usually growing between six and twelve feet high—
is intolerant of direct sun and must be protected by a canopy of taller
shade trees. However, beginning in the 1970s, new hybrid varieties and
methods of production were introduced that allowed coffee to be grown
in full sunshine, increasing the number of plants on each hectare three-
fold or more.7 Pushed by millions of dollars from the U.S. Agency for
International Development (AID) and other agencies, coffee-growing
countries encouraged farmers to convert to this “technified” or “modern”
coffee agriculture. Perfecto and coauthors describe the changes wrought
by this new system:

The modern system is characterized by a reduction in shade, increased
reliance on new high-yielding varieties, and an increase in chemical inputs,
pruning, and coffee plant density. The removal of shade in coffee farms . . .
[is] aimed at increasing yields, at least over the short run. However, with
the loss of the canopy cover, modern plantations, also known as sun plan-
tations, become more prone to water and soil runoff, threatening the long-
term sustainability of the system. One of the most striking features of the
conversion from traditional to modern coffee cultivation is the rapidity
with which it has occurred. . . . We estimate that almost half of the area 
in coffee production in northern Latin America had been converted by
1990. . . . The percentage of land converted in the region varies from 
as low as 15% in Mexico to more than 60% in Colombia.8

In Mexico, far less land has been converted to technified coffee. This is
partly because of the land-tenure structure, in which small peasant and
indigenous coffee producers dominate, and partly because of the methods
promoted by the state coffee agency Inmecafé from the 1950s to the 1980s.
Inmecafé advocated a highly simplified version of shade coffee—rather
than technified sun coffee—for farmers whose coffee it purchased. Yet,
across Latin America, the highly diverse shade-coffee ecosystem is still be-
ing cleared at a rapid pace, at just the moment when its role as a refuge,
especially for resident birds and forest biodiversity, is most important.9

But it is not only the shift to technified methods that threatens this
ecosystem. In many areas—such as the Rincón—where smallholders have
neither the resources nor the desire to convert to full-sun coffee, shade
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coffee has been abandoned or cleared for other land uses because it no
longer brings income for farmers. The price crisis has caused hundreds
of thousands of coffee growers around the world to convert their plots
to cattle grazing, drug crops, and other uses. José Eduardo Mora writes
that more than twenty thousand hectares of coffee land have been con-
verted or abandoned in El Salvador and Honduras combined. Beyond
hosting a highly diverse range of species, says Mora, shade coffee per-
forms several other vital ecological functions which are threatened by
abandonment: “The coffee production crisis in Central America is taking
a toll on environmental equilibrium, say experts, because the abandon-
ment of thousands of hectares of plantations reduces the process of car-
bon fixing and oxygen production, while also leading to increased soil
erosion. . . . Many coffee-growing areas have been deserted or turned over
to intensive livestock operations.”10 Low world coffee prices, it turns out,
may pose as great a threat to the biodiverse shade-coffee ecosystem as the
move to technified full-sun production.

Given these dire circumstances, this chapter poses a fairly straight-
forward question: what role does fair trade—and the organic and tradi-
tional production methods that usually accompany it—play in protect-
ing shade coffee, especially during a price crisis? To understand what
organic production in the Rincón means for the environment, and the dif-
ferences in environmental practices between fair-trade and conventional
producers, it is necessary first to take a closer look at shade-coffee cul-
tivation in Yagavila and Teotlasco.

tending the coffee gardens

In reality, there is not one kind of shade coffee, but a multitude. The ecol-
ogists Patricia Moguel and Victor Toledo have captured the complexity
of the different coffee-production systems in Mexico, placing them along
an ecological spectrum running from the most forestlike to the least. These
coffee systems, they write, “are a result of the agrarian and cultural his-
tory of the nation, where indigenous knowledge literally appropriated an
exotic crop . . . to adopt and adapt it to the native agro-forest systems. As
a result, the small coffee producers of Mexico (and especially those of in-
digenous character) have never left coffee alone, in that they have always
accompanied it with numerous species of plants (usually with some eco-
nomic or subsistence use) in what technically is known as a polyculture.”11

The five coffee types they identify are listed in table 22, along with
the percentage of total coffee area they represent on a national level and

138 A Sustainable Cup?



in the Rincón de Ixtlán. The first and most “natural” coffee system, called
rustic or mountain coffee, simply involves removing some of the under-
story of the natural forest and replacing it with coffee. It occurs in “rel-
atively isolated areas, where indigenous communities introduced coffee
as an adopted child in the native forest ecosystems,” and it results in low
coffee yields. The second system, which represents up to 50 percent of
Mexican coffee parcels, is known as traditional polyculture or “coffee
gardens,” and here, too, farmers plant coffee below the native forest
canopy. In this case, however, coffee is accompanied by a number of use-
ful plant species, both native and introduced. Coffee gardens, say Moguel
and Toledo, represent the “maximum expression of the millenarian cul-
ture of the indigenous communities, creating a complex agroforestry sys-
tem, a ‘humanized forest’ [selva humanizada].” Third comes the system
of “commercial polyculture,” which involves completely removing the
natural forest cover and introducing trees intended specifically to pro-
vide shade cover, often leguminous species. These, say Moguel and
Toledo, are “quite homogeneous plantations where [producers] use only
one variety of coffee [and of ] citrus or other fruit trees, because of which
the biological and productive diversity is considerably lower” than in cof-
fee gardens. The fourth system, which the authors term “shade mono-
culture,” was the model promoted by Inmecafé for Mexican coffee farm-
ers beginning in the late 1970s. In this system, the producer “uses almost
exclusively . . . trees of one leguminous species (genus Inga). This cre-
ates a monospecific plantation beneath an equally specialized canopy,”
in which the use of agrochemicals is common. The fifth system is full-
sun coffee—“a totally agricultural system that loses all agroforestry char-
acter.” Sun coffee requires large quantities of fertilizers and pesticides as
well as constant labor inputs but generates very high yields.12 

The balance among these five types of coffee agroecosystems is not
static. Victor Perezgrovas Garza and his coauthors write that after the
collapse of Inmecafé in 1989, many small producers abandoned the “tech-
nological package” promoted by the agency, including the chemical fer-
tilizers and pesticides, which had never been more than partially adopted.
As a result, they say, these farmers began to reconvert their coffee prac-
tices from specialized shade back toward traditional polyculture, a
process which has to a large extent returned the coffee plot to its origi-
nal role as a “family orchard” that allowed households to “obtain a series
of goods, basically foods such as fruit and vegetables, as well as orna-
mental, medicinal and ritual plants.”13

In the Rincón, only the first three of these systems are present. Pro-
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ducers here never adopted shade-monoculture practices, a testament to
the resistance of these indigenous communities to agricultural special-
ization. José Luís Blanco Rosas writes that “the [Mexican] state promoted
through its technical advisers the coffee monoculture with just one type
of shade, which was broadly accepted by medium-sized producers and
some small producers, but not so among the marginal indigenous pro-
ducers, who continued to be the guardians of biodiversity.”14 According
to Bolaños Méndez and others, the majority of coffee plots in the Rincón
are best categorized as coffee gardens, with a minority of plots in com-
mercial polyculture and a small number of the rustic type. As a result,
the shade trees in these coffee plots harbor a significant proportion of
the original forest biodiversity, above the Mexican average, which in turn
is quite high for Latin America. Moreover, writes the Oaxacan researcher
Emma Beltrán, the coffee zones of the Rincón also “coincide with well-
conserved areas of humid montane forest [bosque mesófilo], with pine-
oak forest and with broadleaf tropical forest [selva alta], ecosystems dis-
tinguished by their floristic diversity and the vegetative associations they
present.”15 Thus the urgency of keeping shade-coffee ecosystems intact
is especially salient in these remote Zapotec communities.

But with the drop in prices, coffee producers here have abandoned
their coffee plots, especially those located in the lower-elevation tierra
caliente—the “hot lands,” far below the villages, where access is harder.
Cristoforo, a productor libre in Teotlasco, says that “everything down
there in the tierra caliente is abandoned. Before, there was coffee.” Fam-
ilies tend to stick with the plots located closest to their houses in the tem-
perate zone to meet their household coffee needs. Nora, a longtime
Michiza member in Yagavila, says that the only producers who abandon
their coffee plots completely “are those who emigrate with their entire

140 A Sustainable Cup?

table 22. shade-coffee systems and their 
distribution in mexico and rincón de ixtlán

Percentage of Coffee Percentage of Coffee Land 
Land in Mexico in Rincón de Ixtlán

Rustic or mountain
60–70

10
Traditional polyculture 

(combined)
65

(coffee gardens)
Commercial polyculture 25
Shade monoculture 20–30 0
Full-sun coffee 10 0

sources: Moguel and Toledo, “El Café en México”; Bolaños Méndez et al., Café de sombra.



family.” So here is a complex situation, intimately linked with low cof-
fee prices: fair-trade members maintaining their plots, continuing a full
harvest, and hiring a large number of mozo laborers; the majority of con-
ventional producers curtailing production and abandoning some plots
because of low prices and high labor costs; and a few conventional fam-
ilies who emigrate all at once and abandon their parcels completely.

The families who remain in the villages have turned to the safety of
subsistence by planting more milpa, a process with distinct environmental
implications. According to Beltrán, the increased land clearing for milpa
in Yagavila does not affect the coffee areas, but rather encroaches on the
remaining forests in the region:

The negative effect of the low coffee prices is even greater if one considers
that the coffee plots are permanent and are located in a band between 600
and 1,200 meters above sea level, the same zone that is optimum for grow-
ing rain-fed corn in the traditional resource-management scheme. This situ-
ation obliges the coffee producers to cut down the best-conserved areas [of
forest] for the cultivation of corn, thus assuring their survival during the
crisis, and leaving alone the areas planted in coffee, which are abandoned
temporarily until prices rebound.16

Coffee abandonment, maintains Beltrán, is primarily a temporary strat-
egy for families during the coffee price crisis. She asserts that the relation-
ship between low prices and ecological deterioration is a direct one, mea-
surable in the area that is cleared for new milpas: “The market crisis and
the conservation and/or deterioration of the forest are correlated. . . . We
can establish the hypothesis that the lower the price of coffee, the greater
will be the deforestation, because of the need to clear new areas of forest
to plant corn to assure subsistence; in the opposite case, if the producers
can secure better incomes from the sale of coffee, they will reduce the pres-
sure on the forest.”17 If coffee prices were to rise substantially, in other
words, there would be an incentive for conventional producers to resume
harvesting more coffee. However, this equation does not fully take into
account the labor required to reestablish a coffee plot after many years of
abandonment, which can be virtually equivalent to starting from scratch.

Coffee is an investment that takes three to four years to realize, and
a diverse shade-tree layer takes longer to establish. Once a coffee plot is
producing, farmers have an economic incentive to maintain the labor and
other expenses they have put into it—something agricultural economists
refer to as “sunk costs.” These costs partly explain people’s persistence
in harvesting coffee even when the coyote is paying the lowest prices in
memory. Just as analysts counsel stock investors not to sell everything at
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the first sign of a downturn, these farmers attempt to ride out the crisis
with one of the few cash-generating options at their disposal, and the
one they know best. Unlike stock-market investors, however, when times
get really tough, farmers cannot simply sell everything, recoup part of
their investment, and move on to greener pastures. Moreover, the in-
vestment metaphor only goes so far: coffee is not an abstraction like pa-
per shares in a high-tech startup. It is intimately linked with personal,
family, and communal livelihoods. There are cultural and social as well
as economic reasons for producers in the Rincón to stick with coffee even
when the going gets rough.

Precisely for this reason, when people do actually decide to liquidate
their investment in coffee, it is a dire sign indeed. For these small pro-
ducers, says Mirna Cruz Ramos, to cut down their coffee plants “is like
quitting [es como renunciar].” Unfortunately, since 2002, coffee farm-
ers in Yagavila and Teotlasco have begun to do exactly that. Jimena, the
forty-six-year-old productora libre in Teotlasco, says “many people just
leave the coffee and don’t weed it, but some people are cutting it down.”
Juana, a twenty-nine-year-old Michiza member in Teotlasco, agrees:
“They are beginning. The [coffee] plants are old, so they cut them down
to plant corn.” This phenomenon is not limited to the Rincón. Describ-
ing the effects of the price crash of the early 1990s in the neighboring
state of Veracruz, José Luís Blanco Rosas writes:

Some peasants and medium-sized producers preferred to cut down [tirar]
their coffee plots and transform them into milpas and pasture. This fact has
drastically altered the landscape in some regions, such as the southern part
of the state, in the Colonia la Magdalena[,] . . . where the six hundred hec-
tares of coffee practically disappeared and turned into pasture. In the neigh-
boring Popoluca [indigenous] communities, the peasants began to turn
parts of their coffee plots into milpas, because corn, in that time of shortage,
had reached a higher price than coffee, something that had never occurred
in the history of the communities.18

This is the dynamic that appears—though still to a lesser degree—to be
at work in the Rincón. Since 1999, circumstances have changed to the
point where Beltrán’s analysis no longer accurately describes the situa-
tion. Among some conventional farmers, coffee is no longer seen as an
insurance policy but rather as a liability.

However, many producers in the Rincón are highly critical of these
developments. Julia, a four-year Michiza member in Yagavila, says the
people who have cleared their coffee plots do so “because there’s no price.
But if the coffee [price] comes back up, they’re going to regret it.” Alma,
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the libre in Yagavila, is less restrained in her judgment: “Many people
say they’re going to cut down their coffee trees and plant something else.
But this should never be done for any reason! The coffee plot will bear
for eight, nine or more years, but in contrast the milpa gives you just one
harvest, no more.”

As table 23 shows, the large majority of producers I surveyed in Ya-
gavila and Teotlasco, both conventional and fair trade, said they do not
intend to completely abandon or cut down their coffee parcels in the near
future. There are differences between the two groups, however. While
80 percent of the fair-trade members said they intend to “plant more cof-
fee” in the future—which means they intended to replace old plants with
new ones, not necessarily to plant additional coffee parcels—only 54.5
percent of the conventional producers gave the same answer. Just under
one-third of the conventional group said they would stay on the same
course, compared to 16 percent of the fair-trade group. This last cate-
gory may actually be a deceptive one, given that many conventional pro-
ducers had already partially abandoned their coffee plots. A further 9.1
percent of conventional producers (a group which includes libres and
CNC members, forming the large majority of both villages) said they in-
tended to do so in the near future. The potential ecological impact of
such actions could be significant indeed. Moreover, the self-reported num-
bers may underestimate the extent of the problem, since there is a stigma
attached to abandoning and clearing coffee. Only two producers (one in
each group) said they are considering abandoning their parcels com-
pletely, and two libres—out of a total of twenty-five—told me that they
plan to cut down their coffee and plant something else. 

I also asked the producers to estimate how many families in their com-
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table 23. producers’ plans for coffee 
parcels, yagavila and teotlasco, 2003

Fair Trade Conventional All Households 
(n=25) (n=22) (n=47)

Plant more coffee 20 (80.0%) 12 (54.5%) 32 (68.0%)
in the future

Cultivate the same 4 (16.0%) 7 (31.8%) 11 (23.4%)
amount

Abandon the parcels 1 (4.0%) 1 (4.6%) 2 (4.3%)
completely

Cut down coffee and 0 (0.0%) 2 (9.1%) 2 (4.3%)
plant something else



munity had already partially abandoned, completely abandoned, or
cleared their coffee plots. All three trends seem to be more prevalent in
Teotlasco, as table 24 indicates. Although these are only rough estimates,
they are informative in combination with producers’ self-reported plans.
Between 1.9 and 3.4 percent of the families said they had already cleared
land. The figure of 23.5 percent abandonment for Teotlasco matches what
I was told by several Michiza members who are very active in village af-
fairs in neighboring Yagavila; they claimed that one-quarter of the cof-
fee parcels in their community, too, had been abandoned. 

So it appears that a process of abandonment and, more recently, liq-
uidation of coffee parcels is under way in the Rincón among conventional
producers, but not among fair-trade members. For the latter, coffee plots
represent an investment in an additional way: the Michiza producers have
sunk a great deal of time, labor, and money (through hiring mozos) into
achieving organic certification. This is a two-year process that results in
a further 50 percent price premium for certified organic fair-trade cof-
fee. Although members can vary the amount of coffee they sell to the or-
ganization from year to year, producers who abandon coffee completely
in a given harvest face the possibility of losing their organic certification
and having to repeat the transition process. Thus there is an additional
powerful incentive for fair-trade producers—especially the official listed
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table 24. producers’ estimates of families 
abandoning and clearing coffee plots, 2003

Number of Yagavila Teotlasco 
Respondents (158 households) (119 households)

How many people 28 24 (15.2%) 28 (23.5%)
in your community 
have abandoned part 
of their coffee plots?

How many people 36 11 (7.0%) 15 (12.6%)
in your community 
have abandoned 
their coffee plots 
completely?

How many people 44 3 (1.9%) 4 (3.4%)
in your community 
have cut down their 
coffee plots?

note: All figures are means.



member, usually the head of household—to remain in the community
and continue harvesting and selling coffee to Michiza. Although fair-trade
families, like their conventional counterparts, have many members who
emigrate to the United States and elsewhere, no heads of household in Mi-
chiza families have so far migrated; the importance of retaining organic
certification may partly explain this situation.

Returning to the question of environmental impact, a process of eco-
logical degradation was under way in the Rincón well before the coffee
crisis, as Leonardo Tyrtania noted in 1983. He described two phenom-
ena at work in Yagavila: an expansion of the coffee-growing area under
Inmecafé policies, and an intensification of milpa production and the
shortening of fallow times (the rest period between crop plantings) as
the population grew. “What can be observed in the Rincón,” he wrote,
“is the progressive simplification of the ecosystems and the consequent
diminution of production, because nature always works based on vari-
ety.”19 Tyrtania and others describe a gradual increase in deforestation
and forest fragmentation in the region, as well as a loss of soil fertility
and productivity.20 One consequence for the villagers is an increasing
scarcity of firewood, which all families use for cooking and which must
be collected and hauled by burro or on one’s back up the mountain, usu-
ally daily. More than two-thirds of the producers surveyed say they have
to travel farther to find firewood now than five years ago, although people
disagree on whether this is the result of gradual deterioration or a few
large forest fires that have occurred in both communities. The fair-trade
families in the survey have to hike an average of 1.15 hours for firewood,
while the conventional families face a longer trip, averaging 1.48 hours.
The forest fires, which were caused by clearing and burning milpas be-
fore the rainy season had begun (a prohibited practice), are themselves
a symptom of increased fragmentation at the forest edge.

To sum up, then, Yagavila and Teotlasco are experiencing both longer-
term processes of environmental degradation and more recent ecologi-
cal threats to shade coffee and forests because of the protracted price
crisis. All of this information leads to a key question: can and does fair
trade—and the organic production methods with which it is linked—
play a role in reducing environmental degradation in the Rincón, fore-
stalling the clearing of shade coffee, and even helping to restore some of
that biodiversity and soil fertility lost over the past decades? If the an-
swer is yes, does this benefit extend to the majority of the land area that
is held not by Michiza members but by conventional producers?
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“una mística de café orgánico”

Although only Michiza and some CEPCO producers are actually certified
organic, everyone in the region seems to have some impression of what
organic production entails. Several conventional producers I spoke with
defined organic in a number of different ways, based on inputs, quality,
health, and coffee yields. Pedro, a sixty-one-year-old libre in Yagavila,
says that organic involves “making compost, putting it on the coffee so
it makes more product. It sells for more, and it gives very good harvests.”
To Jimena, a libre in Yagavila, organic coffee means “pure white coffee,
without a single shell, not one bad bean.” Gilberto, a CNC member, says,
“They use natural fertilizers, not chemical fertilizers any more. It has more
life. The chemicals hurt the people.”

Zoila, the local Michiza president in Teotlasco, focuses on the prac-
tical tasks involved in organic production: “We renew the coffee plots,
prepare the compost with ash, [coffee] pulp, manure, corn stubble, and
cane chaff. . . . We do pruning, we make live barriers and terraces, and
twice a year we weed the land.”21 Mario, a twenty-eight-year-old pro-
ducer in Teotlasco and now one of five statewide technical advisers for
Michiza, says organic is “a certification that is given to a product only
if it’s produced by conserving the soil, uses no chemicals, and cares for
the environment.” On the other hand, Camilo, with nine years in Mi-
chiza, provides a more colorful definition: “The ancestors came and they
did this. We are following them. We conserve the birds. Before there were
lots of deer, and birds, but no more, they’re gone. Because of the shade
[coffee] lots of animals of many types come. It provides fruit for the an-
imals.” There is a potent blend of the traditional and the modern at work
here. Pablo Merne, the parish priest in Yagavila, asserts that among the
residents of the Rincón there is a “natural tendency to conserve the en-
vironment, when people are given a way to do so.” The organic agri-
culture practiced by Michiza, he says, provides an avenue to express this
tendency.

Organic producers here put that orientation into practice in at least
two ways: by applying previously existing local or family knowledge re-
garding environmental protection, and in their receptivity to new infor-
mation and techniques. Anita, a Michiza member of four years in Teo-
tlasco, traces her interest in conservation back to her mother: “She always
taught me how to care for the land. ‘These plants help to conserve the
soil,’ she explained to me. ‘Because in the rainy season, if there are no
live barriers, all the soil goes down the river. It is to conserve the fertil-
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izer and to produce more coffee.’ Since then, I more or less know how
to do that.”22 Eva, a fifty-two-year-old Michiza member in Teotlasco,
says that one of the biggest benefits of belonging to the organization is
the new knowledge it provides: “Now we know how to prepare our cof-
fee plots and to improve the soil to conserve it, so that the compost of
the soil doesn’t run down the hillsides.”

Either way, the level of dedication and commitment to organic coffee
practices visible among some Michiza members cannot be explained by
economics alone—especially given that their net cash return from the
additional investment of time and labor is not great. Something else,
something intangible, seems to be at work here: a kind of labor of love,
backed by a quasi-spiritual fervor. Marcos Leyva, the executive director
of the NGO EDUCA in Oaxaca City and a longtime unpaid adviser to
Michiza, says the organization has developed what he terms “una mís-
tica de café organico”—a mysticism of organic coffee.23

international organic certification:
eco-colonialism?

But it is not just organized fair-trade producers whose labor constitutes
an environmentally beneficial sacrifice. In fact, most smallholder coffee
plots in Latin America are organic by default, because farmers are either
unable to afford or uninterested in using fertilizer and pesticide inputs,
which were formerly subsidized by many national governments.24 In the
Rincón, agrochemicals are very rarely applied to subsistence crops and
have not been used at all on coffee for more than twenty years.25 All cof-
fee plots in the Rincón, then, can accurately be described as “passive or-
ganic” because they use no agrochemicals—which naturally raises the
question of why only certain farmers have access to the higher prices paid
for organic coffee.

The short answer is that the difference between “passive organic” and
certified organic is all-important. Organic coffee, just like other organic
food products, is certified according to standards developed by national
and international certification entities, assuring that it meets a series of
stringent criteria. In contrast to the social conditions that form the ba-
sis for fair-trade certification, however, the organic standards are entirely
physical, or inputs-based. No chemical fertilizers or pesticides may be
used; the organic coffee must be kept separate at all times from conven-
tional coffee and not come into contact with any chemical products; and
a strict paper trail must be maintained to document the “chain of cus-
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tody” of the product at every step between tree and cup. Coffee farmers—
unlike organic farmers in the United States—are also required to engage
in a set of specific land-management practices, described above by Zoila,
which enhance soil fertility and reduce erosion.

Organic certification is based on an initial inspection by an accred-
ited certifier and regular inspections afterward; a multiyear transition
process must be followed to ensure that no chemical residues remain in
the soil.26 In exchange for all of this work—and the costs of inspection
and certification—producers who sell certified organic coffee can in the-
ory reap a price premium of between ten and twenty-five cents per pound,
provided a buyer can be found. Within the fair-trade system, each pound
of certified organic coffee is entitled to an additional fifteen-cent markup.
Interestingly, although over half of all certified organic coffee sold in the
United States comes from cooperatives on the fair-trade register, only a
minority of that coffee is actually sold at fair-trade prices. About 60 per-
cent of the fair-trade coffee sold in the United States is certified organic
(as is a growing proportion in Europe), and organic coffee now repre-
sents at least 5 percent of the entire U.S. specialty-coffee market.27 Ac-
cording to Michiza’s Rigoberto Contreras Díaz, it is increasingly difficult
to find buyers for nonorganic fair-trade coffee.

This description of organic certification might sound straightforward,
but the devil, as always, is in the details. In particular, the dictates of in-
ternational certifiers and the inspection process for coffee plots have
proved problematic for Mexican peasant producers. Until recently, on-
farm inspections were carried out directly by European and U.S. in-
spectors from certification entities such as IMO-Control in Switzerland,
Naturland in Germany, and OCIA in the United States. According to the
Mexican certification pioneer Lucino Sosa Maldonado and his coauthors,
the most common problem with these certifiers “has to do with the high
costs of inspection and certification—the foreign inspectors charge rates
similar to those in their home countries, which are considered high due to
the socioeconomic conditions of the Mexican organic producers.” The
authors continue, “Another problem constantly mentioned refers to the
standards for production and processing of organic products, which are
developed in the home countries of the foreign certification agencies,
where there are different cultural and environmental conditions, and types
of farmers very different from those in Mexico.”28

Producer organizations also complain that international certifiers are
not available for direct consultation except during inspections, and that
small problems become compounded by distance and by language bar-
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riers. The foreign inspectors, they say, often lack the cultural sensitivity
needed to deal with small producers in rural and indigenous communi-
ties. Contreras Díaz tells a story about one of Michiza’s early certification
experiences, when a Swiss inspector from IMO arrived in an indigenous
village: “This European guy arrived in the community to inspect the cof-
fee. First thing, he wouldn’t drink the mezcal the people offered him as
a welcome. He thought he was being bribed. This really insulted the co-
muneros.”29 In response to these issues, a domestic Mexican certification
agency was created to provide lower-cost and more culturally appropri-
ate inspections for producer organizations. Although members of the
Michiza directiva say this change has improved the situation somewhat,
it has also added another layer of bureaucracy. The national entity—
called Certimex—is still responsible for enforcing European and U.S.
organic standards, which are constantly evolving and becoming more
stringent.

Producer groups are also expected to do a significant amount of their
own inspection work to supplement the occasional visits from Certimex
inspectors. Organizations have been forced to invest a great deal of time,
money, and training to create teams of peasant technical advisers (also
called internal inspectors). Michiza has a team of five such técnicos—
producers who are given full-time, salaried positions traveling to all of
Michiza’s communities to inspect every single coffee plot in the organi-
zation each year. Tad Mutersbaugh describes how this complex process
works in the larger CEPCO organization:

Certification activities begin with on-farm inspections by peasant inspectors
associated with village and regional producer organizations. Village-based
peasant inspectors undertake internal inspections and produce inspection
reports that are forwarded to the CEPCO union organic technical staff 
in Oaxaca City and then to a Mexican national certifier such as OCIA-
Mexico or Certimex. The Mexican national certifier then sends an “exter-
nal” inspector trained by the certifier to undertake a randomly selected
sample of 10–20% of village coffee plots (depending on the certifier) and
to inspect organic warehouses, vehicles, farm storage sites, and transac-
tions records documenting coffee sales. After a review by the national
certifier, the inspection report and village dossier is forwarded to a Euro-
pean or North American certifier. The certifier checks to see whether pro-
duction practices concord with organic norms (which vary depending upon
the labeler). If coffee marketing paperwork is in order, then the regional
organization’s harvest is certified. However, although producers and har-
vest are [at this point] certified organic, in most cases coffee producer or-
ganizations receive a letter from transnational labelers and certifiers that
notes irregularities and sets forth requirements which peasant producers
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must then address in order to retain their certification during the next
harvest cycle.30

The consequences of failing to address these requirements—or of a
lapse in paperwork—can be serious. Thus organizations like Michiza are
under pressure to sanction their members who do not follow all the pro-
cedures to the letter, usually by decertifying individual producers. In the
2002–3 season, Michiza sanctioned sixty-two members, all of whom had
to begin the two-year transition process anew, a step that reduced their
coffee income by at least one-third. Anita, in Teotlasco, was sanctioned
because an external inspector claimed her bags of coffee were stored too
close to a container of gasoline. Village-level organizations can also lose
certification for all their members, as can whole regions, or even an en-
tire cooperative association like Michiza. The threat of decertification is
always hanging overhead, and with it the prospect of economic ruin. This
dynamic, asserts Mutersbaugh, changes the nature of the interactions be-
tween producers, making individuals’ behavior into everybody’s busi-
ness because it can affect their certification and their income: “Each house-
hold must necessarily be concerned with the horticultural and production
practices of other households, as the failure of any household to abide
by certified organic-production norms endangers the organic certification
(and product market prices) of all members.”31

Back at the regional Michiza producer meeting in Yaviche, Contreras
Díaz is explaining these requirements to the assembled members. He be-
gins with a pep talk for producers who are still in the transition process,
receiving only nine or ten pesos per kilogram despite the additional in-
vestment of time and labor. “It’s especially important in this time of cri-
sis to hang in there. Those of you with one more year to go in transition
should stick it out—it’s much worse to go back to the start.” He then
clarifies the role of the receptores, village-level leaders who are respon-
sible for documenting sales and issuing receipts to producers: “You have
to let the members sign their own receipts. This is a change imposed by
IMO and Certimex. That’s why we need internal controls, because they
[certifiers] will always check these forms. Some receptores have gotten
lazy, irresponsible, even stubborn! The ones who give me the hardest time
are those who didn’t come to the training or are just lost [despistados].”
Rigoberto then goes on to spell out the consequences of failing to abide
by the organic requirements:

What happens to a producer who messes up? This is very important—
you’ve got to watch out. If you mess up once, you’re suspended [from the
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organization] for one year. If you mess up—or lose the paper trail—a second
time, you go back to the first year of transition. IMO said that these pro-
ducers could just go back to the second year of transition, but Certimex
said no, they have to go back to the beginning. . . . If we don’t watch the
internal inspections carefully, we run the risk of losing our certification 
as an organization. What’ll happen to Michiza then? We lose clients, lose
members, and the organization will fall apart. To lose our certification
would be fatal. . . . We can’t buy an organic certification with money; we
have to win it with careful work.

Yet despite that careful work, less than one year later, in July 2002, the
entire organization came within a hair’s breadth of being decertified. Ac-
cording to Contreras Díaz, a critical piece of paperwork from the ex-
ternal inspection of Michiza was not filed with Naturland in Germany,
resulting in a notice of decertification just as the harvest was about to
begin. Without the certification, the group would lose virtually all of its
clients, and the producers would not receive fair-trade prices. “It would
have meant the end of eighteen years of work,” says Contreras Díaz. The
crisis was ultimately averted, but the episode illustrates the highly fragile
and vulnerable position of these producer groups, as well as the uneven
power relations (and uneven sharing of risk) at work in the international
organic certification arena.

To add to the difficulties, international certifiers are further tighten-
ing their requirements. In 1999, according to Mutersbaugh, European
certification organizations made their standards more rigorous, result-
ing in the above-mentioned requirement of annual inspections of coffee
plots. “The question arises,” he writes, “as to what triggered the 1999
intensification of certification. . . . The source of this change . . . may be
found in [European Union] insistence on adherence to the E.U. 2092/91
rule enacted in 1993.”32 Now producer organizations are bracing for yet
another round of stricter regulations. At a statewide Michiza meeting in
Oaxaca City, Contreras Díaz passed on the latest information to regional
representatives: “We now have to begin to produce our subsistence [food]
crops organically; they’re giving us a period of five years to do this.”

The notion that international certifiers could require hundreds of thou-
sands of impoverished small coffee producers around the world—already
reeling from the price crisis—to undergo a complete conversion to or-
ganic practices in their subsistence-food plots in order to keep their cof-
fee certification truly strains belief. No Michiza producers use agro-
chemicals in their milpas, but in other regions with poor soils this
requirement could have serious repercussions for food-crop yields. While
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it might be appealing to European consumers or E.U. environmental
officials for peasant producers in the global South to reach such an eco-
logical utopia, the international certifiers are offering no financial com-
pensation for this conversion. Mutersbaugh quotes a Mexican organic
extension agent who complains that international organic certification
“is a class of ecological neo-colonialism.”33 To Michiza’s Contreras Díaz,
the international certifiers represent an “organic Mafia.” The system cer-
tainly does hold a great deal of power over the livelihoods of peasant
farmers, who accuse certifiers of being punitive. Yet conflict-of-interest
rules explicitly prevent the producers from using their collective power
to negotiate a more realistic set of expectations. “Certification blunts the
ability of peasant unions to critique or even dialog with transnational
certifiers,” writes Mutersbaugh, “due to ISO [International Standards
Organization] guide 65 norms which hold that organizations cannot
self-certify.”34

The justification behind such regulations is that a strict separation
between certifiers and those they certify is necessary to maintain the rigor
of the system and thereby sustain consumer confidence in the organic la-
bel. It is certainly true that the organic premium for farmers depends on
preserving the integrity of the system. The root of the problem here is
that the organic standards were designed with a very different type of
producer in mind: specifically, an individual farmer in the United States
or Europe with a discrete labor force, full control over inputs, and, ar-
guably, a middle-class lifestyle—and they have not transferred well into
the context of interdependent and collectively organized peasant and in-
digenous producers in the global South. It is the uncritical application
of this Northern model of organic certification—rather than the fact of
external certification or the application of strict standards per se—that con-
stitutes the “neo-colonialism” of which the inspector quoted by Muters-
baugh complains.

It is imperative that international organic standards be reframed to
better address the social, economic, and cultural context of these highly
vulnerable small producers. In particular, certifiers need far greater sen-
sitivity to the added financial costs and labor burdens that organic stan-
dards impose, both on farmer organizations and on impoverished farm-
ers whose family labor is already stretched to the limit. Organizations
of small producers must have an effective mechanism to channel their
recommendations to certifiers for improving the standards and the way
they are applied. Moreover, no additional rigor or new requirements
should be imposed on these producers without both solid justification

152 A Sustainable Cup?



and adequate, up-front financial compensation. For example, the re-
quirement to certify coffee farmers’ subsistence food plots should be off
the table entirely, at least until Northern consumers subsidize the full costs
of this change. And something must be done to deal with the dire eco-
nomic consequences posed by the threat of decertification: it is not ac-
ceptable for marginal peasant families and small producer organizations
to be living just one possibly erroneous decision away from losing the
meager but hard-won organic premium on which they depend for their
livelihoods.

However, peasant coffee farmers are not merely passive recipients of
the dictates of international certifiers. Despite the pressure from certifi-
cation entities and the obligation to follow strict (yet changing) practices,
peasant and indigenous coffee producers in Michiza—and in Mexico as
a whole—have at least partially appropriated the meaning of organic for
themselves, reformulating it according to their own philosophical ori-
entations and practical needs. Mutersbaugh writes that “as transna-
tional certifiers . . . seek to justify certification practices by reference to
organic ideals . . . peasants often contrasted their own ‘broad’ vision of the
organic against what some termed the ‘organic-ocracy’ of transnational
certifiers.”35

The new organic techniques and approaches that are being imple-
mented by Michiza members in the Rincón are a complex hybrid of sev-
eral different forces: international certification demands, traditional in-
digenous knowledge, and peasant-centered alternative agricultural research
(not related to certified organic production) focused on refining and
adapting traditional peasant and indigenous practices for the productive
benefit of small farmers. The meaning of organic, just like the significance
of fair trade, is being challenged and contested.

the demonstration effect:
environmental practices

Now that we have looked at the international certification process, we can
begin to examine the actual practice of organic coffee production in the
Rincón. How does knowledge and information about organic farming
reach individual producers? How does an organization like Michiza cre-
ate a body of understanding and expectations about these practices? To
start with, the process involves a great deal of information sharing among
members. The more experienced Michiza members have a voluminous
knowledge of organic production. You can hear it in the way they talk
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about their coffee plots: virtually no conventional producers speak this
way. They discuss coffee production like a whole system of which they
have analyzed the component parts. And they have a sense of how to work
with that system to improve not only its yields but also its diversity.

Beyond this farmer-to-farmer education, Michiza and most other or-
ganic-coffee producer organizations have training programs to teach
members skills that range from perfecting the nitrogen-carbon balance
in their compost to using a tool called an “A apparatus” to measure the
slope of a hillside and situate coffee rows so that they follow its con-
tours. Michiza’s progressive church origins, in particular, fostered col-
lective processes of education and reflection about protecting the natu-
ral world. From the beginning, the group developed a corps of peasant
technical advisers who traveled to each community, conducting training
and giving one-on-one advice to producers in the field. But when Mi-
chiza experienced organizational difficulties in the late 1990s, this train-
ing function atrophied. Only in the past few years has it resumed, partly
in collaboration with a research and environmental NGO in Oaxaca City
(Grupo Mesófilo) that conducts workshops for farmers about main-
taining and diversifying their shade-tree cover. The eventual goal of this
shade-management training is to qualify Michiza’s coffee for the Smith-
sonian bird-friendly shade certification and the modest additional price
premium it would fetch.36 According to Marcos Gómez Sánchez, part of
the original Michiza group in Yagavila, “Before, the Michiza technical
advisers would come two, three times a year, but afterwards they stopped
coming, and many people assumed that that was it. They started think-
ing about dedicating themselves more to other things, like growing corn
and beans. But thanks to these workshops, they have gotten back into
the work again. We are more enthusiastic.”37 All of the current Michiza
members now say they have received at least some training in organic
methods or shade management. The average producer has attended three
such workshops, and 42 percent of the members have traveled outside
their community to do so.

To hear Michiza members discuss the specific tasks involved in organic
coffee production is to open a window into this accumulated body of
ecological knowledge. Mario, the young producer from Teotlasco, says
organic production means that “you maintain the coffee, and apply com-
post, and the plant produces more because it has more organic matter.
If you cut the weeds all the way down to the ground, there’s no organic
material to protect the soil.” Similarly, producers like Anita—who re-
members her mother building live barriers—talk about the erosion-con-
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trol benefits of those barriers, terraces, and other practices. “Going or-
ganic” also means changing some long-standing practices that cause eco-
logical damage. For example, farmers have traditionally dumped the
acidic coffee pulp and wash water from processing the beans into creeks
or on the ground, killing off fish and other aquatic life. Zoila explains
that Michiza members do it differently: “When we wash the coffee, we
make a pit for the wash water [to infiltrate]; that’s how we take care of
the land.” In Yagavila and Teotlasco, explains Gómez Sánchez, pesticides
were never common, and in fact have been rejected by all coffee pro-
ducers: “Chemicals we have never used on the coffee; neither did our
parents. Later, with Inmecafé, several times they sent us chemicals, but
the people didn’t use them. Maybe they put them on the milpa. Since the
soil didn’t produce much, they tried it, and maybe it helped at first, so
they started using it [on the milpa]. But the coffee, never; much less now
in the organization.”38 Sixty-one-year-old Teodoro, a new entrant into
Michiza, says he never uses pesticides, even on the milpa. “There are some
people who use them, but the milpa dries up quickly. The same thing
happens with fertilizer.”

All of this extra work is paying off for the organic producers, at least
in terms of productivity. The coffee yields of the fair-trade members in
this survey are 40 percent higher than for the conventional group (213
kilograms per hectare, compared to 153 kilograms per hectare), as table
11 (chapter 4) indicates. Bray and colleagues concur that coffee yields
with organic methods tend to be at least 15 percent higher.39

Beyond members’ embrace of conservation techniques, however, an
interesting phenomenon is occurring in Yagavila and Teotlasco. The sur-
vey found that conventional producers are now also widely adopting sev-
eral of the practices that were introduced to the region by Michiza, in a
kind of organic “demonstration effect.” Table 25 indicates that three tech-
niques in particular—producing compost and applying it to coffee plots,
establishing live-plant barriers, and building terraces—have been adopted
by almost half of the conventional farmers, even though they are not re-
quired to do so and have no immediate prospects for organic certification.
As table 26 shows, fully two-thirds of the conventional group also say
they now incorporate their coffee pulp into compost rather than dump-
ing it; the pulp’s value as fertilizer seems to be increasingly evident. The
fact that this figure is larger than the number who say they actually pre-
pare compost indicates that some of these producers may simply ferment
the pulp alone (without adding other ingredients) and apply it to the cof-
fee plot. Either way, compost is literally spreading across the Rincón.
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“When the cafetalito [little coffee plot] is sad, I give it a bit of compost,”
says Cristoforo, a fifty-eight-year-old productor libre in Teotlasco. Not
all producers are immediately convinced that the change in habits and
the extra effort are worthwhile. Camilo describes his neighbor who be-
longs to CEPCO: “When we [Michiza] started composting, he criticized
and laughed at us. He called us locos. But now he has built his own com-
poster, and he doesn’t criticize any more.”40

The widespread use of these soil-conservation, soil-fertility, and water-
protection methods among libres and CNC members points to an envi-
ronmental side benefit of organic coffee production. Although only 10
to 20 percent of the families in these two communities belong to Michiza,
the results of their work are on display to their neighbors and extended
family. Almost 90 percent of the fair-trade producers say their yields have
increased at least somewhat since converting to organic methods. Their
conventional-producer neighbors have probably observed the greater pro-
ductivity of these Michiza plots and are attempting to replicate the re-
sults in their own parcels. Some of these producers might also have hopes
of joining an organization in the near future, and may see such practices
as getting a head start on the work they would need to do as members.

This demonstration effect is less pronounced when it comes to some
other practices. A majority of conventional producers still dispose of their
acidic coffee wash water in local creeks, although almost one-third are
now instead dumping it into filtration pits like their Michiza counterparts
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table 25. use of soil-conservation, 
soil-fertility, and other practices

Fair Trade Conventional All Producers 
(n=26)a (n=25)b (n=51)

Compost* 26 (100.0%) 12 (48.0%) 38 (74.5%)
Live-plant barriers*,c 26 (100.0%) 12 (48.0%) 38 (74.5%)
Terraces† 21 (80.8%) 11 (44.0%) 32 (62.7%)
Contour rows* 17 (65.4%) 2 (8.0%) 19 (37.3%)
Dead-plant barriers*,c 13 (50.0%) 1 (4.0%) 14 (27.5%)
Mean number of coffee- 2.00 1.46 1.74
plot weedings per year*

a Members of Michiza and CEPCO.
b Unorganized producers, plus members of CNC/Fraternal and new Michiza entrants.
c Live-plant barriers consist of understory plants grown intentionally below coffee bushes to trap soil and

organic matter. Dead-plant barriers use branches and other material inserted into the soil to achieve a simi-
lar effect.

* Significant at the .001 level.
† Significant at the .01 level.
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(see table 26). The most distant coffee parcels in these villages pose a
particular waste-disposal problem: they are so far down the mountain
that hauling coffee pulp back to the home for full-fledged composting
appears to be impractical, at least for the non-fair-trade producers. None
of the farmers surveyed utilize any synthetic fertilizers or pesticides in
their coffee plots. One conventional producer, however, does apply pes-
ticide on his milpa, and two farmers said that they use commercial fer-
tilizers on their milpas. One of these is Pedro, a libre in Yagavila, who
says that “I use it sometimes, when the soil is a little poor.”

takin’ it to the milpa

The story gets more interesting. Not only are organic techniques being
transferred from fair-trade to conventional producers, but—in a remark-
able development—they also seem to be making the jump from coffee
to food crops. Many Michiza members, especially those most engaged
with the organization, are experimenting with several organic practices
on their milpas. Roughly half of the members in these two villages are
applying their painstakingly prepared compost to their corn and beans
as well as their coffee, as table 27 indicates. Close to 60 percent are adding
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Figure 20. Michiza member and sons with a new composter in one of their
coffee parcels, Teotlasco. In many cases, composting is done on the home
patio instead.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



manure to the milpa as well, and 41 percent are planting green manure—
the term for any nitrogen-fixing cover crop—on their fallow milpa plots
to restore fertility. Mario, the Michiza técnico who lives in Teotlasco, is
one of the producers who sows the velvet bean, the main green-manure
species used in this region (known locally as “Nescafé bean”). He says,
“I use it in places where I see that the soil requires more nutrients. I har-
vest it at the moment it is flowering, because that’s when it provides the
most nitrogen.” 

With the exception of some of the fixed parcels near the village cen-
ters that can be plowed, milpa agriculture in this region is entirely slash-
and-burn. Burning the milpa before planting releases a large burst of nu-
trients in the short run but rapidly depletes soil fertility. The stability of
this agricultural system relies on long fallow times to restore that lost
fertility, but fallow times in the Rincón have been decreasing for many
decades as the population has increased.41 Techniques that restore milpa
soil fertility—such as composting and, especially, planting of green
manure—hold the potential to address this problem. Almost one-third
of the conventional producers are now applying compost to their mil-
pas, and one is even using green manure. A few of the most innovative
Michiza members have gone even further, eliminating the use of fire com-
pletely on their milpa plots. They are replacing slash-and-burn (roza-
tumba-quema) with a “slash-and-chop” system (roza-tumba-pica), in
which the felled trees and plants are chopped into small pieces and left
on the ground as a kind of mulch. Camilo says that Michiza sent him to
an organic training session in the state of Veracruz where this technique
was demonstrated; he is now working to spread the practice, as well as
to convince other members to build terraces in their milpas.

Other researchers have noticed a similar phenomenon among coffee
producers elsewhere. Bray and colleagues witnessed this process at work
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table 27. extension of organic 
coffee practices to the milpa

Fair Trade Conventional All Producers 
(n=26) (n=24) (n=50)

Apply manure 15 (57.7%) 11 (45.8%) 26 (52.0%)
Apply compost§ 14 (53.8%) 7 (29.2%) 21 (42.0%)
Plant green manure 11 (42.3%) 1 (4.2%) 12 (24.0%)
on fallow milpas†

† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



in a producer cooperative in Chiapas. “Of crucial significance,” they
write, “some farmers also began experimenting with organic techniques
in the milpa as well, creating the possibility that this technological pack-
age could extend to the whole farming system.”42

fair trade: sustaining organic coffee?

Certified organic coffee is both a blessing and a curse for these small
farmers. It places an enormous additional labor burden on families, and
those who need to hire mozos to cover the extra labor are likely to do
little better than break even. On the other hand, organic practices do
increase coffee yields, and many producers enjoy and value the process
of applying these techniques. In a real sense, it satisfies people’s desire
to express the “tendency to conserve” that Pablo Merne sees in these
Zapotec communities.

Yet the demands of international organic certifiers are ever-present in
the lives of fair-trade cooperative members here. The fear of the family
or the whole village organization losing its certification—and the fair-
trade price to which that certification is the only key—is palpable. The
distant certifiers clearly hold a great deal of power over the well-being
of these economically marginal indigenous families—arguably too much.

Yet despite all the extra labor involved in reaching and maintaining
organic certification, the key point is that fair trade can play a crucial
role in sustaining organic and shade-grown coffee—and the ecological
benefits it provides—during periods of low prices. Without fair trade’s
guaranteed floor price, even the organic premium for coffee of 10 to 25
cents over the world “C” price (for a total price of 55 to 80 cents per
pound in 2003) would bring these producers little more than the coyote
pays, after organizational costs are deducted. And if they are operating
at a loss, there is very little economic incentive for farmers to continue
investing in the suite of ecosystem-protecting practices involved in
certified organic (and bird-friendly) coffee production. Only because of
the minimum fair-trade price does sustainable coffee production continue
to pay during such a crisis.

It is also necessary to take a broader historical view of the processes of
environmental degradation in the Rincón. There is a longer-term trend of
ecological deterioration at work in these communities, as population has
grown and more milpa has been planted, and also as the result of intensified
and expanded coffee production during the Inmecafé era.43 The loss of
forest from increased milpa clearing during the recent price crash needs
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to be balanced against what might ironically be called one of the few “pos-
itive” ecological effects of the crisis—that is, the partial abandonment of
coffee by conventional producers, and the complete abandonment by fam-
ilies who emigrate. Some of these abandoned coffee parcels are in fact grad-
ually reverting to forest. “If the cafetal is abandoned,” explains Fernando,
“it goes back to the forest—it’s hard to restore.”

However, the fact that in this land-rich region a few conventional pro-
ducers have now begun to liquidate their long-term coffee investment—
clearing it in favor of milpa—is a worrisome sign. It indicates that after
seven years of the most recent crisis, and fifteen years of mostly low prices,
some villagers are finally giving up on coffee. Some of them will not look
elsewhere to plant milpa, but rather—as they indicate—they plan to con-
vert their own diverse shade-coffee plots to corn. In some of the less tra-
ditional communities of the Rincón, such as La Luz, according to the
coyote Genaro, the villagers “have already given up on growing coffee.”44

If these trends continue—unless coffee prices rise much higher for a pro-
longed period, or conventional producers somehow gain access to value-
added coffee markets—the impact on the shade-coffee ecosystem in this
region could be severe.

shades of difference

Some conservation biologists working with shade-grown coffee argue
that while organic certification is certainly environmentally beneficial,
an even greater level of biodiversity protection is necessary in order to
sustain and enhance the ecosystem functions that traditional shade cof-
fee plots can provide. Two newer certifications—the “Bird-Friendly” la-
bel of the SMBC and the Rainforest Alliance’s “Eco-OK” seal—claim to
guarantee this extra step. Whereas the SMBC’s system focuses exclusively
on increasing shade-tree diversity and improving habitat, the Rainforest
Alliance system requires farmers to reduce (but not eliminate) pesticide
use and enhance habitat diversity, among other criteria.45 Neither of these
schemes is designed exclusively for small peasant coffee farmers; they are
available to large and medium estates as well, as with organic certification.
Of the two, the bird-friendly standards impose more rigorous environ-
mental criteria. In fact, the Rainforest Alliance certification has gener-
ated controversy within the fair-trade world. Unlike the organic and bird-
friendly certifications, Rainforest Alliance also has a series of social
criteria. However, these social standards are arguably far lower than fair
trade’s: they establish minimum housing and sanitary conditions but do
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not stipulate a minimum price for coffee. Critically, they require planta-
tion owners only to pay laborers the national minimum wage, a notori-
ously inadequate standard.46 Some of the largest corporate coffee roasters—
among them Kraft—have opted to certify a percentage of their coffee
with Rainforest Alliance rather than engage at all with fair trade (see chap-
ter 7). Although Rainforest Alliance certification is preferable to none at
all, especially for the significant minority of the coffee supply that is grown
on estates—and thus not eligible for the fair-trade system—it may also
provide “greenwashing” cover for transnational roasters who are under
no obligation to meet even these modest standards for the uncertified
portion of their production.47

The scientists behind the bird-friendly certification, in contrast, ex-
plicitly advocate combining their seal with fair trade. “Many conserva-
tion approaches,” write Stacy Philpott and Thomas Dietsch, “do not con-
nect conservation and social justice. We suggest, however, that a strong
linkage between organic, shade, and fair-trade certification programs may
provide one long-term conservation strategy in coffee-growing regions.”48

To this end, the Mexican certifier Certimex has now combined the in-
spections necessary for all three of these certifications into a single visit,
allowing qualifying producer organizations to achieve “triple-certified”
coffee for a reduced cost.49

However, if the additional labor required of small farmers for achiev-
ing the bird-friendly seal is not adequately compensated—or if it con-
tinues to be seen by producers like those in the Rincón as part of the suite
of tasks required for organic certification alone—it likely will not gain
traction among small farmers and could even prove counterproductive.
The fair-trade movement would do well to consider the synergies between
all of these certifications and assign price premiums accordingly.

conclusion

Does fair trade help counteract processes of ecological degradation? Is
it a force that can help keep shade-coffee systems intact during periods
of crisis? Because fair trade—at least in the context of Mexico and the
Rincón—is synonymous with active organic management of peasant pro-
ducers’ coffee, it does offer several key benefits. The most important of
these is the higher fair-trade price, which gives small producers an eco-
nomic incentive to keep performing the series of ecologically beneficial
services associated with organic shade-grown coffee. In the case of the
Rincón, fair trade is one of the main factors that keep small-scale pro-
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ducers investing their time and energy in maintaining an elaborate sys-
tem of erosion-control infrastructure in their coffee plots, as well as sev-
eral other practices that conserve soil fertility, trap organic matter, in-
crease water filtration, enhance bird and wildlife habitat diversity, fix
carbon, and keep acidic coffee pulp and water out of local streams.

Moreover, fair-trade membership seems to be a deterrent to the aban-
donment and clearing of coffee plots: Michiza and CEPCO producers in
the Rincón are less likely to abandon or raze their shade-coffee plots.
Organic production by fair-trade members also appears to create an im-
portant demonstration effect that spreads ecologically beneficial prac-
tices to the conventional producer families who constitute 85 to 90 per-
cent of the people in these communities and own land in the same
proportion. Some organic techniques are even being carried over to the
milpa.

The fair-trade organic producers are also providing a different sort of
demonstration effect. They illustrate to the rest of the community that
it is indeed possible to reap a higher economic return for coffee, and that
this extra price premium is linked to specific ecological management prac-
tices. Several conventional producers whom I spoke with—even though
they were not currently planning to join Michiza—indicated that they
see organic coffee as the only option with any promise. In the words of
Alma, the high-producing productora libre in Yagavila, “The one who
has this kind of coffee [organic] will get ahead. If they comply with every-
thing, in five or six years this producer will get ahead. The one who
doesn’t follow these steps will be screwed. If I fail to take care of the cof-
fee plots, in the future there will be no hope. The one who sticks with
organic will have a future.”

Yet there are also serious problems in the structure of international
organic certification that need to be addressed, including the unequal dis-
tribution of power among certifiers, producer organizations, and small
farmers. National and international organic standards—both existing and
proposed—must be reevaluated with meaningful input from producer
organizations to ensure that they are truly necessary and do not unfairly
place farmers’ livelihoods at risk. Northern consumers need to be edu-
cated on the huge sacrifices of time and labor that small farmers make to
implement organic coffee production. Organic certifiers also need to ex-
amine how to make certification more affordable—and more culturally
appropriate—to small producer organizations as well as to unorganized
farmers. Last, it is important to ask for whose benefit the increasingly
rigorous organic standards are intended. If consumers, environmental-
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ists, and government officials in the North want to see peasant farmers
implement organic practices for reasons of global sustainability or con-
sumer health, they should be willing to foot the bill to support them
through the financially taxing organic transition process and cover the
costs of any new, higher expectations. A comprehensive international sys-
tem of organic subsidies for small and medium-sized commodity pro-
ducers in the global South would be one way to start addressing these
concerns.

Despite all of these challenges, the extra income generated by fair trade
is critical in sustaining the ecosystem-protecting services of shade-grown
and organic coffee production during a harsh price crisis. For producers
as well as consumers, it represents a more sustainable cup.
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chapter six

Eating and Staying 
on the Land
Food Security and Migration

It’s a lot of coffee you have to sell, and very little cash they
give you. I see it as very difficult. The kids are asking for
bread, but we can’t give it to them.

Adelaida, producer in Teotlasco

We’re screwed. The ones who are in Michiza are doing so-so,
but the others migrate.

Hector, producer in Yagavila

July, August, and September are the meses flacos, the lean months, in the
Rincón. The supplies of corn and beans from last year’s harvest have run
out in almost every home, the milpa won’t be ready until the fall, and
there is very little coffee left to sell. The road through Yagavila is quiet,
except for a few kids playing and munching on junk food out of tiny
bags and drinking fruit soda from plastic bottles. When I go into the home
of Celia, a productora libre who has four children out in the backyard,
I experience a first. She apologizes, but she can’t offer me anything—not
coffee, ni plátanos, not even a banana.

At one of the small stores, a middle-aged woman comes in to buy food
on credit—which carries the same 10 percent monthly interest rate as
other loans in the village. She chooses her purchases very carefully. The
store owner, Angelica, is talking with a couple of young guys. In two
weeks, a bus will be leaving for the border, carrying people from Yagavila,
Teotlasco, and nearby Zoogochí. She is drumming up business for this
service, virtually a migratory package tour. For twenty-five thousand pe-
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sos (US$2,400), the bus will take you directly from Yagavila to Tijuana.
The fee covers food and the coyote—the other kind, who will lead you
across the border. The price includes three attempts at the risky crossing
into the United States. These kids, no more than sixteen or seventeen years
old, have heard the story from friends and family already. Since the cof-
fee price crashed, dozens of Yagavileños have gone to work in Califor-
nia, Mississippi, New Jersey, and Colorado, some of them coming back
with enough money to build brick or cinderblock houses and repay fam-
ily debts.

The way the Mexican government relates to the campo—the coun-
tryside—has changed radically over the past twenty years. The same neo-
liberal economic policies that brought an end to the land-reform process
after seventy years have also reconfigured the state’s approach to peas-
ant and indigenous communities. Agricultural-credit programs have dried
up, and price supports that once subsidized a cheap canasta básica—basic
food basket—are no longer. As of 2000, only 2 percent of the federal
budget went to rural development, compared to 10 percent (US$13 bil-
lion) for interest repayment on Mexico’s foreign debt.1 To the majority
of campesinos—who produce a small surplus of corn or other products
for the market—the most devastating blow came when Mexico agreed to
include agriculture in the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), opening up the domestic market to a tidal wave of cheap corn
from the United States. The primary source of income for rural commu-
nities is now not agricultural production but remittances—payments sent
home by migrants in the United States, which totaled US$16 billion in
2004 alone—and a few remaining federal aid programs.2 Peasant groups
say that state policy toward the campo, rather than supporting rural agri-
culture, is now oriented toward encouraging the poorest peasants to be-
come hired laborers and those with more resources to become small to
medium-sized businesspeople.3

But where do marginalized indigenous communities like those in the
Rincón fit into this scheme? Oriented mainly toward subsistence agri-
culture and rooted on the land, these villages have never produced a mean-
ingful surplus of food for sale. Rather, as they adopted coffee as a cash
crop over the past sixty years, families here came to rely to varying de-
grees on food purchased from outside, through government food stores
and comerciantes, to fulfill part—though rarely all—of their food needs.
People here have responded to the crash in coffee prices in a variety of
ways. Some, as we saw in the last chapter, have expanded the milpas in
an attempt to wean themselves from the need to purchase food. Other
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families are sending migrants to Mexican cities and the United States,
using the money they send or bring back to sustain their coffee plots,
family livelihoods, and community institutions. But migration, of course,
has a darker side. Since the price of coffee crashed in 1999, migration
has pulled about one-third of the population out of these villages, plac-
ing a serious strain on community functioning and cultural integrity. The
experience of the returned migrants is also changing these still-traditional
communities in profound ways. Other households are relying on support
payments from government programs designed to prevent a social ex-
plosion in the campo. Two such programs in particular—Oportunidades
and Procampo—spell the difference between survival and disaster for
some families but also constrain the decisions they can make. The shift-
ing balance between coffee and milpa—that is, the tension between in-
tensification and diversification—is a backdrop to these choices, as
people figure out how to make ends meet in this hostile economic envi-
ronment. The result is a complex tale of simultaneous increases in both
subsistence and dependency, as well as a quiet but severe food-security
crisis that has followed the crash in coffee prices. This chapter examines
each of these different issues, and looks at the role of fair trade in pro-
viding alternatives for families and communities that are caught in the
squeeze between the competing pressures.

“the dependency of the stomach”:
food insecurity

In the Rincón in 2003, each kilogram of conventional coffee bought only
one-quarter to one-sixth what it did five years earlier. If one visualizes
taking a sudden 50 to 75 percent cut in one’s food budget—and the pain-
ful choices that would imply—the impact of falling coffee prices on the
household diet becomes vividly imaginable. The availability of subsis-
tence crops can soften this blow, but only somewhat.

The concept of food security has become an increasingly common and
important tool for analyzing hunger and poverty around the world. This
useful approach focuses not just on nutrition but also on the policies that
affect food availability, how agriculture is organized, and the ways that
households make decisions about producing and consuming food. One
of the most comprehensive definitions of the term comes from the U.N.
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO): “Food security exists when
all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient,
safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences
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for an active and healthy life.”4 An important approach to food security
is that developed by the Indian economist and Nobel laureate Amartya
Sen. Like other pioneering writers in the area of food and hunger, Sen
asserts that the real cause of hunger is not an inadequate supply of food,
but rather poverty and the policies that perpetuate it.5 He defines food
security in relationship to what he terms “entitlements,” an individual’s
(or household’s) economic power to obtain access to food.

Mexico as a whole—in particular the campo—is experiencing a food-
security crisis. The complete elimination of food subsidies, in tandem with
the catastrophic peso devaluation of 1994–95, has pushed many food
basics out of reach of an increasing proportion of Mexicans.6 Between
1993 and 2000, the price of milk rose as much as 600 percent in some
regions, and 83 percent of the nation’s households ceased to consume
any milk. The price of tortillas—the bedrock of the national diet—rose
from 80 centavos per kilogram in 1993 to 5 pesos per kilogram in 2002.
Nationwide, tortilla consumption dropped an astonishing 12 to 30 per-
cent.7 Meanwhile, as the production of fruits and vegetables for export
to the U.S. market grew, domestic food production fell, and Mexico be-
came a net food importer: these imports included more than 110 million
tons of corn and 60 percent of the nation’s total grain consumption in
2000.8 In that year, food imports reached a total of US$8.6 billion, ex-
actly the same amount as the country earned from oil exports.9 Not only
Mexican families’ food security, but the nation’s food sovereignty—the
democratic control over food markets, institutions, and policies by do-
mestic civil society—has been seriously compromised.10 According to Pe-
ter Rosset, former director of Food First, “If the people of a country must
depend for their next meal on the vagaries of the global economy, . . .
that country is not secure in the sense of either national security or food
security.”11

Getting enough food is not a problem in the Rincón—even for the
very worst off, there is always fruit or a tortilla with salt to fill the stom-
ach during the lean months—but adequate nutrition is. The normal diet
here, even in good economic times, is deficient in protein and other nu-
trients.12 Anita, the Michiza member in Teotlasco who has lived outside
of the Rincón, worries about feeding her children: “I believe that what
we eat is not sufficient. The nutrition . . . it’s not balanced. Here it’s al-
most pure coffee, there’s not enough money for milk, even two or three
liters. In the city, it’s cheap, the Diconsa milk in bags. But here, milk costs
fourteen pesos per liter.”

Because the Rincón is so isolated, people’s options for buying food
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are limited. Besides purchasing from the traveling comerciantes (using
either cash or coffee) and a small amount of barter between families, there
are several small stores—four in Teotlasco and six in Yagavila at last
count—and a government store in each village run by Diconsa, the fed-
eral food aid agency. Diconsa is a successor to the much more compre-
hensive Conasupo agency, and some people still refer to the store by the
original name. Though no longer subsidized, the food at the Diconsa store
is usually a bit cheaper than the competition, and it is the only depend-
able place to buy corn and beans. These staples make the store an active
place in the summer months, when almost everyone needs to purchase
food. Yet despite the availability of corn year-round from the store, people
in the Rincón clearly prefer to consume their own harvests. Beyond the
question of affordability, this is a matter of quality. One reason people
in Teotlasco are planting more milpa, says Federico, a thirty-five-year-
old libre, is that “they don’t want to buy the Conasupo corn anymore
because it’s not good.”

Yet the locally produced corn—called maíz criollo, “native” corn—
is not free, either. Most families pay mozos to weed and bring in the milpa
harvest. The Mexican researcher Kristen Appendini and her colleagues
studied local corn production in several Zapotec villages not far from
the Rincón. They determined that the cost of production for maíz criollo
was 1.33 pesos per kilogram in actual cash expenditures (labor, inputs,
and transportation) and 5.43 pesos per kilogram if the family’s labor and
other in-kind costs are taken into account, while the prevailing market
price for a kilogram of Diconsa/Conasupo corn at the time was 1.56 pe-
sos. Why would families persist in investing significant time and money
in an activity that is not advantageous from an economic point of view?
The answer, according to these researchers, is clear: “In many rural com-
munities in Mexico, and in particular in the region of the Sierra Norte
of Oaxaca, peasant families opt to produce and consume high quality
maíz criollo, despite costs of production that are higher than market
[corn] prices, because of the importance that this action has for their well-
being and quality of life.”13

Intangible concepts such as quality of life are a function of culture.
Growing corn is not only a matter of keeping culturally appropriate foods
in the family diet (a key component of many definitions of food secu-
rity), but of sustaining an indigenous culture that has been grounded for
millennia in the cultivation of corn in a particular place. Families in the
Rincón produce not only white corn that they prefer to the store-bought
white and yellow corn, but also a huge variety of types of maíz criollo
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with a wide range of colors, tastes, and textures.14 While most of them
would never frame it this way, they are the guardians of the genetic her-
itage of corn diversity in Mesoamerica—and the planet. This is the light
in which we need to examine the return to subsistence agriculture that
has occurred here.

Every family I surveyed in Yagavila and Teotlasco expressed a desire
to grow a higher percentage of their own food, for various reasons.
Gilberto, a CNC member in Yagavila, says that “over time, everything
is going up [in price], so when we buy food we pay more. Planting more,
one saves money.” Juan, a sixty-nine-year-old libre, shares a vision of
“becoming more self-sufficient, and to have everything necessary to live
comfortably [vivir holgadamente].” Fernando, a Michiza member in Ya-
gavila, prefers homegrown food because “it’s authentic, it comes from
the rain, it’s organic—it’s better.” Other Michiza members too link the
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table 28. food-security overview, 
yavagila and teotlasco, 2003

Fair Trade Conventional

Expenditures on Food

Mean household cash 6,886 5,507
expenditure, 2002–3 (pesos)§

As percentage of all 33.4 47.0
household expenses

As percentage of gross 40.9 76.2
household income§

Household Food Security

Food is always adequate 17 (68.0%) 11 (44.0%)
for entire family§

Food is always adequate 10 (71.4%) 7 (58.3%)
for the children (n=26)

Experiences food shortages (n=50)†† 15 (57.7%) 20 (83.3%)

Food Supplied from Milpa

Corn and bean harvests 5 (19.2%) 3 (12.0%)
last the entire year

Mean number of months 7.50 6.68
corn and bean harvests last (n=42)

note: n=51 unless indicated; not all respondents answered every question.
†† Significant at the .05 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



notion of the organic to their own subsistence food production. “The
organic food is better than what the merchants bring,” opines Hector.
“They bring tomatoes and onions, but they have chemicals.” For forty-
year-old Justino in Teotlasco, growing more food in the milpa is prefer-
able “because when I’m harvesting, it’s beautiful to be harvesting.”
Maria, the Michiza member in Yagavila with several children in Los An-
geles, explains why she would rather consume more food from the milpa:
“This way we buy less in the stores. The stuff that comes from outside,
sometimes we don’t know how it was grown, if it has chemicals or it was
irrigated with sewage, but what comes from here is clean.” Thus the ideal
of self-sufficiency, for corn and beyond, is a powerful vision for people in
the Rincón, one that goes far beyond financial considerations to issues
of health, economic independence, and cultural sustenance.

Yet full self-sufficiency is a mythical goal. Many people in Teotlasco
and Yagavila aspire to it, and during the crisis many have indeed come
closer to it. However, to return to the dietary conditions that existed be-
fore the arrival of coffee and the construction of the road is not possi-
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Figure 21. Traditional Rincón kitchen, Yagavila. Preparing tortillas on a metate
(grinding stone) for cooking on the comal (ceramic griddle). Beans with chiles
are simmering on the right-hand fire. On the shelf above the cooking fire are
cylinders of locally made panela (cake sugar) wrapped in banana leaves. The
strips of dried meat hanging from the overhead beam are the one item not
from household production.
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ble. Several items that are now considered indispensable can only be pur-
chased. They include cooking oil, salt, sugar (except for the few families
who grow cane and produce panela), and chiles. Rice and a few vegeta-
bles (tomatoes and onions) are at the very top of the “optional” list for
even the most impoverished households. And because most households’
harvest of corn and beans from the milpa lasts for an average of only seven
months, as table 28 (page 170) indicates, they must turn to the Diconsa
store or to comerciantes for the rest. If they are fortunate, they can barter
for locally grown beans and corn. Moreover, since livestock—cows in
particular—are few and far between in the Rincón, most meat and all
dairy products must be purchased from outside. The anthropologist
Leonardo Tyrtania observed the same phenomenon more than twenty
years ago: “Currently, one-third of the corn consumed in the commu-
nity comes from the outside, as do half of the beans and more than half
of the animal protein, so that the community finds itself subjected to one
of the worst dependencies, that of the stomach.”15 

intense or diverse?

Coffee is a key element of the food-security equation. Although the in-
digenous producers here largely incorporated coffee into the logic of their
peasant milpa polyculture, the expansion of the area planted in coffee
still had tangible consequences for local agriculture. Tyrtania perceived
the expansion of coffee as a threat to Yagavileños’ food security, though
not to the milpa. In Yagavila, he writes,

The coffee crop has still not entered into competition for the arable land
area traditionally destined for corn production; neither do the tasks related
to the harvest and processing of coffee interfere overly with the work to
assure subsistence. In other words, it is not the lack of time or of land that
causes the failure to fully utilize the possibilities that the land offers. The
coffee crop does, on the other hand, displace the family home orchards
[huertos familiares], and this process is one of the causes that lead to
undernutrition.16

Interestingly, then, Tyrtania saw coffee displacing not corn and beans but
other foods that provide important nutrients and dietary variety—
greens, herbs, fruit, and some vegetables like chayote—that come (or
came) from nearer to the home, where many families later established
coffee plots. Yet Tyrtania was writing just as the expansion of coffee un-
der Inmecafé was accelerating. It seems clear that by the time of the
agency’s disappearance in 1989, although coffee may not have physi-
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cally displaced large areas of milpa in the Rincón, people’s increasing fo-
cus on coffee did indeed limit their ability to perform work in the milpa.
Rodolfo, a Michiza member in Yagavila, agrees. “When [the price of ]
coffee was high, people didn’t grow much milpa.” So when coffee ex-
panded in the Rincón as a cash crop promoted by state policies and
backed by (relatively) high prices, it began to vie, at least, for the labor
time and energy that families had dedicated to the milpa, if not for the
milpa land itself.

Either way, this expansion of the area in coffee—the move away from
diversity and toward intensification—had already placed food security
at risk, at least structurally. But as long as the income from coffee was
relatively stable under Inmecafé, this weakness was hidden. Families could
compensate for the lack of subsistence food by purchasing more from
the store or from the comerciantes. However, when the price of coffee
crashed—first in 1989 and then more severely starting in 1999, that pro-
tective cash cushion was yanked out from under conventional produc-
ers, leaving them heavily invested in a commodity they couldn’t eat, and
inadequately invested in crops they could eat.

For the majority of families in the Rincón, the immediate result was
food insecurity. Here, in contrast with other regions closer to agricul-
tural markets and more fully integrated with the cash economy, there are
no other good agricultural options for earning cash. The remoteness and
extreme steepness of the Rincón make it a good place to grow coffee,
but not other cash crops. Conventional producer families, then, are not
merely facing a reduction in food choices—having to go without extras—
but in many cases they are literally malnourished. Emma Beltrán wrote
in 2000 that “the region presents a marked deficit in standards of infant
nutrition, according to the parameters of weight and height.”17 Anita,
the Michiza member in Teotlasco, sees the effects firsthand: “Because of
the coffee [price], there is this malnutrition. I am a health assistant [at the
elementary school]. Now there are more malnourished children. They
don’t weigh as much. There are children who are sleeping in school be-
cause they are malnourished. Before [their families] used to give them
bread, milk . . . but everything has gone up in price, and the coffee has
dropped. They give the kids what they can, but there isn’t enough. That’s
why there is malnutrition.” Gilberto, the CNC member in Yagavila, says
this situation affects his family directly “because of our diet. There’s not
enough [money] to buy a piece of meat, or breakfast.” Juan, a sixty-nine-
year-old libre, adds that “people resent it because now the money doesn’t
even cover our daily sustenance—food.”
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The Rincón is not alone in experiencing a nutritional crisis related to
the coffee crash. In other parts of the coffee-producing world, the low
prices have caused malnutrition and even famine. As chapter 2 describes,
some of the worst impacts have been felt in Central America. In the coffee-
dependent municipio of Juayúa in El Salvador, writes Gustavo Capde-
vila, “the rate of under-nourishment (‘moderate to severe’ by World
Health Organization standards) for children under five had been recorded
at 7 percent in 1998 but has shot up to 85 percent” in 2002.18

Elsewhere in Mexico as well, the coffee crises of the past fifteen years
have harmed the nutritional situation of producers and their families. In
two Oaxacan Chinantec indigenous communities studied by Paola Sesia,
the stable coffee incomes during the late Inmecafé period in the 1980s
led to increasing food security. However, one price these farmers paid
for higher coffee incomes was the virtual disappearance of their milpas.
Sesia quotes Efraín, a producer in the community of Analco: “Here we
were producing pure coffee. The land was just for coffee. When Inmecafé
left and the prices fell, the crisis came, the crisis hit us really hard. Here
we weren’t producing anything, just coffee and corn. And the corn doesn’t
last, it didn’t last. We no longer had the custom [of growing milpa], it had
been lost, few beans, too little, and nothing else.”19

When Inmecafé disappeared and the world coffee price plunged, the
people of these communities were left holding the bag. The people of
the neighboring village of Santa Cecilia, writes Sesia, “had to confront
the period of shortage during the first summers with no reserves of corn,
with no cash in their pockets, with hundreds of kilos of coffee stored up
and no buyers in sight.” In 1991, fully 100 percent of the children under
age twelve in this community were malnourished by at least some mea-
sures, up dramatically from precrisis levels. “Almost all the children,”
she writes, “were suffering moderate or severe malnutrition, and nobody
had a normal weight for their age. Almost 75 percent of those under five
years old and more than 80 percent of those over five were suffering from
emaciation (low weight-to-height ratio). . . . This community was con-
fronting a serious food emergency of near-famine.” There are various
ways to measure malnutrition, including ratios of height to age and
weight to age. But the critical fact about child malnutrition is that it soon
becomes irreversible. “Although [low] weight can be compensated for
with an appropriate diet once the economic and dietary situation in the
home improves,” writes Sesia, “the [child’s] stature, once affected, can-
not recover.”20
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back to the shelter of the milpa

Another important concept used in studying food security is the notion
of “coping strategies.” These are the responses that families and indi-
viduals (and even communities) implement when their food security is
threatened. Such coping strategies can include borrowing food or money,
selling land or livestock, eating less, migrating, or requesting food aid
from the government or international donors.

In the Rincón, the first and most important response by most con-
ventional producer households has been a regionwide turn away from
coffee and back to the protection of subsistence food production—the
milpa. In addition to multiple varieties of corn, Oaxacan milpas typi-
cally contain beans and often squash, greens, chiles, herbs, vegetables
such as chayote, and other edible, medicinal, and ceremonial plants. This
increased in milpa planting can be viewed in at least two ways. One is
as a means of plugging the cash drain caused by harvesting large amounts
of coffee at a loss. But this change can also be seen as freeing up family
labor so that the milpa can be produced without mozos (or with many
fewer), thus creating more “free” food. Either way, the objective is to
make the harvest of corn and beans last as long as possible, hopefully all
year, obviating the need to purchase. As Sesia suggests, it constitutes a
process of “repeasantization” (recampesinización), a move back into the
traditional subsistence economy in reaction to an economic and food se-
curity crisis: “As a response to this situation . . . a process of retreat from
the market economy began[,] . . . privileging subsistence production and
a greater productive diversification. These processes . . . have the aim of
guaranteeing family food security.”21

Producers in the Rincón explain this phenomenon in much more di-
rect terms. Adelfo, a productor libre in Teotlasco, says his family is now
expanding their milpa “because coffee has no price, and planting [milpa]
you no longer have to buy corn.” Aristeo, another libre in the same com-
munity, adds that “the corn in the Conasupo store is very expensive”
and says he wants to replace it with his own production. Simón, a sixty-
three-year-old CNC member in Yagavila, says he is planting more milpa
now “because it provides more security.” According to Cristoforo, the
libre in Teotlasco, not only is purchased corn inferior, but “there’s a short-
age of corn. Sometimes the Conasupo [truck] doesn’t come. That’s how
life is. So this way, we increase our harvest a few kilos more.” Teodoro,
a brand-new Michiza member, says he has considered expanding his
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milpa: “Sometimes we think about working, planting more corn and
beans, because that way you spend less money. If you have beans and
corn, the only thing you have to buy is salt. Buying everything, you have
to spend more.”

However, Teodoro’s situation illustrates the tension between in-
tensification and diversification experienced by Michiza producers, par-
ticularly the new entrants. These families have to dedicate significant la-
bor to converting their coffee plots to organic practices. “Because we’re
working with the coffee,” he admits, “we didn’t plant enough corn.” A
two-year organic transition period of tenuous food security awaits
Teodoro’s family, during which they will experience somewhat higher
coffee prices but also much higher labor costs. The nuevo ingreso fami-
lies are truly straddling the fence between the retreat to subsistence pro-
duction and a jump further into cash-crop production. One begins to ap-
preciate why families with more able-bodied workers are in a better
position to join a producer organization like Michiza. 

The return to the milpa is not necessarily permanent, nor is it the only
food-security strategy these conventional producer families have em-
ployed: many are also turning to emigration and money from remittances
and relying on payments from federal programs. Moreover, some Michiza
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Figure 22. Plowing a bean field with oxen, Yagavila. This is a “fixed” parcel in
long-term usufruct by a single family, as opposed to the slash-and-burn plots,
which are farmed in rotation by multiple families.
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members are also planting more milpa because they too have been hurt
by the crash in coffee prices. Nevertheless, it is here—at the boundary
between the milpa and the cafetal (coffee plot)—that we can find the first
food-security-related differences between fair-trade and conventional
families in the Rincón. As table 29 shows, 72 percent of conventional
producers say that at least half of their families’ diet comes from subsis-
tence production, compared to only 58 percent of fair-trade producers.
Equally interesting are the changes over time: twice as many conventional
farmers as fair traders say that they now buy less food with cash than
the year before (33 percent to 16 percent). As table 30 indicates, 32 per-
cent of conventional farmers now buy less food than they did when cof-
fee prices were higher five years earlier, compared to 22 percent of fair-
trade members. But it is the change in the land area dedicated to milpa
that provides the clearest distinction between the two groups, as table
31 indicates. Two-thirds of conventional producer families are planting
more milpa now than when coffee prices were high, compared to only
28 percent of the fair-trade group. The price of coffee is indeed a pre-
dictor of the size of the milpa.

In this respect the Rincón has been fortunate, because even at the height
of the coffee boom, the villagers here never abandoned their milpas en-
tirely, never “lost the custom,” as the producer from Analco puts it. In
contrast to other regions where coffee became a virtual monoculture, here
the chain of the tradition and practice of subsistence was not broken.
The reasons for this probably include the region’s relative isolation and
its abundant land, but surely the strength of Zapotec indigenous culture
in the Rincón was also crucial. In contrast, places that tipped definitively
toward monoculture—in general, predominantly mestizo areas—have
been hit harder by the crisis, and it is precisely those regions that have
seen the largest numbers of migrants heading north.
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table 29. subsistence food production, 2003

Percentage of Family’s 
Food from Subsistence Fair Tradea Conventionalb All Households 
(parcels and home garden) (n=26) (n=25) (n=51)

76–100 5 (19.2%) 6 (24.0%) 11 (21.6%)
51–75 10 (38.5%) 12 (48.0%) 22 (43.1%)
25–50 10 (38.5%) 6 (24.0%) 16 (31.4%)
0–24 1 (3.8%) 1 (4.0%) 2 (3.9%)

a Members of Michiza and CEPCO.
b Unorganized producers, plus members of CNC/Fraternal and new Michiza entrants.



Even with a significant increase in subsistence production, however,
some key food items cannot be produced locally. Among these, as we
have seen, are most meat, all dairy products, and many vegetables: these
are vital sources of protein, calories, and nutrients. Because of diseases
and topography, beef cattle have never been viable here. There have been
attempts through social-development NGOs to establish small chicken-
raising operations, run by women, in Rincón families’ home gardens to
increase meat consumption and foster a local poultry market, but these
were largely failures. Although some eggs come from local laying hens,
most still come from the comerciante (amazingly, they make it down the
road intact). So the situation here is one in which most animal protein
and fresh produce, as well some grains and beans, must be purchased.
Given this fact, it is worth examining families’ coping strategies during
both the annual summer food shortage and the longer-term food crisis
in the Rincón induced by coffee prices.

One of the most obvious—and harmful—coping mechanisms is sim-
ply to get by on less. Cristoforo says his family has had to do without
beef and chicken: “It’s a shame, because the coffee is low, and we can’t
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table 31. expansion 
of milpa agriculture, 1998–2003

Amount of Milpa
Planted Now Compared 
to Periods of High Fair Trade Conventional All Households
Coffee Prices† (n=26) (n=25) (n=51)

More 7 (28.0%) 14 (66.7%) 21 (45.7%)
The same 14 (56.0%) 4 (19.0%) 18 (39.1%)
Less 4 (16.0%) 3 (14.3%) 7 (15.2%)

† Significant at the .01 level.

table 30. change in food 
security over time, 1998–2003

Amount of Food
Purchased, Compared 
to Five Years Fair Trade Conventional All Households
Previously (n=23) (n=22) (n=45)

More 11 (47.8%) 10 (45.5%) 21 (46.7%)
The same 7 (30.4%) 5 (22.7%) 12 (26.7%)
Less 5 (21.7%) 7 (31.8%) 12 (26.7%)



eat that. Now there are just two of us, my kids are all married and left
the house. Before, we all worked hard. Now, we’re cutting back.”
Sarahy, a forty-three-year-old libre with three children, says that “when
there’s no money, we eat tortillas with salt and chile.” Justino, a Michiza
member, says that during the lean times, his family eats “tortilla, salsa,
and salt, quelites and guías [local greens], and chayotes.” Eugenia, an-
other Michiza member in Yagavila, adds that “we have bananas, and we
pick vegetables from our land—green beans.” Anita forgoes food when
necessary: “I feed the children first. They go to school, and I don’t want
them to be sleeping there.” Other approaches are equally troubling. Says
Simón, the CNC member, “We suffer. We have to buy corn with loans.”
Celia, a libre in Teotlasco, says that “we go to the señora [storekeeper],
and we borrow money.”

Beyond these tactics are other approaches—primarily selling one’s la-
bor power. “I look for odd jobs with people in their fields” in order to
put food on the table, explains Agapito, a libre in Teotlasco. Manuel, a
Michiza member, looks for work as a mason’s laborer. Federico says sim-
ply, “I work as a mozo.” Cristoforo describes a different strategy: “We
find a way to survive, or to eat a little bit of meat. We might sell some
fruit. I just went to sell bananas in Yagavila, and I earned thirty pesos.
Or peaches.”

Table 32 indicates the different household coping strategies of fair-
trade and conventional families when food runs out. The most impor-
tant differences are visible in producers’ two most common responses.
Whereas 40 percent of the conventional families say they eat less or only
what is available (the most common response was tortillas and salt), only
27 percent of fair-trade households do so. Another difference between
the two groups would seem to be counterintuitive—36 percent of con-
ventional households say they purchase food with cash, compared with
only 15 percent of fair-trade families. These figures, however, need to be
seen in the broader context of the percentage of households in each cat-
egory that are food insecure. 

By several measures of food security, the conventional households are
in a more precarious position than their fair-trade counterparts, as table
28 (page 170) shows. Two-thirds of fair-trade families say they always
have adequate food to meet the needs of the entire household, compared
with only 44 percent of conventional families. For children, the differ-
ence is somewhat smaller (71 percent to 58 percent) but still noticeable.
Over 83 percent of non-fair-trade families say they experience food short-
ages during the year, versus only 58 percent of the fair-trade group. By
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other measures, too, the distinction is apparent. The purchase of food
eats up a far bigger share of conventional families’ budgets, accounting
for a whopping 76 percent of their total gross income, compared with
41 percent for the fair-trade group. Food bought with cash accounts for
33 percent of fair-trade families’ total household expenses, compared with
47 percent for the libres and CNC members. Interestingly, despite the
greater expansion of milpas among the conventional group, the home-
grown corn and beans of the fair-trade families still last them a bit longer
on average (7.5 months of the year versus 6.7 months).

Finally, the total amount of cash that families spend to purchase food
is different: 5,500 pesos (US$550) for conventional producers compared
to almost 6,900 pesos (about US$690), 25 percent more, for the fair-
trade group. Part of the difference can be explained by the fact that the
conventional group gets a slightly higher portion of its food from the
milpa. But the difference in cash purchases is large enough—and the items
that can only be purchased with cash are important enough—that this
statistic indicates fair-trade families are eating more and better than their
conventional producer neighbors.

One way to confirm these differences is by analyzing the number of
meals containing key foods, as shown in table 33. The differences are
striking: fair-trade families drink milk an average of 2.53 times per month,
compared with 0.83 times for the conventional families. They consume
meat (beef, chicken, or pork) 2.05 times a month, compared with 1.08
times for the non-fair-trade group, and eat cheese just over three times
a month, compared with once a month for the conventional group. Some
of the libres I interviewed say they and their children never consume milk
or cheese and eat meat only on village festival days. Only when it comes
to eggs are the differences negligible: both groups consume them about
eleven times a month on average. Overall, then, the members of fair-trade
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table 32. food-security coping strategies

Fair Trade Conventional All Households 
(n=26) (n=25) (n=51)

Eat less or what is available 7 (26.9%) 10 (40.0%) 17 (33.3%)
Buy food with cash§ 4 (15.4%) 9 (36.0%) 13 (25.5%)
Take paid or waged work 3 (11.5%) 4 (16.0%) 7 (13.7%)
Borrow money 2 (7.7%) 2 (8.0%) 4 (7.8%)
Other 2 (7.7%) 2 (8.0%) 4 (7.8%)

note: Multiple responses were possible.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



organizations—and their children—are eating better and receiving more
protein and other nutrients than conventional families.22 The small to-
tal number of meals that include animal protein—between one and three
per month—is an indication of how marginal the economic situation of
most families in this region truly is, and suggests what a difference a few
extra servings can make. 

To summarize, the tensions between subsistence agriculture and cash
crops here become especially visible in times of crisis. For better or worse,
Michiza members have not returned to the milpa to nearly the same ex-
tent as the conventional producers. Because they receive higher fair-trade
prices, they still have an incentive to intensify their coffee production.23

Compounding the paradox, the vision held by some fair traders is one
of further expansion—if the coffee price were to justify it. “If we had
money, we’d leave our milpas alone,” says Fernando. “Maybe plant just
a little bit, and really put more effort into the coffee [echar más ganas al
café]. At least that’s the way I see it.”

Such trade-offs notwithstanding, fair trade is correlated with greater
food security in the Rincón. The families who belong to Michiza and
CEPCO are using their higher gross incomes to feed their families bet-
ter, providing more animal protein and greater variety. Overall, they are
less likely to experience shortages of food or have to go without essen-
tials. They also have a wider range of options for food provisioning (short
of going into debt) when their subsistence corn and beans run out, partly
because of their greater cash from fair-trade coffee sales and the distri-
bution of coffee payments throughout the year. Nobody in this region is
living high on the hog, and most people are still eating a diet that is nu-
tritionally deficient; indeed, many villagers qualify as malnourished. How-
ever, in the Rincón, families in the independent coffee organizations can
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table 33. consumption of animal protein

Mean Family Consumption (times per month)

Fair Trade Conventional All Households 
(n=25) (n=24) (n=49)

Meat§ 2.05 1.08 1.58
Milk 2.53 0.83 1.70
Cheese† 3.04 1.04 2.06
Eggs 11.08 10.70 10.90

note: Two outliers removed.
† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



claim greater food security—for themselves and their children—as one
important benefit of their participation in fair trade.

migration:
a double-edged sword

It is hard to find out how exactly many people have emigrated from Teo-
tlasco and Yagavila, but one thing is clear: the number is rising. Because
nobody keeps a record of the number of migrants, I sat down one af-
ternoon with three longtime Michiza members in Yagavila—Nora, her
husband, Miguel, and Fernando. These producers are active in the com-
munity and know virtually everyone. Over several hours, we compiled
a family-by-family list of migrants and where they currently live, noting
the migration of individuals, heads of household, and entire families. Al-
though many children from Michiza families appeared on the list, Miguel
indicated that “none of the Michiza members have left.” By the end of
the afternoon, the list filled ten notebook pages, and the mood was
somber. They hadn’t realized just how many people had actually gone
until they did the math. The results, detailed in table 34, are likely to
present a far more reliable snapshot of the migration from this region
than any official statistics. According to their count, 285 individuals, 49
heads of household, and 38 entire families had left Yagavila as of July
2003. About one-fourth of all the individual migrants (73 in all) are in
the United States, as are 15 heads of household (30 percent of the total).
Comparing these figures to the 2000 census tally for Yagavila of 636 in-
dividuals and 158 households—taken just as the new migration was
beginning—this represents a loss of 24 percent of the whole families in
the village, 31 percent of the heads of household, and almost 45 percent
of the entire population. As Nora and Miguel explain, there were already
between 60 and 80 migrants living outside Yagavila when the census was
conducted, so the number of individuals who have left since that time is
likely closer to 210—one-third of the total village population. 

The Yagavila village authorities do keep track of the number of cur-
rently registered comuneros—heads of family who can vote in commu-
nal assemblies—and this list has shrunk considerably, from 249 in 1995
to only 160 in 2003, a drop of one-third. In Teotlasco, the municipal agen-
cia offered a rough estimate that 40 of the 119 comuneros are living out-
side the village, and that perhaps 110 individuals out of the village popu-
lation of 553 have migrated. Clearly, emigration has made a huge dent in
the population of these communities, removing about a third of the

182 Eating and Staying on the Land



individuals and breadwinners—as well as a quarter of all families—be-
tween 1999 and 2003. And at least once a month, producers tell me, an-
other busload leaves for the U.S. border.

People in Yagavila and Teotlasco are unanimous: they concur that vir-
tually nobody from these villages had ever gone to the United States be-
fore the coffee price crash. (One sixty-nine-year-old man told me he had
traveled in the United States back in the 1940s.) “It’s because of the low
prices,” explains Mario, the Michiza member in Teotlasco. “People lose
hope, and then they go. It just doesn’t pay to harvest coffee anymore.”
While there had been a modest tradition of migration to Oaxaca City
and occasionally to Mexico City, primarily for education, neither the
“pull” nor the “push” factors existed before 1999 or 2000 to send in-
digenous residents of the Rincón across the border. “The ones in the
United States, it’s because of the low price of coffee,” says Rodolfo.
“These people had never [even] been to Oaxaca [City], but they went
straight to the United States.” Fernando reminds me that there are other
reasons for migration in addition to coffee: “Because the family grows,
but the land doesn’t grow. And because of the lack of resources.”

The adult migrants who are heads of household have different moti-
vations. Leaving children and family behind is not a step to be taken
lightly, especially in a traditional community. Rigoberta, a libre in Yaga-
vila, says that these fathers leave “because they have no money to help
their kids get ahead, or [even] to feed them.”

Finally, some entire families in the Rincón have picked up and left for
the United States. It is these families, explain villagers, who have com-
pletely abandoned their coffee plots. This is a different phenomenon, and
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table 34. emigrants from yagavila, july 2003

Number of Individuals Heads of Household Entire Families
(and percentage of (number and percentage (number and percentage 

Current Place village population of 158 households in of 158 households 
of Residence of 636)a village) in village)

United States 73 (11.5%) 15 (9.5%) 8 (5.1%)
Mexico City 91 (14.3%) 16 (10.1%) 15 (9.5%)
Oaxaca City 77 (12.1%) 14 (8.9%) 12 (7.6%)
Elsewhere 44 (6.9%) 4 (2.5%) 3 (1.9%)
in Mexico

total 285 (44.8%) 49 (31.0%) 38 (24.1%)

sources: Key participants, Yagavila; INEGI, Censo de población y vivienda 2000.
a Some of these individuals were likely not counted in the 2000 federal census.



more likely permanent. If they do not return, the communal assembly
will eventually redistribute their land to other families. “Now even more
people are leaving,” says Cristoforo, “even the children. It is screwed up
[está jodido].” Miguel provides more context: “Before it was just na-
tional, and very few people. Now it is whole families, and to the United
States, because the coffee doesn’t pay, so they go—even pregnant women
and children.”

A separate issue is whether the migrants will return home. Juana, a
twenty-nine-year-old Michiza member in Yagavila, says that “the adults
who migrate do return, but the young folks get married in the United
States, and they stay.” However, this view does not predominate. More
than 71 percent of the producers I surveyed say that when migrants leave
the village, they intend to return. Some do end up staying in the United
States. When asked how many migrants actually return, 74 percent of
the respondents answer that some people do; only 6.5 percent answer
that everyone comes back, and 19.6 percent say that nobody returns.
Marcos Gómez Sánchez indicates that the picture is mixed: “Now they
prefer to abandon [the coffee] and leave, with the consequence that the
families disintegrate. Maybe they find another life there in the north, and
they stay there. Or sometimes they leave with their entire families.”24

This coffee-crisis-induced wave of international migration is far from
an isolated phenomenon, as attested by the mass exodus from neigh-
boring Chiapas and Veracruz. Elsewhere in Oaxaca, too, the story is the
same. In Analco, one of the Chinantec communities where Paola Sesia
conducted her nutritional study, she writes that “in the year 2000, for
the first time, we saw the beginnings of a migratory expulsion of heads
of family to seek work, as a direct consequence of the coffee debacle.”25

migration costs and benefits:
remittances

What is migration doing economically for these families? Although many
people leave the community in order to bring money into the household
economy, it takes money to emigrate in the first place. That fact is a key
to understanding who is leaving the Rincón and why. We have already
seen that villagers need to borrow money—typically between twenty
thousand and thirty thousand pesos, at high interest rates—just to make
it to the border. When they arrive in the United States, the debt clock is
ticking, compounding the pressure to earn money and send it home as
quickly as possible.

184 Eating and Staying on the Land



Then there is the question of who can afford to migrate in the first
place. Here we run into a paradox that sociologists call the “selectivity
of migration”: the fact that those most in need are the least likely to be
able to migrate. “The extremely poor,” writes the development expert
Arjan de Haan, “are generally excluded from migration opportunities.”26

Jorge Durand and Douglas Massey elaborate further: “One of the most
widely studied aspects of Mexican migration to the United States is the
socioeconomic selectivity of migration—that is, the question of which
social classes migrate. . . . [T]he prevailing wisdom is that migrants
come from the lower-middle segments of the income distribution. The
rationale is that the rich have little incentive to migrate whereas the poor
lack the resources to cover the costs and risks of a trip to the United
States.”27

This built-in bias against the poorest families is especially pronounced
at the beginning of what these researchers call the “migrant stream”: that
is, the early years of migration out of a particular community. “The first
migrants who leave for the United States,” continue Durand and Massey,
“have no social ties to draw on, and for them migration is very costly
and risky, especially if they have no legal documents. . . . [A]fter the first
migrants have arrived in the United States, however, the costs of migra-
tion are substantially lowered for friends and relatives living in the same
community of origin.”28 Yagavila and Teotlasco are clearly in the early
stages of their migrant stream, although they have begun to establish so-
cial networks: villagers who now live in the United States and know the
ropes, and who can help new migrants find housing and jobs and make
sense of a strange new culture and language.

Although there are both economic costs and financial barriers to em-
igrating, plenty of people in the Rincón have surmounted these hurdles
and left for the United States, either temporarily or permanently. Once
they arrive, their families hope they will send money—usually by wire
transfer—to pay off loans and support the household. The remittances
sent home by Mexicans living in the United States have soared in recent
years—from $5 billion in 1999 to $20 billion in 2005—and represent
the nation’s second-largest source of foreign income, behind petroleum
sales and ahead of foreign direct investment.29 According to Durand and
Massey, the remittance money that comes back to Mexican families is
“spent overwhelmingly on current consumption . . . family maintenance
and health; the purchase, construction, or remodeling of homes; and the
purchase of consumer goods.”30

Two-thirds of both the fair-trade and conventional households sur-
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veyed in the Rincón—a total of thirty-four families—have at least one
family member living outside the village (see table 35). However, only
nine of the fair-trade families and five conventional families say they are
receiving any remittances from these migrants. Table 36 illustrates how
these families use the remittance money. Rodolfo says he uses the money
sent by his sons “to buy food, do agricultural labor—pay mozos—and
buy tools.” Sarahy says her daughter in Oaxaca City doesn’t send much,
just enough “to buy soap, beans, nothing more.” Timoteo, a new en-
trant into Michiza who has one child living in the United States and three
at home in Yagavila, says the money his daughter sends is “for school
supplies for her brothers who are attending school.” Another common
response from families of migrants is that they are saving, not spending,
the remittances. Alma tells me: “We’re not touching that money. We’re
going to need it later. He [my husband] is going to come back in one
year, so I’m saving it. I don’t touch that money.”

Others are using the money to build or improve their houses. Jesús
says that with the money his daughter sends, “we’re building her house
for her. [The money] is very important. Because where else are we going
to get money to do this?” Camilo, the Michiza member in Teotlasco with
several children in the United States, is currently building a large brick
house, more than twice the size of his current home, and says the money
sent by his children in the United States helps: “They don’t send much,
maybe a thousand pesos for expenses. We save it to build the new house.
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table 35. migration and remittances, 2003

Fair Trade Conventional All Households 
(n=26) (n=25) (n=51) 

Total migrants 1.88 .96 1.43
from household†

Total migrants .54 .20 .37
in United States

Number of migrants .88 .28 .59
sending remittances§

Remittance income 4,461 (n=9) 1,960 (n=5) 3,367 (n=14)
(among families 
receiving remittances), 
2002–3

note: All figures are means. All monetary amounts are in pesos (10 pesos = approx. US$1).
† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



When they return, there will be somewhere to live. They will come back.”
Maria, the fair-trade producer whose three daughters are in Los Ange-
les, is also putting their remittances directly into housing: “I just built a
house, I’m saving up to be able to have a decent place to live. It still needs
to be covered with cement, and I need to put down a [tile] floor. With
this money I am remodeling where I live now. . . . If I had more money,
I would build more houses for my kids so that they would come back
and not stay there [in the United States]; so they can see that the land
does produce.”

Surely, both education spending and housing construction consti-
tute long-term investments, not the “current consumption” described
by Durand and Massey. A number of people—in particular the Michiza
members—also say that they spend remittance money to pay enough mozo
laborers to maintain their coffee. However, as chapter 4 shows, this prac-
tice has led to unintended consequences. Juan, a libre, expresses frus-
tration that “many people have gone to the United States and they be-
gin to send more money to their families, and they pay [the mozos] more.
So that’s why the general wage is going up.”

This phenomenon is not an unusual one. Families also use remittance
money to sustain investments in coffee production—principally the cost
of labor—when it may not pay for itself. Ironically, this is a counter-
productive strategy. Jessa Lewis and David Runsten, who study migra-
tion in Oaxacan coffee-producing communities, write that “a well-studied
characteristic of migration is that it is cumulative and self-perpetuating.
As migration from a village develops, the risks associated with it decline
and the expected returns rise due to the development of social capital,
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table 36. families’ use of remittances, 2003
(Number of families who use remittance income 

for each purpose; multiple answers possible)

Fair Trade Conventional All Households 
(n=9) (n=5) (n=14)

Improve house†† 4 (44.4%) 0 (0%) 4 (28.6%)
Basic needs 3 (33.3%) 2 (40.0%) 5 (35.7%)
Education 1 (11.1%) 1 (20.0%) 2 (14.3%)
Health care 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Save for returning 2 (22.2%) 2 (40.0%) 4 (28.6%)
migrant(s)

Purchase other item 2 (22.2%) 0 (0%) 2 (14.3%)

†† Significant at the .05 level.



leading to more migration. This increased migration drains human cap-
ital out of the region, raising the opportunity cost of labor and hence the
local wage. Coffee growers who set out in part to provide operating cap-
ital for coffee via migration thus end up undermining coffee production
by raising its costs.”31 These inflationary effects on wages, as we have
seen, end up hurting the fair-trade producers disproportionately because
of their greater labor needs.

A final important fact about remittances is that money can and fre-
quently does flow in both directions. Many of the current emigrants from
the Rincón are youths who are studying at secondary, high, or technical
schools outside the community, and they require a constant supply of
pesos from their families to support them. Emigration, then, does not
necessarily translate into remittance income.

“when they return, they have changed”

Migration is also a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it allows fam-
ilies to remain in the community through the income from remittances,
and it also removes a certain number of mouths that would otherwise
need to be fed. To an extent, it allows rural communities to perpetuate
themselves when there is not enough income locally. On the other hand,
migration opens the door to cultural erosion and community disinte-
gration. The Rincón captures this bivalent essence perfectly.

Migration places stress on the main institutions of communal labor
and governance, tequios and cargos. Rodolfo says this problem is greater
among the conventional producer families, but the burden falls on every-
one: “At least the Michiza members are here in the community. They are
willing to do the tequios, and do the cargos. Now everyone has a cargo,
because there are fewer people. It’s not the same to pay for a tequio finan-
cially as to do it physically.” Rodolfo is referring to the requirement that
comuneros who miss tequio labor must either hire someone to take their
place or pay a fine of two to three hundred pesos to the village authority.
But, as he suggests, the fines do not put the needed extra bodies onto a
road crew. The intent of the cash penalties is to deter or regulate migra-
tion, but it isn’t working. People who are away for long periods of time
without covering their tequios or fulfilling their cargo obligations can even-
tually be removed from the village rolls—expelled from the community—
a decision that is made by the entire assembly and never taken lightly.
Migration has altered this practice too: so many people are away that
the assembly now only considers taking this step for the entire families
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who have departed, not for individual migrants whose families stay be-
hind. And even that basic decision-making institution is strained by the
loss of villagers, explains Fernando: “We feel the migration . . . in [vil-
lage] assemblies—there aren’t enough people.”

The return of migrants, too, can have detrimental effects. The returnees
open up a cultural Pandora’s box as they bring modern influences, con-
sumer goods, and new tastes and behaviors into relatively traditional in-
digenous communities. Miguel describes the impact: “When they return,
they have changed. They come back with another style. They have lost
the culture of the village [pierden la cultura del pueblo].”

This dynamic is beginning to have an effect on a pillar of traditional
culture, the Zapotec language. More than 98 percent of the people in the
Rincón still speak Zapoteco as their first language. However, the cachet
of migrants who return home speaking mainly Spanish or even a little
English—combined with an educational system that purports to be bilin-
gual but is functionally monolingual in Spanish—is gradually pushing
out the use of the native language. In the regional capital of Ixtlán, Zapo-
teco has virtually disappeared.

Although many households are returning to the tradition of the
milpa, then, the coffee crisis has compounded existing threats to indige-
nous culture by opening the gates of international migration. The com-
munities of the Rincón are beginning to confront what Pablo Merne calls
a gathering “wave of modernity.”

fair trade and migration

What role does fair trade play in this complex picture? In Yagavila and
Teotlasco, as table 35 (page 186) indicates, roughly equal numbers of
conventional and fair-trade families have members living outside the com-
munity (two-thirds of each group) and living in the United States (27 per-
cent for the fair-trade group and 20 percent for non-fair-trade families).
But here the similarities end. Despite claims by fair-trade organizations
that participation in fair trade can or does reduce migration—for ex-
ample, Transfair USA’s educational material for cafés states that “through
fair pricing, millions of people around the world are able to stay on their
land”—it is immediately clear that, at least in the Rincón, the reverse is
true.32 On average, the fair-trade families have almost twice as many
members living outside the community—1.88 people per household, com-
pared with 0.96 for their conventional neighbors. They are also sending
more than twice as many migrants to the United States (0.54) than the
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conventional group (0.20). Differences are also apparent in the amounts
of remittances. Nine fair-trade households—more than one-third of the
fair-trade families with migrant members—are receiving remittances,
compared to five families in the conventional group (20 percent). Among
this group, the difference is great: fair-trade families receive an average
of 4,461 pesos (US$446) in remittances, compared with only 1,960 pe-
sos (US$196) for the non-fair-trade households. The average age of the
migrants who are in the United States is roughly the same for both groups;
but when all migrants are counted, the average migrant from a fair-trade
household is about three years older.

These figures square with data from other Oaxacan communities. Jessa
Lewis and David Runsten conducted a detailed study of coffee labor and
emigration in the Mixtec indigenous community of Cabeza del Río, a
village where Michiza has a presence, along with another independent
organization, 21 de Septiembre. They too compared conditions for or-
ganized producers and libres. “Contrary to what the fair-trade literature
might lead us to expect,” they write, “organized producer households in
the community are currently more likely to be migrating internationally
than non-organized households: two-thirds of socio [member] house-
holds versus one-third of libre households currently have household mem-
bers residing in the United States.”33

This picture does not at first seem to square with what many Michiza
members say about their more favorable situation, such as the quote from
Hector that opens this chapter. It also challenges some suppositions about
the benefits of fair trade: surely, if Michiza members are in a better finan-
cial position, they should feel less pressure to emigrate. However, if we
dig deeper, the numbers begin to make sense. First, the concept of the
selectivity of migration predicts exactly such a scenario: the very poor-
est families cannot afford to migrate. Rather, the first to take advantage
of the migratory option will be those with enough resources to do so.
Second, earning remittances may not be the primary objective of migra-
tion among these families. Only 34 percent of the Michiza families and
20 percent of conventional producer families receive any remittances from
migrants (and this number could mask the fact that in families with mul-
tiple migrants, only one migrant might be contributing). The average fair-
trade family has 1.88 migrants, but 70 percent of these are living not in
the United States but elsewhere in Mexico, and many are teenage stu-
dents. Thus higher fair-trade incomes are permitting these families to take
greater advantage of migration for educational advancement as well as
financial improvement.
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A critical question is the one raised by Miguel early in this chapter:
which families have heads of household who migrate out of the village,
as opposed to younger people with no children? And which families pack
up and leave entirely? Here it is necessary to rely on the producers’ de-
scriptions of the migration dynamic. Between the assertions of Miguel—
a founding member of Michiza in Yagavila—that “no Michiza members
[i.e., heads of household] have migrated,” and Rodolfo’s contention that
“at least the Michiza members are here in the community,” a clearer pic-
ture emerges.

There are, then, at least three different modes of migration in these
communities. First, the Michiza members appear to be using migration
both as a way to leverage further improvements in their quality of life—
by sending their children to postsecondary school, by feeding the remain-
ing children better, and by acquiring some creature comforts—and also
as a means to sustain their investment in organic coffee production, par-
ticularly the costly hired labor and quality improvements it demands.34

In the Michiza families, it is youths (and adults who are not Michiza mem-
bers) who are able to leave. The heads of household, however, are locked
into an investment in organic and fair-trade certification that reaps some
economic returns but requires constant maintenance. This effort in turn
benefits the whole community because the Michiza members remain in
the village, available to work on tequios and to fill cargo positions. Sec-
ond, conventional families who can afford to do so are sending migrants
principally in order to replace their lost coffee income and cope with a
food-security crisis. Third, the whole families who pack up and leave the
Rincón represent a different phenomenon: they are renouncing commu-
nal participation, likely permanently. According to producers here, this
last group is a mix of the truly desperate and the fairly well-off—“even
one señor who had a car,” according to Adelaida—but it includes no Mi-
chiza members. These families may have quit the community for a vari-
ety of reasons; Juana suggests that some left to “find better lives. Here
one suffers, in the campo. In the city there is clean work.”

The relationship between migration and household income in these
families—illustrated in table 37—further compounds the seeming para-
dox. Families with migrants do have higher gross incomes: both the fair-
trade and conventional households with migrants have gross incomes
higher than the families with no migrants at all. Among families with mi-
grants in the United States, this effect is even greater—a difference of over
10,000 pesos compared to fair-trade families with no migrants, and al-
most 2,500 pesos for conventional families. This difference could be ei-
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ther cause or effect: it may represent either the effect of remittances or the
fact that better-off families are more able to migrate. Faustino, the Mi-
chiza member in Yagavila, goes so far as to say that “migration influences
[income] more [than membership in Michiza]. Those who are away in the
United States send more money.” However, when we examine families’net
income, the relationship is turned on its head. In both groups, the house-
holds without migrants have substantially higher (that is, less negative)
net incomes than those with migrants: a difference of more than 2,700
pesos for fair traders and over 5,000 pesos for conventional producers.
This difference narrows somewhat for the families who have migrants in
the United States, but still the figures are unequivocal: families with mi-
grants are overall poorer, not wealthier. This result seems counterintu-
itive until we remember that fewer than a quarter of the families with mi-
grants are receiving any remittances at all, and that many migrants are
students who must be supported during their stay outside the village. Fur-
thermore, it costs money to migrate, and at least in the early stages of
these communities’ migrant stream, the costs appear to exceed the eco-
nomic benefits. As migrants become established in the United States—if
they remain—the flow of remittances back to their families may increase.

In sum, it is too facile—and in this case incorrect—to assert simply
that participation in fair trade deters migration. To understand the com-
plex relationships at work here, it is necessary to look more closely at

192 Eating and Staying on the Land

table 37. migration and household income, 2003

Fair Trade Conventional

Mean gross Households with 13,634 6,190
income no migrants (n=17)§

All households with 18,647 7,682
migrants (n=32)†

Households with 23,696 8,648
migrants in United 
States (n=11)§

Mean net Households with –2,036 –1,076
income no migrants (n=17)

All households with –4,786 –6,269
migrants (n=32)

Households with –2,404 –4,373
migrants in United 
States (n=11)

note: All figures are means. All monetary amounts are in pesos. Two outliers removed.
† Significant at the .01 level.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



the dynamics of migration—who is leaving and for what purposes, and
the effects of migration and remittances on family livelihoods and cul-
tural cohesion.

progresa or regress?

Families in the Rincón have one additional important source of cash in-
come: a pair of federal support programs. These constitute the last rem-
nant of the state’s once-extensive commitment to the well-being of the
peasantry and the campo. The programs—Progresa/Oportunidades and
Procampo—represent the government’s attempt to avoid a major social
upheaval in the countryside, whether in the form of a massive exodus,
large-scale peasant political mobilization, or armed uprisings. Both pro-
grams treat poor indigenous and mestizo peasants not as the active so-
cial subjects of the Mexican revolution and the now-defunct national
agrarian reform but rather as the passive recipients of the asistencialista
(aid) orientation that now marks the Mexican government’s neoliberal
policies.35 Yet without this support, most families in the Rincón and else-
where would be in even more precarious straits.

The Oportunidades (opportunities) program was founded in 1997.
Originally called Progresa—a name many recipients still use—it was the
official antipoverty program of the Zedillo administration. The program,
according to Paola Sesia, adheres “practically to the letter, to the fram-
ing of . . . extreme poverty and how to combat it that is adopted and pro-
moted by the World Bank.”36 It has since been replicated in other na-
tions, notably Brazil (with the Bolsa Familia program). Oportunidades
has grown into a huge program, with a budget of 32.8 billion pesos
(US$2.99 billion) in 2005, and reaches about five million recipients in
the poorest areas of rural Mexico.37 The program provides direct subsi-
dies to families to purchase food; it supplies dietary supplements to chil-
dren under age five, pregnant women, and lactating mothers; and it gives
scholarships for children who are attending school between the equiva-
lent of grades 3 to 9. 38 The government makes payments every two months
directly to the recipient mothers, bypassing the traditional role of com-
munal authorities as the entities that distribute federal resources. In ex-
change for the payments, families are responsible for fulfilling a series of
obligations:

The beneficiary children must attend school and be taken to the primary
health clinic for periodic checkups; children under five years old must be
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vaccinated and their nutritional status monitored; pregnant women must
attend prenatal checkups at the clinic; all the adult women must use the
payments to buy food, school supplies, and other basic necessities like cloth-
ing, shoes, or blankets, attend the clinic for periodic checkups (including
Pap smears), and attend educational lectures on nutrition, hygiene, and
family planning, among other topics. If there are unexcused absences in
school or at the lectures or checkups, the benefits are lost, first temporarily
and later permanently.39

Progresa arrived in Oaxaca later than in other states, beginning for-
mally in January 1999. It coincided unintentionally—but fortuitously—
with the beginning of the coffee-price crisis. When I conducted this sur-
vey in the Rincón, the basic program payment was 310 pesos every two
months (totaling almost US$200 yearly) for families with no children
in the scholarship age range. The scholarships (becas) could bring the
total up as high as 8,400 pesos (US$840) annually for families with five
children between the third and ninth grades—not a paltry sum here.
These cash payments, combined with the nutritional supplements—an
all-inclusive tablet called the papila that is given to children—do in fact
“contribute to guaranteeing that basic dietary needs are satisfied and that
malnutrition is lowered significantly.”40 Sarahy tells me that “now there
is money because I receive Progresa. This is good; I’m able to buy a lit-
tle more.” Manuela, a CEPCO member in Teotlasco who receives the
basic payment, says she is finding it easier to feed her family because “our
children are now beginning to work, and we’re getting the Oportunidades
program, which helps us a bit.” More than 96 percent of the families in
the survey are receiving payments under this program.

However, the downside of Progresa/Oportunidades—as many people
in Yagavila and Teotlasco vividly explained to me—lies in the rigid re-
quirements that affect women’s allocation of time and priorities in the
home, as well as in the punitive nature of the sanctions. In particular, the
program vests a high degree of authority in a few “gatekeepers” in the vil-
lage: teachers, who must certify school attendance; the nurse at the pub-
lic health clinic, who conducts the lectures and checkups; and a “pro-
moter,” a woman from the community who is supposed to be elected by
the assembly and whose job essentially consists of watching—some say
spying on—her neighbors to make sure that the payments are used cor-
rectly. The sanctions are sometimes arbitrary, and loss of support can be
a harsh blow to the family economy. Mauro, a Michiza member with six
young children, says, “I got a bit of help from Progresa, but they took it
away” when his wife was sanctioned. Adán, a seventy-eight-year-old
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Michiza member, says his family income has dropped because “now we’re
not in the Progresa program.” Moreover, a few families in each com-
munity were never included in the program in the first place because of
bureaucratic errors, or simply because they were not in the village on the
day the census was taken for inclusion in Progresa. According to Sesia,
such complaints are common but rarely resolved.

The paternalistic dynamic of this program generates some sad and dis-
turbing situations. While I was in Yagavila, a frail woman of at least sev-
enty-five arrived at the health clinic for an obligatory lecture on family
planning, after climbing up the steep mountain paths for over an hour
from her milpa. She arrived at the clinic only to find that the talk had
been canceled: the nurse had failed to announce the change on the vil-
lage’s loudspeaker. She was tired and angry because she had cut her work-
day short so as not to be sanctioned. The nurse—who comes from out-
side the region and speaks no Zapoteco—laughed while relating the story
later to several village women sitting at the store. Laura is a forty-four-
year-old libre and single mother of one who began to participate in the
NGO-sponsored chicken-raising program. She was told by the local Pro-
gresa promoter that if she kept the chickens, she would lose her support
payments. “I want to quit [Progresa] because I want to have chickens,”
she tells me.

Yet despite the arbitrary, intrusive nature of the Oportunidades/Progresa
program, it forms a critical component of many households’ income, as
table 38 illustrates. However, although the fair-trade and conventional
producer families receive nearly the same amount of money from Opor-
tunidades, the payments represent a significantly different proportion of
their gross household income. Whereas almost 40 percent of the aver-
age conventional family’s income comes from the program, it accounts
for only 18 percent of gross income for the fair-trade households.41

The income from Oportunidades clearly performs a leveling function,
obscuring some of the differences between fair trade and libre producer
households. However, if families—especially conventional producers—
are sanctioned or left off the rolls, they face a very severe financial hit
indeed.

The other significant support program that reaches producers in the
Rincón is Procampo (Programa de Apoyo al Campo, or Rural Support
Program). Procampo is the only remaining federal support program for
subsistence agricultural production. It provides five million peasant
farmers across the nation a small per-hectare payment for growing corn
and/or milpa. The goal is similar to that of Progresa/Oportunidades: to
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keep subsistence agriculture just viable enough to forestall an even more
massive outflow of migrants. At the time of this survey, 96 percent of the
producer households received payments from Procampo, averaging 839
pesos per year (just over US$80). This tiny amount may actually be work-
ing as intended. Pedro, a libre in Yagavila, says that one reason people
in his village are planting more milpa is “because the funds from Pro-
campo obligate us to work.” Unlike Oportunidades, Procampo producer
payments are routed through the village authorities, an arrangement that
is generally preferred by the community but not immune to abuses. Alma
tends several hectares of milpa that qualify for the program. “The ac-
countant for the community refused me the [Procampo] payment,” she
says, “because he said women shouldn’t be receiving that quantity [of
money].”

A sizeable minority of producers in this survey (41 percent) report that
their overall household incomes have risen rather than fallen over the
past year, and—as table 10 (in chapter 4) indicates—slightly more than
half the producers (55 percent) say their income is higher than five years
ago. This group credits three factors for the increase: higher prices for
organic coffee, remittances from migrants, and the two federal programs.
Many specifically cite the support programs as the main reason their sit-
uation has improved despite the coffee-price crisis. Mario says that “be-
fore, there was no Procampo, or other programs. But they place many
conditions on us.” Epifanio, the sixty-eight-year-old productor libre in
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table 38. federal support programs 
and household income, 2003

Fair Trade (n=26) Conventional (n=24)

Families receiving 24 (92.3%) 23 (95.8%)
Oportunidades

Mean income from 3,029 2,835
Oportunidades (pesos)

Income from Oportunidades 18.0 39.2
as mean percentage of gross 
household income*

Families receiving Procampo 24 (92.3%) 24 (100.0%)
Mean income from Procampo 812 870
(pesos)

Income from Procampo as 4.8 12.0
mean percentage of gross 
household income*

*Significant at the .001 level.



Teotlasco, says he now finds it easier to feed his family “because now
there are more programs: Procampo, Oportunidades, and Cecafé [the
coffee support program].” Adds Laura, the libre with the chicken prob-
lem: “Before, there were none of these programs, and now there are
people who receive a lot.”

As table 38 indicates, Progresa and Procampo represent a far more
important contribution to the family economy of conventional producer
households than to fair-trade households. Together they account for al-
most 23 percent of the total gross income of the average fair-trade family,
but twice that proportion—a whopping 51 percent of average income—
for the conventional families. This figure represents a deep dependence
indeed on federal handouts.

These programs, then, serve as a minimal but important social safety
net. Without them, most families in Yagavila and Teotlasco would prob-
ably be confronting a far more dire and immediate crisis, their food se-
curity would be further compromised, and emigration would likely be
even higher. Progresa, according to Paola Sesia, has indeed “created a
way for some families to stay in their regions and not have to migrate.”42

Yet such dependence is quite risky, given the ever-present possibility that
budgets could be cut, programs suddenly terminated, or eligibility
redefined.

conclusion

After almost seven years of the recent coffee crisis—or seventeen years,
if one counts from the collapse of Inmecafé and discounts the few short
years of higher prices—people in the Rincón have adopted a range of re-
sponses that include emigration, partial or total abandonment of coffee,
and recampesinización, an intensification of subsistence agriculture. The
effects of these responses on the communities are complex, but overall
the crisis has had a corrosive effect on food security and on cultural co-
hesion in this still-traditional indigenous region. To the extent that par-
ticipation in the fair-trade market allows households to escape some of
the harmful economic dynamics and provides them with a wider range
of options, it can help in keeping families, communities, and indigenous
culture intact and rooted on the land.

In the context of the Rincón de Ixtlán, then, fair trade makes a differ-
ence. It affords participating families a greater degree of food security and
seems to deter member heads of household from emigrating. However,
participation in fair-trade markets and the modest financial benefits it con-
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fers are also linked to higher levels of overall migration: it is rarely the
poorest or hungriest who can afford to emigrate. Because fair trade gen-
erates higher gross coffee incomes, member families are also less dependent
on paternalistic and capricious federal aid programs to make ends meet.
Yet these programs still play an important role in the family economy of
fair-trade members, providing a (very low) “consumption floor” that ac-
counts for nearly a quarter of their gross household income.

————

Considering the whole range of issues covered in the last three chapters—
household income, debt, labor, environmental conditions, food security,
and emigration, among others—fair trade clearly makes a tangible dif-
ference in producer livelihoods. Yet these benefits are insufficient to per-
suade many non-Michiza households in the Rincón to participate: they
are deterred by the high labor burdens and costs, and the only margin-
ally better net returns, of organic coffee production in independent pro-
ducer organizations. In this context, then, fair trade could be character-
ized as necessary but not sufficient. Participation in fair-trade markets
brings many benefits—often significant ones—to member families; yet,
as the situation in Yagavila and Teotlasco suggests, it does not currently
provide a sufficiently compelling alternative for many households, let
alone constitute a solution to rural poverty, economic crisis, or ecologi-
cal degradation.

Supporters insist that consumer knowledge of fair trade—and demand
for fair-trade products—must increase dramatically in order to augment
the economic benefits for such small farmer families and allow the sys-
tem to include many more producers of coffee and other commodities
around the world. These goals entail making some difficult choices about
how to reach mainstream consumers and mass markets. In recent years
fair-trade certifiers, particularly in the United States, have increasingly
turned to large corporate retailers—entities with no history of allegiance
to the core values of the movement—to boost demand, with consider-
able success. But can this be done without losing the soul of fair trade?
Is it possible to scale up without selling out? The next chapter examines
the evolving struggles over these questions.
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chapter seven

Dancing with the Devil?

Starbucks is totally behind fair trade.
Yasmin Crowther,

Starbucks Britain spokesperson

At the London-based International Coffee Organization,
economist Denis Seudieu says the industry supports 
Fairtrade unless it gets so big that consumers “stop buying
[other] coffee at all.”

Joseph Contreras and William Underhill,
Newsweek

When Starbucks capitulated to activists’ demands in April 2000 and
agreed to sell fair-trade-certified coffee in all 2,300 of its U.S. stores, Deb-
orah James, Global Exchange’s fair-trade program director, was ecstatic:
“This is a huge victory for farmers in the developing world. Thousands
of farming families in poor countries will see their incomes triple with
this purchase.”1 Despite the hyperbole, this was indeed a milestone: the
fair-trade movement had successfully mobilized consumer pressure to
crack the mainstream of the specialty coffee market. If Starbucks—the
icon of corporate coffee-bar culture, a multibillion-dollar company ac-
counting for more than 2 percent of the global coffee trade—could be
brought to heel, transformative change in the industry was surely possi-
ble.2 Like unionists who had just negotiated a “pattern-setting” agree-
ment with one major automaker, fair-trade organizations now expected
a string of gourmet coffee roasters to follow the behemoth’s lead and be-
gin to offer fair-trade coffee in their stores. And breaking into the real
mainstream of coffee consumption—the mass-market canned-coffee
brands like Folgers and Maxwell House (known as the “cans”)—no
longer seemed like a pipe dream.

199



In fact, since this watershed moment, fair-trade activists have gotten
most of what they had hoped for—yet, at the same time, also much less.
This chapter looks at some of the struggles occurring within the fair-trade
movement, largely as a result of its dramatic growth in recent years. I
profile two distinct groups of fair-trade retailers—businesses all, partic-
ipating in the competitive market, but with very different understand-
ings of their relationship to that market. A growing schism between move-
ment-oriented fair-trade companies on one hand, and large national and
transnational corporations recently entering fair trade on the other, has
become apparent. Also in the fray are certifiers, who grant companies
the right to use the fair-trade label and establish the terms for their par-
ticipation. These disputes go beyond mere rhetoric: the results have placed
the meaning of the seal—and the movement itself—in question.

Four years later, in August 2003, James’s successor, Melissa Schweis-
guth, sat in a chilly back room at Global Exchange’s office on Mission
Street in San Francisco, frowning as she talked. “Starbucks is still only
1 percent fair trade. And you know, some people think this is great, and
ask us why we have a campaign against Starbucks . . . but they’re going
to change only so much as they need to and still keep their profit mar-
gin. The companies are going to do only enough to appease the activists,
get them off their backs.”3

Fair traders’ vision—to convert an increasing proportion of the spe-
cialty coffee market to fair trade by forcing or enticing the largest roast-
ers to come on board—may slowly be coming to fruition, but not in the
way some had envisioned. More than five years after Starbucks reluc-
tantly agreed to Global Exchange’s demands, fair trade today still
amounts to just over 3 percent of its total coffee sales. Fair-trade coffee
is usually available only in whole-bean form—the stores brew it as the
“coffee of the week” just a few times per year—and it is virtually absent
from Starbucks’s in-store displays.4

Activist groups like Global Exchange that focus on corporate ac-
countability often find themselves in a tricky position: they act as cheer-
leaders for the corporations who do agree to cooperate but then must
morph back into threatening watchdogs when those companies fail to
live up to their promises. In 2001, Global Exchange and the Organic Con-
sumers Association launched a new joint campaign to make Starbucks
stick to its professed commitment to fair trade and also end the use of
genetically modified food products (such as milk containing the growth
hormone rBGH) in its stores. In October of that year, Starbucks agreed
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to purchase one million pounds of fair-trade coffee over the next eight-
een months, a nice boost for total fair-trade volume but still just a drib-
ble in the company’s torrent of java.

Finally, in April 2005, after years of pressure from student activists,
Starbucks promised to boost its fair-trade purchases to ten million
pounds and create a new line of three fair-trade-certified whole-bean cof-
fees (and four more under its Seattle’s Best Coffee label) for its college
food-service locations.5 Two years after I met with Schweisguth, her suc-
cessor, Jamie Guzzi, sounded a more upbeat note: “I think it’s a clear
example of the influence that the student campaigns have been having.
Because their campaigns aren’t just asking for fair-trade coffee to be avail-
able, they’re asking to have a café which serves exclusively fair trade in
a lot of instances. If Starbucks wants to continue to be a player on these
campuses, it’s something they’re going to need to think about.”6

Ten million pounds of coffee is not a negligible amount. Indeed, if
the company delivers on its promise, it will be the largest purchaser of
fair-trade-certified coffee in the United States, accounting for a quarter
of the national total. Yet is the mug half full or half empty? Why has
Starbucks been so reluctant to make a truly substantial commitment—
say 20, 30, or 50 percent of its supply—to fair trade? The explanation
would seem obvious: the company doesn’t want to raise costs by pay-
ing the higher guaranteed fair-trade prices. However, that answer is in-
correct: Starbucks already pays a premium price for virtually all its high-
quality arabica coffee. It claims the average price is $1.20 per pound,
very close to the $1.26 fair-trade base price for nonorganic coffee.7 The
problem is that most of these bucks stop with the middlemen. “The
company typically pays at least the Fair Trade floor price,” write Mar-
garet Levi and April Linton, “but if the coffee they buy comes to mar-
ket the long way, small farmers and plantation workers do not neces-
sarily benefit.”8

So if buying much more fair-trade coffee wouldn’t raise the company’s
costs and would significantly help small farmers, why such reluctance?
Anthony Sprauve, Starbucks’s vice president for worldwide public af-
fairs, says simply, “The demand is not there.”9 Yet when confronted with
complaints from thousands of consumers demanding that it stock more
fair-trade beans, the company swears it can’t locate enough high-qual-
ity certified coffee. In 2004, fair-trade activists introduced a shareholder
resolution at Starbucks’s annual meeting that would have obligated the
company to purchase 100 percent of its coffee from fair-trade sources
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by the year 2010. The company’s statement recommending a vote
against the resolution (which was ultimately defeated) is revealing: “The
Fair Trade certification system does not certify enough high-quality cof-
fee, either in quantity or variety, to support our business, and it only al-
lows small farmers that are organized into cooperatives to partici-
pate. . . . If Starbucks committed to purchasing only Fair Trade certified
coffee . . . the supply of high-quality sustainable coffee would be re-
duced.”10 Consumers might be excused for being skeptical of the com-
pany’s simultaneous claims that inadequate supply and inadequate de-
mand are barriers to selling more fair-trade coffee.

What, then, are the real reasons for the reluctance of Starbucks to “go
fairer,” to increase its percentage of fair-trade purchases beyond a token
3 percent, and actively promote that coffee? The answer most likely in-
cludes careful calculations about branding, corporate image, and public
relations. On the one hand, the company runs the risk of tainting the rest
of its product by association. “If this coffee is fair,” customers may won-
der, “does that mean that all the other kinds are unfair?” Indeed, an ac-
curate response to this question would be a qualified “yes”—Starbucks’s
labor record is far from spotless. Despite a tenacious decade-long cam-
paign by the U.S./Labor Education in the Americas Project, Starbucks
failed to honor two separate codes of conduct it signed to protect work-
ers’ rights on the Central American plantations that grow its beans (al-
though the activist group has now suspended its campaign pending an
assessment of the company’s new coffee sourcing guidelines).11 Domes-
tically, the National Labor Relations Board recently ruled that Starbucks
has been “interfering with, restraining and coercing employees” in an
attempt to stop a unionization drive among baristas at one of its New
York City cafés.12

However, there are other, more prominent factors behind the java gi-
ant’s lack of enthusiasm. First, switching a meaningful portion of Star-
bucks’s coffee to fair trade would entail “rejiggering its supply chain.”13

It would have to switch away from large estates and plantations (which
do not qualify for the fair-trade register) to small farmer cooperatives,
altering established relationships with exporters and middlemen in pro-
ducer countries. Second, from a corporate point of view, being locked
into specific sources and practices is undesirable. The freedom to be
fickle—to drop fair trade like a hot potato if it ceases to be in demand—
is clearly important. “Starbucks’ commitment to fair trade,” writes the
Canadian researcher Gavin Fridell, “is contingent on profitability, and,
as its decision to participate in fair trade is purely voluntary, it will al-
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most certainly be revoked if fair trade fails to bring the anticipated
benefits.”14

mcfair:
co-opting fair-trade principles?

Despite the fact that only three in a hundred Starbucks beans come from
fair-trade sources, some consumers are under the impression that the com-
pany actually pioneered the fair-trade model. Starbucks appears to have
succeeded in associating fair trade with its corporate image, accompa-
nied by only token changes in purchasing practices. The company has
been able to use its considerable size and advertising apparatus to ap-
propriate the fair-trade concept for brand image enhancement while do-
ing as little as possible in the way of actual fair trading. “Even though
only one coffee in the Starbucks range will carry the equity label,” notes
the sociologist Marie-Christine Renard, “the company will nevertheless
benefit from the image associated with the seal’s positive values.”15

How has Starbucks gotten away with this marketing sleight of hand?
The answer provides an important cautionary tale for the fair-trade move-
ment, as other multinational companies now seek—and gain—entry into
the system. Transfair USA, as the sole certifier for all fair-trade products
in the United States, negotiated the contract with Starbucks that permitted
it to begin using the fair-trade seal. Up to that point, a shared under-
standing had stipulated that companies must purchase at least 5 percent
of their product supply at fair-trade terms in order to participate in the
system. But the deal with Starbucks specified no such quota, nor did it
obligate the company to increase its fair-trade share over time. Some 100
percent fair-trade roasters were livid: Starbucks received special treat-
ment, they said, because it was such a big fish. “To get the multination-
als to play in the fair-trade game,” says Equal Exchange codirector Rink
Dickinson, certifiers such as Transfair “have basically cut a deal with the
multinationals, on pretty bad terms. [They say,] ‘Well, we really want
you guys in the game, which is really important. And we’re basically will-
ing to give you most of the things that you want, to play this game.’”16

The response from the certifier, however, was clear: increase the de-
mand, and the supply will follow. As Transfair’s CEO, Paul Rice, ex-
plained to me:

Typically we start companies out at a 5 percent minimum volume commit-
ment, and, you know, if a company’s a super-giant, and if they say, “We
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need to dip our toe in the water, but if it works we’ll grow it over time,”
then we’ll play with them on that basis, but yeah, we do ask for a commit-
ment to volume, to growth. And yet, at the end of the day, the consumer
determines whether that’s possible, and so we feel like rather than taking 
a regulatory, or even a punitive, approach to this whole question, the best
thing we can do is engage as best we can with the industry around expecta-
tions and commitments to growth, but then invest in the common goal of
educating consumers so that it actually becomes possible.17

Here we return to the dilemma I discuss in chapter 1. Fair-trade activists
need to dance with the large corporate traders if they are to make a dent
in the market, yet these corporations bring to the table a very different
set of interests and a disproportionate amount of power. If the Starbucks
case is any indication, in the process some of these new partners may in
fact be co-opting the core principles of the fair-trade movement.

Some observers within the movement assert that developments like
the Starbucks deal have set a dangerous precedent and are diluting fair
trade’s core values. The British fair-trade leader and author Michael Bar-
ratt Brown says that the international certifier FLO (Fairtrade Labelling
Organizations International) and its national initiatives are “trying to
increase the number of people in the fair-trade market, but at the ex-
pense, I fear, of some of the principles.”18 If Starbucks can reap the pub-
lic relations windfall of being viewed as an ethical corporation with a
token participation in fair trade, the argument goes, why should any of
its competitors make a serious commitment to fairness? Moreover, if large
corporations can sow confusion about the level of their involvement in
fair trade, might consumers eventually become cynical about the integrity
of fair trade and lose trust in the seal? “The prospect of fair trade being
neutralized through labeled products with less respect for social stan-
dards” should be cause for concern, according to Renard.19 Yet the for-
mer president of FLO and CEO of Max Havelaar Switzerland, Paola
Ghillani, is untroubled by this prospect and even sees some advantages
to it: “In reality, I think it’s true that in the beginning, when we are work-
ing with commercial partners, we are used by these commercial partners
for their image. But in the end, they are incrementing the sales of coffee,
in the case of Starbucks or other big organizations, and this means that
the producer can sell much more at fair-trade conditions.”20

Although Starbucks may be a big prize for fair traders, it is by no means
the biggest. In 2002, pushed by students at Villanova University and later
by Catholic Healthcare West (which owns a chain of twenty-nine hos-
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pitals), the Sara Lee Corporation—the third-largest coffee marketer, ac-
counting for 10 percent of total world volume—agreed to begin selling
a small amount of fair-trade coffee.21 This was, at least in theory, a ma-
jor step forward: the movement had made a small dent in one of the big
“cans,” the mass-market companies that dominate the mainstream
global coffee trade. However, beyond buying a small number of ship-
ping containers, Sara Lee made no specific commitment to increase—or
even continue—its level of fair-trade purchases.

Then, in September 2003, fair-trade activists grabbed another can—
Procter & Gamble, the maker of Folgers. After years of intransigence,
the corporation succumbed to a shareholder campaign by Domini So-
cial Investments and the Catholic Center for Reflection, Education and
Action (CREA), who collectively held over half a million shares of P&G
stock. Many fair traders saw this victory as the lever needed to bring the
rest of the industry around. Oxfam’s Liam Brody said his organization
“challenges global giants Kraft and Nestlé, as well as the U.S. govern-
ment, to take immediate steps to address the structural inequities that
trap coffee farmers in a cycle of poverty.”22 The coffee giant agreed to
sell fair trade under its specialty Millstone label; again, however, the deal
came without any concrete targets for increasing fair-trade sales. How-
ever, activists seemed to have learned by this point to remain more skep-
tical and more vigilant. “We’re glad that Procter & Gamble is making
this first-step commitment to fair trade,” commented Sarah Ford of the
Interfaith Fair Trade Initiative (IFFTI). However, she added, the group
looks “forward to the day when [P&G] commits to paying farmers a de-
cent price for all its coffee—like the coffee companies that pioneered fair
trade.”23

two very different models

Ford’s reference to the pioneers of fair trade is revealing. The world of
fair-trade coffee roasters is now roughly divided into two camps that di-
verge greatly in their motivations and practices. These groups repre-
sent opposite trends on the marketness continuum suggested by Fred
Block. In one camp are “ethical,” “ideological,” or “alternative” roasters,
usually but not always small to medium in size. These are “movement-
oriented” participants, often motivated by the opportunity to work with
producer communities on local development projects or protect human
rights in conflict zones such as Colombia, Guatemala, or Chiapas, Mex-
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ico. They include fair-trade pioneer Equal Exchange, the seventeen-member
Cooperative Coffees coalition, and many other small roasters. The ma-
jority of these movement-oriented companies sell 100 percent fair-trade
products; some were founded explicitly as fair-trade companies, and others
converted soon after fair-trade certification arrived in North America. In
the other camp are mainstream, profit-oriented or “nonideological” com-
panies who view fair trade primarily as a profitable niche market. They
range from midsized regional roasters such as the California-based Java
City to national companies like Green Mountain Coffee Roasters, and
transnational behemoths including Starbucks, Sara Lee, and Procter &
Gamble. While both groups participate in the competitive, capitalist mar-
ket, many of the movement players exhibit lower marketness—they tend
to stress cooperation with other like-minded roasters, and their com-
mitment to fair-trade principles is often made tangible in democratic work-
place structures or profit sharing with Southern producers.24 At the other
end of the spectrum, the profit-oriented players are high-marketness com-
panies, mostly large, publicly traded corporations focused on maximiz-
ing profit and shareholder return, who tend to sell a low or negligible
percentage of fair-trade products.

Yet the certification system does not distinguish between these two
groups. Consumers can see no difference—at the level of the fair-trade
seal—between a regional, 100 percent fair-trade roaster with two decades
of collaborative relationships with producer cooperatives and a transna-
tional roaster seeking to burnish its corporate image with 1 percent fair-
trade purchases. This fact, asserts Gavin Fridell, puts the movement-
oriented players at a competitive disadvantage: “From the perspective of
FLO, no difference exists between Starbucks and Equal Exchange, an al-
ternative organization with not-for-profit aims and a modest salary range
among workers. Both are licensed to sell fair-trade goods, even though
Starbucks has fiercely resisted unionization—a requirement for fair-trade
workers—at every turn. Moreover, Starbucks’ entry into the fair-trade mar-
ket poses a significant threat to the viability of such alternative trade or-
ganizations that now find themselves up against an enormous competi-
tor with massive financial and marketing resources.”25

Dean Cycon, the owner of Dean’s Beans, a Massachusetts roaster,
asserts that such token purchases permit less committed companies to
undercut 100 percent fair-trade businesses like his: “It makes a compet-
itive advantage for those companies that only buy 10 percent, or 1 per-
cent fair trade; it’s subsidized by the other 90 percent. So they put it out
on the market at a lower price. We can’t compete with that. That means
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that mainstream markets are not accessible by us, because we can’t drop
the price low enough since they subsidize all their coffee.”26

These contradictions, long suppressed, have now begun to bubble to
the surface. In 2004, five small 100 percent fair-trade coffee roasters, part
of the Cooperative Coffees network, announced they were withdrawing
from Transfair USA certification.27 They would continue to buy coffee
at fair-trade terms and sell it as “fairly traded,” but would no longer pay
certification fees or use the Transfair seal. The ship jumpers said they had
lobbied Transfair for more than two years to alter policies that they feel
unfairly promote the large, corporate players at the expense of the move-
ment stalwarts, but to no avail.28 Matt Earley, the co-owner of Just Cof-
fee in Madison, Wisconsin, told the Christian Science Monitor that “with-
out people outside the increasingly corporate-friendly Transfair system
pushing for the original vision of a better model, [the movement] will be
watered down into nothingness.”29

If Transfair had qualms about the defections, they were not immedi-
ately evident. “If a corporate giant roasts a million pounds of fair-trade
coffee in one year,” shot back its CEO, Paul Rice, “they are still doing
far more than some of the smaller 100-percent roasters will in their en-
tire history.”30 Although to date no other companies have walked away
from certification, Rink Dickinson, the codirector of Equal Exchange—
the United States’ largest 100 percent fair-trade business—made it clear
he supported the defectors. “It was a good move to leave their system. I
think it’s increased leverage for the people who are concerned about the
issues.”31 Adds Dickinson’s colleague Rob Everts: “The verdict is still
out” on whether the Transfair system can accommodate both the move-
ment-oriented and the profit-driven roasters.32

The fair-trade seal (in the United States, the Transfair label) and the
certification on which it rests are the primary mechanism that allows con-
sumers to identify fair-trade products. Marie-Christine Renard makes it
clear that the schism increasingly dividing these two groups of partici-
pants poses the threat that the seal could lose its meaning: “[Fair trade’s]
power clearly emanates from the social relations that sustain it, which
are its social capital, and from the strength of the label, its symbolic cap-
ital. . . . In this sense, it is possible to conceive of a situation where the
distinctive sign [the label] is captured by the dominant actors of the mar-
ket, and becomes part of the mercantile game.”33 Such “capture,” or co-
optation, of the seal would arguably be a victory for the large corporate
players who were pushed by consumer activism into joining fair trade in
the first place, as well as those who still refuse to do so.
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who will monitor the monitors?

As the arbiter of what is deemed fair, Transfair USA (like its nineteen
counterparts around the world) is accountable to consumers and to FLO,
whose international standards it is charged with enforcing. The certifier’s
role, much as in the case of organic food, is to document the “chain of
custody” followed by a product, and to ensure that at each point where
the commodity changes hands, the quantities are accurate and there is
no mixing of certified and uncertified products. Additionally, the certifier
is responsible for monitoring its licensees’ behavior, inspecting their fa-
cilities, and punishing violations of the standards. The rigorous paper
trail created by organic certifiers has allowed the organic label (even be-
fore the USDA began regulating organic foods in 2002) to gain a great
deal of credibility with consumers. The ability to place trust in the label—
to know that it means what it says—is critical to its legitimacy. For this
reason, the certification function is supposed to be fully independent and
separate from any commercial or promotional considerations, and vio-
lators must be sanctioned firmly and publicly. Just as it is against the law,
and against ethics rules, for a legislator to receive corporate donations
in direct exchange for favorable legislation, certifiers are supposed to be
objective in their assessments, and—beyond conferring the right to bear
their seal—should not promote the companies they certify. Yet some of
Transfair USA’s licensee businesses have accused this independent non-
profit certifier not only of being too friendly to big corporations, but also
of applying fair-trade standards unevenly and capriciously, and promot-
ing certain licensees over others—serious and, in many ways, remarkable
charges.

Transfair does appear to exercise a great deal of leeway in setting and
enforcing standards, as Paul Rice’s remark indicates. Originally, quali-
fying as a fair-trade retailer meant sourcing a minimum of 5 percent of
a company’s coffee from producer organizations on the international fair-
trade register (as well as offering preharvest credit and paying the min-
imum price and per-pound license fees to Transfair). Beginning with the
Starbucks deal, however, the definition of fairness came to depend on
whom Transfair was negotiating with. Such a personalized approach
raises questions about the checks and balances that exist in the certifi-
cation system.

Not only have some large companies received special treatment, but,
according to Just Coffee’s Matt Earley, small fair-trade businesses were
also treated differently from one another:
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Just Coffee was paying 10 cents a pound [license fee to Transfair]—and
that’s what Transfair asked us for. . . . The longer we stayed in it, we
realized that we were about the only people we knew who were paying 
10 cents a pound for every pound of green coffee we bought. Turns out
other people in our cooperative were paying 7 cents a pound, and 5 cents 
a pound. And another person I know who refused to join, but does fair
trade, claims that they offered him 2 cents a pound. And when we all got
together and realized that we were all paying different things, we went to
them and asked them for a fee schedule, and it turned out there wasn’t
one.34

Stung by such criticism, Transfair recently adopted a new standardized
system of per-pound licensing fees, which are now lower for companies
that sell larger percentages of fair trade and higher total volumes. How-
ever, says Earley, the changes are too little and too late to keep his com-
pany in the certification system: “We’ve stopped using the seal. . . . We’re
really committed to strengthening the Fair Trade Federation as an orga-
nization of 100 percent fair-trade businesses, being more out there, along-
side Transfair.”

The movement-oriented participants also assert that Transfair has
blurred the lines between the roles of certifier and promoter. Initially, this
blurring was uncontroversial: when fair-trade coffee first hit the U.S. mar-
ket, Transfair launched a large promotional campaign to educate the pub-
lic about the seal in general. The problem, according to some of the
smaller roasters, arose when the certifier began to promote individual
companies. In 2001, consumers who wrote to Starbucks urging it to buy
more fair-trade coffee received a letter from its CEO, Orin Smith, that
read, in part: “Not only is Starbucks the largest coffee company in the
United States to offer Fair Trade Coffee, our efforts have been recognized,
publicly, by Paul Rice, executive director of Transfair USA, who stated
that ‘Starbucks’ high-profile support for Fair Trade sends a powerful and
visionary message to the rest of the coffee industry—that the plight of
small coffee growers cannot be ignored.’”35

When Procter & Gamble signed on to fair trade in autumn 2003,
Transfair placed a link on its website that for several months led Inter-
net users directly to P&G’s sales web page for its Millstone brand. This
move angered many smaller roasters, who had never received such treat-
ment. In September 2005, Transfair announced that the mega-retailer
Sam’s Club had agreed to sell Brazilian fair-trade coffee in its stores na-
tionwide under the Marques de Paiva brand and provided links to both
companies’ sites.36 And when McDonald’s announced in October 2005
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that it would begin serving fair-trade coffee in more than 650 restaurants
in the eastern United States, Rice termed it “a great moment for the fair-
trade movement.”37

Valuable PR, indeed. But such promotional efforts throw the neutrality
of the certifier and its seal into question. The international umbrella
certifier FLO has recently reorganized itself, completely separating the
certification and promotional functions to protect its legitimacy. To date,
however, its affiliate Transfair USA has not followed suit.

The movement-oriented players also accuse Transfair of undermin-
ing the ethic of transparency that is supposed to undergird the fair-trade
system. Not only do the requirements in licensee contracts vary from
roaster to roaster, but it is impossible to find out exactly how much fair-
trade coffee Starbucks or P&G is actually buying. Although fair-trade
producer organizations must open their books to scrutiny by Transfair
and by the public—in addition to meeting strict inspection and licens-
ing requirements—roasters and retailers are not subject to similar exam-
ination. These companies are not required to divulge the extent of their
participation in the system, including the percentage of their total sup-
ply that is purchased on fair-trade terms. Transfair insists that these figures
are trade secrets. This stance has been quite controversial within the
movement. According to Melissa Schweisguth, the former fair-trade di-
rector of Global Exchange, “The contracts with Transfair are secret, [but]
if the fair trade system is supposed to be transparent, some people think
the contracts should be open, that everyone should know how much Star-
bucks is carrying and what they’re paying to Transfair. . . . Once [the cof-
fee] gets into the U.S., you don’t know what deals Transfair is cutting,
you don’t know how much Starbucks is buying, what they’re really pay-
ing.”38 Denied this information with which to hold large roasters account-
able, many fair-trade activists have proposed the creation of an Internet
database that would allow consumers to compare retailers, displaying
purchase data from those companies who choose to release it along with
the best guesses for those who refuse to do so.

This discord over the certifier’s role—and the allegations of co-optation
of the fair-trade seal it administers—highlights the challenges of holding
together a coalition of actors with widely disparate motivations. Expand-
ing fair trade to large multinationals is a double-edged sword: it offers
the possibility of generating more benefits for Southern producers but
also provides the corporations valuable opportunities for image laundering.

By agreeing to compromise the terms of fair trade in order to recruit
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large corporations, Transfair has opened a can of worms. The certifier,
it seems, has lost its bearings in the triumph of sitting down at the table
with the dominant players in the coffee industry. Fair trade is an edifice
built on decades of reflection and hard work by activists and producers
in North and South, and the certifier is the gatekeeper entrusted with
maintaining and expanding that legacy. Control over access to the sin-
gle, trademarked fair-trade label affords the certifier significant power.
Yet Transfair USA has opted to cede—or not to exercise—a good deal
of that power. It has, in essence, slashed the ticket price for admission
to fair trade, and the entire movement is now feeling the consequences.
By establishing a precedent of not requiring a minimum level of fair-trade
purchases for entry, Transfair has set the pattern for future certifications.
It is difficult to imagine any other large corporation voluntarily agree-
ing to be bound by a higher standard than its competitors.

Moreover, the high level of discretion granted to one individual (the
CEO of Transfair USA) to dictate the terms of compliance, and to ne-
gotiate secret and varying deals with licensee companies—essentially, the
power to define the contours of fair trade in the United States for decades
to come—raises troubling questions. How appropriate is such secrecy
and concentrated power for a social movement founded on the princi-
ples of transparency, collective action, and equity?

Things did not have to turn out this way; nor do they need to remain
so. One could easily imagine a different scenario, in which corporate play-
ers are made to enter fair trade on terms that solidify, rather than weaken,
the movement’s power to effect change in the marketplace. Can concerned
consumers, companies, and activists hold the certification entities ac-
countable to represent the interests of the entire fair-trade movement?
Will the different sectors of that movement be able to regain their voice
and recoup their power?

An internal effort to reform the fair-trade system has already begun.
Longtime movement-oriented participants are arguing that a more par-
ticipatory and democratic system is necessary to save fair trade from com-
plete corporate capture. In a 2005 letter to the FLO board of directors,
Equal Exchange’s codirectors demanded that the certifier engage in an
“open and transparent dialogue” to address several of its highly con-
troversial policy decisions. The authors discuss three controversial “politi-
cal directions” that, they assert, “risk fracturing the movement further
and losing the confidence of consumers and activists alike.” They list these
issues:
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. The continued courting of multinational corporations whose values and
histories are antithetical to the fair trade movement . . .

. The registration of large scale plantations at the cost of the development
of small scale producer cooperatives. It is extremely alarming that FLO
seems to have abandoned small scale producer and cooperative develop-
ment as a core value and seems more interested in winning market share
at any cost.

. The lack of open multi-stakeholder dialogue on issues that affect the
entire movement.39

Nor is Equal Exchange alone in its concerns. A declaration approved
by the delegates of the International Federation of Alternative Trade
(IFAT)—a group dominated by Southern producers—at their meeting in
Quito, Ecuador, in May 2005 insisted that FLO enter into a dialogue
with the group about similar issues.

Other critical questions affecting fair trade should also be decided with
the involvement of all participants. For example, should the system dif-
ferentiate in some way between “high road” fair-trade businesses and
their profit-oriented counterparts—for example, by creating a premium
label for 100 percent fair-trade companies—thus providing others an in-
centive to become fully fair?40 What should be the minimum purchase
level required for companies to qualify for fair-trade licensing? How can
the larger participants be made to increase their fair-trade sourcing to
eliminate the competitive disadvantages faced by smaller and more com-
mitted players? And should the fair minimum price be raised to catch up
with inflation and meet the actual livelihood needs of small producers?

Consumers need to be able to trust that companies whose products
bear the fair-trade label have been held to standards that are consonant
with the movement’s core principles of fairness and social justice. Yet no-
body, it seems, is watching the watchers. Fair trade needs independent
watchdogs—and intramovement organizing—to keep Transfair and
FLO accountable and avoid further co-optation of the fair-trade system
by the transnational firms.

giving the image a good laundering

Why would a corporate coffee roaster want to participate in fair trade
in the first place? It is worth taking a closer look at the motivations of
the increasing number of large commercial players who are entering the
system, especially in light of claims by some observers that they have
joined primarily to sanitize their corporate images, that their participa-
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tion is an exercise in “fair-washing.”41 The corporate participants em-
phatically deny such accusations. The largest specialty coffee retailer, for
example, asserts that “Starbucks and the Fair Trade movement share com-
mon goals: to ensure that coffee farmers receive a fair price and to en-
sure they can sustain their farms for the future.”42 The company’s CEO
also touts its “role as a responsible and caring corporate citizen in all the
regions and countries that we touch.”43

However, leaving aside the deeply problematic legal issue of corpo-
rate personhood, and the inability of such nonsentient beings to care,
large corporations are clearly entities driven by calculations of profit,
not morality. Renard observes that, as fair trade has expanded beyond
its movement roots, “there is the need to satisfy the businessmen who
participate in the network and who do so, not from any ideological con-
viction, but because it is convenient and profitable. This ambivalence
leads to compromising ethical principles and juggling them with mer-
cantile considerations.”44 This truism is apparent to most within fair
trade. Even Paul Rice rhetorically asked student fair-trade activists at a
recent conference in California, “Do you think I like dealing with com-
panies who only care about making a profit?”45 Rice’s strategic choice
to dance with the devil does not blind him to the Faustian nature of the
arrangement.

This is not the place to catalog the essential amorality—many would
say the immorality—of the modern corporation and its devastating hu-
man and ecological effects; there are many excellent explorations of this
phenomenon.46 However, publicly traded companies in particular are
structurally and legally prevented from undertaking actions that would
cut into their bottom line or shareholder return. Even for many of the
smaller, privately held companies, participating in fair trade does not re-
quire a commitment to its principles. The fact that fair trade is a coali-
tion that includes consumers, NGOs, and businesses does not mean that
these players agree on goals, tactics, or philosophy.

Corporations weigh decisions regarding consumer movements like fair
trade on the basis of profit maximization. For a large corporation like
P&G or Starbucks, acutely conscious of its brand image, the rules of fair
trade represent something akin to an independently enforced corporate
code of conduct. The larger the company gets, the more vulnerable its
corporate image, and the more it becomes a target for consumer activism.
Such companies need to enhance perceptions of their social responsibil-
ity while seeking to avoid being bound by mandatory labor or environ-
mental standards—which increase their costs—wherever possible. Indeed,
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most large corporations now have sizeable social-responsibility depart-
ments to address these issues.

The apparel industry provides a useful precedent for the current strug-
gles taking place within fair trade. After years of pressure from anti-sweat-
shop activists to address labor abuses in the overseas clothing factories
they contract with, several makers of clothing and athletic shoes reaped
significant positive press coverage in the 1990s, when they signed onto
corporate codes of conduct. Since that time, however, many of the com-
panies have failed to fulfill their promises, and some of the codes have
proved too weak to afford workers meaningful protection.47 Yet the pub-
lic continues to associate those brand names with social responsibility,
and consumers can become confused by the contradictory messages. In
No Logo, her trenchant analysis of corporate branding, Naomi Klein
writes that although apparel corporations were initially resistant even to
voluntary codes of conduct, they eventually came to see these codes—
even when monitored and enforced by nongovernmental and labor
organizations—as far preferable to regulation enshrined in law or in trade
agreements. Klein quotes the anti-sweatshop activist Charles Kernaghan,
speaking after Nike and several U.S. universities had signed onto a White
House–sponsored code of conduct for the apparel industry: “Nike hopes
to co-opt our movement. What we are seeing is no less than a struggle
over who will control the agenda for eradicating sweatshop abuses. Nike’s
implicit message is: ‘Leave it to us. We have voluntary codes of conduct.
We have a task force. We’ll take care of it from here. Go home and forget
about sweatshops.’”48

Is a similar dynamic playing out in fair trade? The parallels with cor-
porate codes of conduct are instructive. In the fair-trade system, the certifier
(e.g., Transfair USA) plays the role of independent monitor, and the fair-
trade criteria are analogous to the specific standards in the apparel codes.
However, there is at least one key difference between fair trade and an
industry code of conduct with real teeth. While fair trade is externally en-
forced by third-party certifiers such as Transfair, the system is voluntary,
and the level of participation is left up to the retailer. Fair trade need not
entail comprehensive reform in business practices if a company only has
to act ethically with regard to 3 percent of its supply.

Moreover, the concentration of commodity trade in the hands of large
transnationals (the top five coffee roasters, for example, control almost
half of world coffee supply) makes them especially problematic part-
ners. They bring disproportionate power to the table, and—as is evi-
dent from the controversy surrounding Transfair USA—are in a strong
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position to impose conditions on the system’s gatekeepers. The Trans-
fair CEO Paul Rice admits that one factor in the equation is “the cor-
relation of forces. . . . This year we’ll be almost a $4 million nonprofit.
But I mean, we’re working with billion-dollar giants. You’ve got to
choose the time for your battle.”49

losing legitimacy? threats to the fair-trade label

The fair-trade seal is the key element that allows consumers to distin-
guish fairly traded products from their superficially similar competitors;
its centrality to the functioning of the system cannot be overstated. The
strength of the label is rooted in the certifier’s power to exclude partici-
pants from the system: in other words, its ability to regulate their access
to the profitable fair-trade niche.50 Yet the integrity of the fair-trade seal,
say many activists, is currently at risk. If large corporate licensees are
able to control or neutralize its significance, or to sow enough doubt and
confusion about its legitimacy, the label could be weakened or even ren-
dered meaningless.

The fair-trade coalition appears to be dividing along the same ideo-
logical fault lines that have been present since its inception, as evidenced
by the growing dissatisfaction of the movement-oriented participants with
the certification system they helped to create. “Transfair has essentially
created an ‘either-or’ approach,” argues the U.S. fair-trade pioneer
Jonathan Rosenthal. “Transfair is so focused on their model of social
change that they have essentially antagonized the whole mission-driven
side of fair trade. And so increasingly we have this split. And the smaller
fair-trade companies are increasingly seeing little value in the Transfair
fair-trade certification, because they feel like, ‘We built the beginning of
a market, and they stepped on our backs and ignored us to give away that
market to these large corporations who don’t have a deep commitment.’”51

Such developments cannot be seen as positive by any participants ex-
cept those with a vested interest in compromising fair trade’s power to
effect real change in the marketplace. If a significant number of ideological
companies were to leave the certification system because they felt it no
longer served them or the producers they work with, the change would
likely confuse fair-trade consumers and actually strengthen the hand of
the high-marketness corporate players. In short, Renard’s warning about
the fair-trade label being “captured by the dominant actors of the mar-
ket” will have been borne out.

This is not ungrounded speculation. There is a cautionary tale of label

Dancing with the Devil? 215



dilution and corporate capture in another arena that bears many similar-
ities to fair trade: organic agriculture. Organic farming began as an op-
positional movement in the 1960s and 1970s, but by the early 1990s the
booming organic market had become highly profitable and was drawing
the attention—and capital—of the mainstream agrofood industry. As more
farmers and corporations moved into the organic sector for the profits it
promised rather than the values it embodied, a battle took place over the
conditions for organic certification and for use of the organic label. This
struggle pitted a holistic vision of sustainability and a broader definition
of organic against a narrower, input-based definition that was limited to
the absence of chemical pesticides and fertilizers. The latter version won
the day, at least in the United States. The new USDA organic standards
allow for the certification of large, monocrop organic farms that import
huge amounts of off-farm organic matter—the antithesis of the small-scale,
diversified sustainable farming that could genuinely transform American
agriculture. The corporatization of the organic sector is now quite ad-
vanced, as agrofood conglomerates have snatched up most of the highly
profitable organic food retailers, not to mention some of the best certified-
organic farm acreage.52 Although the organic seal does continue to assure
customers that their food is pesticide-free, it has ceased to connote many
of the other important qualities originally associated with organics.

Just as the meaning of organic—once a transformative social move-
ment—has been reduced to a question of allowable inputs, so the fair-
trade movement is in danger of its significance being narrowed to a single
variable: price. “Fair trade has been reduced to a [minimum] price—$1.26
or $1.41,” warns Matt Earley, “but there’s so much beyond that. A lot
of it is shortening the commodity chain and doing direct trade, a lot of
it is long-term relationships, a lot of it is help with infrastructure, and
having real community-based relationships. . . . [Transfair has] let this
conversation steer around to a price. It’s not just about a price.”53 Iron-
ically, it is the lack of an adequate base price that now constitutes the
central complaint of many producers with the fair-trade system, as chap-
ter 8 details.

This struggle for the soul of the seal in both organics and fair trade
also raises larger questions about the limitations of relying on two-
dimensional symbols, such as labels, for the success of a social move-
ment. Renard observes that the attempt by less ethical participants to
“neutralize” the fair-trade initiative “shows the danger of reducing the
qualifications of products to simple signs.”54

However, the corporate conquest of fair trade—although a real
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threat—is not yet a done deal. The fair-trade system has a few key dif-
ferences from the organic sector that, at least theoretically, make a differ-
ent outcome more possible. While organic certification in the United
States was from the beginning in the hands of a variety of regional and
national certifiers with differing standards—and until 2001 was regu-
lated by a highly uneven patchwork of state laws—fair-trade certification
is (at least technically) controlled exclusively by a single independent, non-
profit certifier in each of the twenty nations where the products are sold.55

The fair-trade seal is trademarked, and the standards are supposed to
apply equally to all participants. Against this regulatory backdrop, the
entry of transnational participants need not necessarily result in a wa-
tering down of the fair-trade standards.

plantations versus producers?

Certification is the main arena where the meaning and moral integrity
of fair trade are being contested. However, other developments within
the fair-trade system also point to the struggle for power between its
movement-oriented and profit-oriented wings, and the growing strength
of the latter. A number of proposals from FLO—so far unsuccessful—
to reduce or eliminate entirely the fair-trade minimum prices have gen-
erated vigorous opposition from Southern producer groups and their
Northern allies.

Even more contentious is the decision by FLO to move aggressively to
certify agribusiness plantations. Although fair trade originally developed
explicitly as a relationship between small farmer cooperatives and con-
sumers, a few small banana and tea plantations with progressive labor prac-
tices had also been certified over the years in an effort to increase supply
from countries where relationships with small farmer cooperatives were
slower to develop. However, in the past few years, FLO has chosen to seek
out and certify large industrial plantations, a strategy that has proved
highly controversial. At the FLO annual assembly in 2003, all of the coffee-
producer organizations and many Northern traders voted to place a mora-
torium on the certification of any new plantations—a move that ultimately
failed. According to the independent fair-trade consultant Pauline Tiffen,
the move to certify coffee plantations is symptomatic of how removed fair-
trade certifiers have become from the needs of producers:

Now we’re in a situation where national initiatives seem to be able to make
policy without true reference to farmers, but in the name of farmers, and
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FLO can do the same. . . . And that means that someone can stand up at
the SCAA [the Specialty Coffee Association of America Convention] and
say, “We’re going to include plantations,” and everyone goes, “Sorry? Run
that one by me again?” . . . It’s not even a good process if you’re a certifier,
let alone if you’re an organization that professes to respond to producer
concerns.56

In the face of substantial opposition from farmer organizations and pro-
gressive roasters, FLO’s move to certify coffee plantations has stalled.
However, according to Equal Exchange codirector Rink Dickinson, cof-
fee may be the lone exception to the shift toward certifying agribusiness.
“We kind of won that one,” he says, “but can we win anywhere else? . . .
It will take a very significant amount of organizing to have a chance to
stop the lowering of standards. . . . I think the next move is likely to be
a dramatic increase in the market for things that have the seal, interna-
tionally. They’re going to bring in way more products, much more plan-
tation-based, much less small-farmer-based. And that will . . . create per-
manent marginalization of small farmers, where they will never enter
those markets again.”57

Nor is this trend confined to food commodities. In an article in The
Guardian titled “Why I Won’t Be Giving My Mother Fairtrade Flow-
ers,” the commentator Felicity Lawrence criticizes the labor conditions
on large fair-trade-certified flower farms in Kenya that supply British
shoppers in the Tesco and Sainsbury’s supermarket chains:

Neither of these Tesco Fairtrade producers, Finlay Flowers and Oserian, 
are “small.” Oserian, a Dutch company, employing about 4,500 workers,
also supplies Sainsbury’s with Fairtrade flowers. Finlay Flowers has 2,500
workers. On the Fairtrade farms, overtime during these peaks is also a
serious issue, as the Fairtrade Foundation freely admits. . . . If supermarkets
double the orders for Mother’s Day, then Fairtrade will have to run shifts
as long as needed to fulfill them. . . . So I will still buy my Fairtrade coffee
and bananas, knowing that my premium can help small farmers whom
globalisation threatens to marginalise. But when it comes to flowers, I’m
afraid I am walking on by.58

However, there are also powerful arguments in favor of certifying large
farms. Growers who receive fair-trade certification must allow union or-
ganizing and agree to a series of stipulations regarding wages and work-
ing conditions. Supporters of plantation certification—among them in-
ternational labor unions—argue that the fair-trade seal is a powerful tool
for forcing growers to improve labor conditions in industries notorious
for abusing workers and exposing them to highly toxic pesticides. The
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banana industry is emblematic of these conditions, and in June 2005
Transfair USA signed an agreement with COLSIBA, the Coordinator of
Latin American Banana Worker Unions, under which bananas from
unionized plantations will receive the fair-trade seal. The world’s second-
largest banana corporation, Chiquita, has been in negotiations with
Transfair to receive fair-trade certification.59 Paul Rice asserts that the
advantages of granting Chiquita the seal would be numerous:

The benefits are in distribution—widespread, mainstream distribution—
market access, visibility, volume; tens of thousands of farm workers ben-
efiting. In the case of Chiquita, they’re the only ones who work with the
union, so you strengthen the union movement. The downside is that con-
sumers will only remember the dark history of the company that invented
the term “banana republic,” and won’t think of this fair-trade label as
credible if it sits on the banana of a company that has historically been 
so evil. We need to win over the Left; we need to win over the activist com-
munity. . . . But my feeling is, if a transnational like that is willing to step
up and comply with the gold standard in their industry, and if they’re willing
to invest in growing the fair-trade market, and promoting it—rather than
using it as, you know, window dressing, then why not engage? Why not
work with them, even though they may have engineered the 1954 over-
throw of [Guatemalan president Jacobo] Arbenz?60

For some movement-oriented fair traders, however, the company’s
legacy is precisely the problem. In their letter to the FLO board, Equal
Exchange codirectors Dickinson and Rob Everts express dismay with the
development: “Chiquita banana has been a detrimental force—to put it
diplomatically—in the social, political and ecological development of
many countries in Latin America and has worked actively with the U.S.
military and CIA to suppress democratic movements throughout the re-
gion since the early 1950’s. How can we consider them partners in our
movement for a Fair Trade economy?”61

Chiquita, moreover, is not even the biggest multinational to request
entry into the fair-trade market (rather than being pushed to join). In
October 2005, Nestlé—the world’s largest food conglomerate and
biggest coffee trader, and for more than twenty years the target of a global
boycott over its infant-formula promotional practices—received certifi-
cation from the U.K. Fairtrade Foundation for a line of coffee called Part-
ner’s Blend, using beans from cooperatives in Ethiopia and El Salvador.
In an e-mail letter to fair-trade activists, the foundation’s head of com-
munications, Barbara Crowther, wrote, “We recognise that many long-
standing Fairtrade supporters may have concerns about this development.
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We believe that by launching its first Fairtrade certified product, Nestlé
has taken an important step in the right direction. It marks a turning
point for all those who have been lobbying the major coffee roasters to
engage with Fairtrade. The Foundation will be working hard to build on
initial commitments.”62

Reaction from British fair-trade and development activists was indeed
largely negative. Patti Rundall, the policy director at Baby Milk Action,
says Nestlé’s action is “an entirely cynical token move whose main aim
is to rescue the company’s appalling image. . . . To give a fairtrade mark
to Nestlé . . . would make an absolute mockery of what the public be-
lieves the fairtrade mark stands for.”63 (Continuing this trend, in late 2006
Coca-Cola received fair-trade certification for coffee in its new Far Coast
line.)

What would it signify to have supermarkets stocked with fair-trade-
labeled Chiquita bananas and Nestlé coffee? Is this a watershed moment
that confirms the effectiveness of activist campaigns and marks the main-
streaming of fair trade? Or is it a worrisome development that will leave
ethical consumers confused and disillusioned, allow these corporations
to “fair-wash,” and ultimately undermine the fair-trade seal?

The fight over plantations is just one facet of the larger struggle over
the ownership of fair trade. Can the fair-trade movement ultimately scale
up without selling out? The signs are troubling, but the jury is still out.
Preserving the movement’s ethical integrity will only be possible insofar
as fair trade’s identity as a social movement can be kept strong. “With-
out the original linkage to social movements,” writes Gianluca Brunori,
“alternative products lose their capacity to affect consumers’ and pro-
ducers’ identities, and therefore the capacity to generate social change.”64

Some producers share this perspective. Presong Seesa-ard, a rice farmer
and member of the Fair Trade Network in Thailand, says: “We have goals
to expand, obviously. But we have to make sure that we do so in ways
that are in line with our values. If we’re only interested in building the
market for fair-trade products at any cost, that’s a weakness in building
an alternative to globalization.”65

The solution, however, is not to give up on pushing transnationals to
enter fair trade: indeed, their dominance of the market makes them im-
possible to ignore. Rather, the movement needs to have firm control over
the terms on which corporate “partners” can participate in the system
in order to force them to make real and increasing changes in detrimen-
tal trading practices. In the case of Nestlé, the Fairtrade Foundation is
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exercising no such control. Says Bill Harris, the president of Coopera-
tive Coffees:

We would embrace these bigger players’ being in the game, and at the
table, if there was some kind of commitment from them, that they had 
to move up over time. I think fair traders need to recognize that we can’t
do it all. We need to tip the movement, but then they’ve got to come in and
provide a lot of the volume. But they’ve got to do it under an honest and
transparent system. If we did know the percentage that the multinationals
and the national corporations were doing, and we could track that year
over year, I think we might be happy with their work. But we don’t know;
we’re not allowed to get that knowledge, which allows someone that just
wants to enter this for the market, to just allow the market to determine
how much they’re going to do. And if they’re not going to internally push
it, and invest in it, then I think we’re making a mistake inviting them in.66

The goal should not be to increase sales at all costs, but instead to retain
the integrity—and the social-justice orientation—of the movement and
the label while growing at a sustainable pace. Certifiers must keep the bar
high for entry into the system. If the fair-trade movement wants to dance
with the devil, it had better be prepared to lead—with a firm hand.

beyond the niche:
how big can fair trade get?

Enter a Starbucks café and look for a bag of whole-bean, fair-trade cof-
fee. If you can find it, you will notice that it is just one of several multi-
region blends, sharing shelf space alongside Caffé Verona, Holiday
Blend, and Serena Organic. Fairness is merely one flavor among several
carefully positioned niche products, despite the recent increase in the
roaster’s fair-trade purchases. Starbucks has shown no intention of ob-
taining a substantial amount, let alone all, of its coffee supply from co-
operatives on the fair-trade register. In contrast, most fair-trade activists
and ideological retailers express a markedly different goal: escape from
the niche. They are aiming for steady growth in the demand for fair trade,
with the tacit goal of full fairness, at least in specific commodities.

Is it possible for fair trade to grow so much that it eventually becomes
the norm? What would happen then? Can all trade in a given commod-
ity really be made fair? This brings us back to the earlier questions of
whether fair trade operates within the logic of global market capitalism
or represents a fundamental challenge to that market. The growth of fair
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trade has forced mainstream market players—and the mainstream media—
to take notice. However, as Joseph Contreras and William Underhill write
in Newsweek, “Fairtrade has enjoyed some success largely because it is
just a niche player. The bigger it gets, the more resistance there will be to
a so-called fair price.” The authors go on to quote the economist Denis
Seudieu of the International Coffee Organization, who, they write, “says
the industry supports Fairtrade unless it gets so big that consumers ‘stop
buying [other] coffee at all.’”67 This revealing statement indicates the lim-
its of the industry’s tolerance for schemes that raise its costs, despite the
windfall profits it has reaped from the coffee-price crisis.

What does such a quote tell us about the mainstream market and how
it relates to alternatives? If the prospect of even a significant minority of
the world’s coffee (or cocoa, tea, or bananas) being traded on fair-trade
terms—which would represent a major change in industry practices, and
thus lower profits—is a threat to industry, how are transnationals re-
sponding to this threat? A look at the large commercial coffee roasters
suggests that they are adopting a number of different strategies.

The first approach is to participate in fair trade, but work to relegate
it to a permanent niche market. This is the tack now being taken by Proc-
ter & Gamble, Nestlé, and arguably Starbucks: they agree to enter the
system under consumer pressure but keep their purchases of fair trade
to token levels. A necessary corollary to this approach is to ensure that
the certification standards permit such behavior—in other words, to
lower the bar for participation by bringing their market clout to bear on
the certifier.

The second strategy is to compete directly against fair trade by pro-
moting other corporate efforts to benefit impoverished producers. Star-
bucks and Procter & Gamble—both before and after entering the fair-
trade system—have consistently preferred to tout their own initiatives,
which provide direct financial assistance to selected producer commu-
nities to build schools and other high-profile projects. An Associated Press
report quoted the P&G spokeswoman Margaret Swallow, “who said the
company believes direct assistance to growers’ communities and schools
is more effective than selling what is called ‘fair trade’ coffee. ‘Fair trade
coffee is just one element,’ Swallow said. ‘If you look at the big picture,
there are a lot of ways to do it.’”68

Positive media coverage is a key component of such corporate
social-responsibility efforts. In a news article that reads remarkably like
a company press release, the Associated Press reporter Allison Linn tells
readers:
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Starbucks also wants farms to treat workers better, paying them more and
giving them access to housing, water and sanitary facilities, and to stop
using child labor. “You can’t have a sustainable [farm] if you’re mistreating
workers and mistreating the environment,” [Starbucks senior vice president
for coffee Willard] Hay said. Starbucks will pay five cents more per pound
for one year to suppliers who meet 80 percent of its social and environmen-
tal criteria. . . . Hay said the company also is leading the program because
“we want Starbucks to be known for doing the right thing.”69

A third avenue is to go “sustainable” instead. The largest coffee giant
that has so far resisted joining fair trade—Kraft, the maker of Maxwell
House—has opted to pursue other differentiating labels and polish its
green credentials instead. Kraft recently announced a multiyear agree-
ment with the Rainforest Alliance, under which it will purchase five mil-
lion pounds of coffee certified as “sustainable” by the NGO. In the an-
nouncement, Tensie Whelan, the environmental group’s executive
director, claimed that “the Rainforest Alliance and Kraft Foods have been
addressing social, economic and environmental issues in coffee produc-
tion for many years. Given Kraft’s global leadership in coffee sales, this
partnership is the first indisputable evidence that the concept of sus-
tainability . . . is ready to enter the mainstream. This signals an institu-
tional change.”70

However, many in the fair-trade movement view Rainforest Alliance
certification as an inferior, competing standard. Paul Rice of Transfair
says:

I think it’s a very real threat. Those standards don’t in fact guarantee that
farm workers make anything more than minimum wage in the country of
origin, which in Central America is between two and three dollars a day.
And . . . they don’t intervene in pricing. So they are low-bar standards. . . .
The concern [is] that they may indeed somehow confuse consumers, or at
least divert consumers’ attention away from fair trade, insofar as they’re kind
of offering the same coffee with a feel-good factor that fair trade does.71

However, this certification can be granted to the 30 to 40 percent of world
coffee that is produced on plantations and estates, while the fair-trade la-
bel can be placed only on coffee from small farmer cooperatives.

The fourth tactic by the commercial players, however, takes direct aim
at that last restriction. As we saw above, fair-trade certification of
agribusiness plantations is already well under way for a number of prod-
ucts, and some of the world’s largest banana conglomerates may soon
also receive the fair-trade label. At present, coffee and cacao are the only
commodities for which plantations cannot receive fair-trade certifica-
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tion, but traders and retailers continue to exert pressure to eliminate these
restrictions.

In a fifth approach, corporations who have already entered fair trade
are also attempting to change the minimum price requirement. The re-
cent efforts by FLO to lower or eliminate the fair-trade coffee base price
stemmed at least partly from pressure by the increasingly influential large
commercial roasters in the system. According to Bill Harris, president of
Cooperative Coffees, “More and more industry is involved, that is pitch-
ing these certification organizations on ‘more volume, if you’ll lower the
minimum.’ From a market standpoint, they’re wanting to more closely
track the commodity price—follow it down, follow it back up. In an up
market, they’re going to pay the up-market prices, but in a lower mar-
ket, they have a hard time justifying the $1.26 or the $1.41 [price]—more
of a market based model.”72 To date, such moves to change the mini-
mum price have been unsuccessful, but they are likely to surface again
in the future.

The mainstream players in the coffee industry, then, are expending
considerable effort and resources in simultaneously attempting to beat,
join, and weaken fair trade and the challenge it poses to the way they do
business. They are hoping to ensure that if they do have to play along,
either fair trade is permanently relegated to a small—and profitable—
niche market or else the seal can be applied to their current production,
sourcing, and pricing practices with only minor adjustments. Concerned
fair-trade consumers and activists will need to respond with a clear al-
ternative set of demands to assure that the corporate licensees are held
to standards that meaningfully advance fair-trade objectives.

When fair trade’s ideological adherents express their concerns with
the recent moves to embrace the transnational food giants, some pro-
ponents of the new direction respond by citing the European experience
with fair trade. In Europe, they remind the critics, it was only when the
movement expanded beyond the marginalized world shops in the late
1980s and 1990s and embraced mainstream retail channels that fair trade
grew beyond an insignificant niche market.

However, this seemingly persuasive argument glosses over an impor-
tant distinction. There is a difference between using mainstream retail
venues—such as large supermarket and restaurant chains—for sales of
ethical brands, and certifying mainstream transnational firms like Proc-
ter & Gamble, Nestlé, and Chiquita to sell fair-trade products under their
own labels. The fast-growing fair-trade coffee market in Britain, in con-
trast to that in the United States, is dominated by low-marketness ven-
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tures like Cafédirect (which now commands 14 percent of the nation’s
roasted and ground coffee market) and the Day Chocolate Company,
which produces Divine Chocolate—and in which the Ghanaian farmers
of Kuapa Kokoo hold 33 percent equity ownership. These initiatives are
promoted in high-profile ad campaigns, and the products can be found
on the shelves of most British (and even some North American) grocery
stores.

In the former model, movement-oriented players make “ethical” fair-
trade brands accessible to the mass of consumers at the stores where they
do most of their shopping; in the latter, the fair-trade movement chooses
to directly certify the transnational brands themselves. In the case of a
corporation such as Finlay Flowers or Chiquita, the certifying entity now
becomes the only “ethical” player in the entire supply chain—particu-
larly if the product comes from a corporate-owned plantation rather than
from small farmers. All of the hands touching the product on the path
from farm to cup are either traditional market intermediaries—importers,
exporters, and brokers—or the vertically integrated corporation’s own
employees.

Yet when “fair” or movement actors are removed completely from the
fair-trade commodity chain, does it still constitute fair trade? The risks
inherent in this model are not negligible. Fair trade’s ambivalence, notes
Renard, “is stronger when it begins to rely on conventional distribution
channels, whose actors, as in all power relations, can, in the end, win space
or impose their rules. This would mean neutralization of the initiative.”73

Clearly, if all trade in coffee—or even a majority of it—is to become
fair, the corporations who dominate that trade will have to be brought into
the system eventually. The key question is who leads, who controls whom
in the process, and who sets the terms of participation. At present—
legitimate labor union concerns notwithstanding—the fair-trade system
is an inappropriate venue for certifying agribusiness plantations, because
FLO and Transfair USA are simply too weak to hold these corporations
accountable or resist their pressure to lower standards. However, if FLO
were to oblige licensees to meet minimum-purchase levels and increase their
fair-trade supply year after year, fair-trade certification could be an ex-
cellent tool to force multinationals to purchase from small-producer co-
operatives, most of which are now able to sell only a minority of their
coffee at fair-trade terms. In debates over the shape and the rigor of fair-
trade standards, the continued presence—indeed, the centrality—of the
high-road, ideological players in the movement is crucial if fair trade is
to retain its core identity as a force to redress the injustice of conven-
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tional world trade. This point returns us to one of the key questions raised
earlier: can fair trade remain “in and against the market,” or will it be-
come “in and for” that dominant market, no longer a force for funda-
mental change?

who’s got the power? contesting fair trade

As the fair-trade movement has expanded to include participants with a
far wider diversity of motivations and visions, the struggles for power
have increased. These skirmishes are happening simultaneously in three
different but related areas.

The first issue is the power of fair-trade certifiers relative to that of
the transnationals. This issue is reflected in increasing influence by large
commercial players over the certification system at both the national
(Transfair) and international (FLO) levels, as demonstrated by their push-
ing for and winning plantation certification. A second, linked struggle
concerns the relative influence of the movement- and profit-oriented
camps of fair-trade retailers.

The third point of contention concerns the balance of power between
Northern and Southern participants in setting the agenda, standards, and
policies for fair trade. For the first few years after FLO’s founding in 1997,
Southern producer organizations had only observer status in the orga-
nization. More recently FLO has included some producer representatives
as voting members of its board and committees, but they constitute a
distinct minority.74 Because FLO establishes the terms of fair trade for
all participants—including pricing, labeling, inspection, and certification
(not to mention decertification)—its decisions directly affect small farm-
ers’ livelihoods. Yet these farmers have only a limited voice in determin-
ing its policies. The result, says Renard, is deep dissatisfaction with FLO
among many Southern participants. “Producer organizations,” she says,
“frequently reproach the FLO initiatives because they are subject to
scrutiny and certification of even their internal operation, while this is
not the case with the Northern [companies] that no one certifies. Pro-
ducers also are involved in an on-going dispute over their representation
in FLO, arguing that [if ] Fair Trade is a ‘partnership,’ then they have the
right to a larger number of representatives in the organization.”75

A tangible example of this disparity is two proposals recently con-
sidered by FLO at the nadir of the coffee crisis: one would have lowered
the guaranteed minimum price for fair-trade coffee, and the other would
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have eliminated it entirely. These proposals came at a time when pro-
ducer groups had begun to ask for the base price to be raised to com-
pensate for inflation and their rising production costs. The proposed
changes—so far unsuccessful—were pushed largely by commercial roast-
ers and importers, whose influence in the organization continues to in-
crease. Paola Ghillani, the former president of FLO, justified these price
proposals and refuted the charges by Southern producers that they are
excluded: “I understand the concerns, but I think in our governance we
are including stakeholders’ representatives. We have commercial farm-
ers and producers that are represented in our decision-making processes.
And we always add the idea to ask the producers if they feel that we can
reduce the price in order to make them more competitive, to open the
market more easily.”76

In another recent development likely to exacerbate these strains, FLO
in 2004 for the first time began requiring producer groups to pay their
own fair-trade certification costs. The certifier is now charging producer
groups US$2,431 for the initial inspection, plus $607 for annual re-
certification, and a fee of two cents per kilogram of fair-trade coffee sold.77

These fees impose a new financial burden on cooperatives—especially
the smaller ones—and will thus reduce producers’ income. The two cents
per kilogram (a penny a pound) represents about 20 percent of the li-
cense fees paid by well-off Northern roasters. This change upended a
long-held principle of fair trade, which—in contrast to organics—had
since its inception required Northern importers and retailers to bear the
costs of certifying producer groups.

Reaction to the decision by producer groups has been largely hostile.
The association representing small coffee farmers in Bolivia fired off a
letter to FLO, complaining that the certifier had “lost the essential value
of supporting those who are really in need of help”:

The small producer groups composed of thousands of indigenous families
around the world cannot easily access the funds necessary to pay such
considerable fees as you are now imposing. We had a lot of faith and hope;
we thought we were members of an institution worthy of the name “fair
trade,” but it seems it has become a business with the goal of profiting
from the fair trade seal. . . . These are truly radical changes. It is not pos-
sible that an organization which has never had an opportunity to sell any
of its products on the fair trade market would still have to pay a fixed fee,
and after the third year [of no sales], would again have to pay the initial
certification fee. . . . [I]t appears that the goal is to eliminate a large number
of the producers from the FLO register.78
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The fair-trade movement brings together participants from North and
South who possess radically different levels of economic power. The
legacy of colonialism that created the injustices underlying world trade
continues to resonate, even within the alternatives that were created to
redress these imbalances. While many activists within the system are
working hard to reduce the effects of such disparities and strengthen the
hand of the Southern participants, traces of this unequal history have
been formalized into the governance structures of the fair-trade certifiers.
Jonathan Rosenthal, a founder of Equal Exchange and currently the di-
rector of Just Works, recalls an early FLO meeting with producer repre-
sentatives:

I remember . . . the white Europeans getting up and saying, when there was
some conflict with producers, “Hey, we’re here to serve you—this fair trade
is your program, we’re here for you.” Then a producer gets up and says,
“OK, then how come we only have voice and not vote? If it’s ours, let us
run it.” . . . There was just this dead silence, and the Europeans of course
got very pissed off. But in a sense there was this promise, an image, of fair
trade as about and for producers, on their behalf. But the hypocrisy of the
colonial moment was exposed. . . . And I believe today—whether it’s in 
the U.S. context of what’s going on, or in FLO—that is still an unspoken
reality. We say we’re here to serve producers, but we want to tell them what
to do.79

In that light, it seems fair to ask whether these producers are truly served
by striking weak certification deals with the transnational food corpo-
rations that have some of the very worst records on labor and human
rights.

conclusions

Where do consumers fit into all of this intramovement wrangling? And
are these debates even relevant to people who purchase fair-trade prod-
ucts? After all, isn’t fair trade primarily about people “voting for fair-
ness” with their dollars? Consumer activist groups are an important ve-
hicle for educating shoppers about unjust trade and expanding demand
for fairly traded products. Student activists, in particular, have succeeded
in educating the public and their own institutions about fair trade, mak-
ing it more widely known, if not yet a household term in the U.S. Corpo-
rate campaigns and protests by NGOs such as Global Exchange can also
shine a spotlight on the practices of corporations such as M&M/Mars,
which still have not eliminated the use of slave or forced child labor in
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harvesting the cacao for their chocolate, and have so far refused to par-
ticipate in fair trade.80 Melissa Schweisguth says she sees consumer ac-
tivism as the critical element in expanding fair trade: “Some of the
strongest consumer mobilization has come from these organized com-
munities, like the faith-based groups, labor unions, environmental
groups, who have switched over their in-house purchasing to fair trade.
Some of the schools are switching their accounts to fair trade, and that
definitely had an effect . . . but also enough individual consumers who
dropped enough little postcards off at Safeway asking for fair trade, so
Safeway asked their coffee people to get the fair trade, and now they carry
[it].”81

Activism can also provide an important counterweight to the power
of the large corporate interests entering the system. Paul Rice, address-
ing a meeting of student fair-trade activists, acknowledged that watch-
ful consumers are vital in keeping the profit-oriented players honest: “A
carrot without the stick,” he said, “would be dangerous.”82

However, movement-oriented fair traders respond that the carrot (ac-
cess to the fair-trade label) has been granted far too freely, and the stick—
pressure from activists and consumers for these companies to increase
their fair-trade purchases—is ineffectual in the absence of higher standards
for licensees.83 Citizen action to build alternative markets is clearly a vi-
tal aspect of fair trade. Sadly, however, citizen vigilance is now also needed
to protect the integrity of the fair-trade system and the seal itself—to hold
the certifiers accountable and save them from full corporate capture.

Fair trade is undergoing a kind of risky chemistry experiment. Two very
different substances are being mixed together for the first time—people
who fervently believe in fair trade’s power as a social movement, and com-
mercial interests who view it primarily as an adjunct to the market or a
useful image-enhancement tool—into a volatile concoction with unknown
results. While there are clearly some players who fall between these two
poles, the differences are nonetheless profound. To an extent, they can be
traced back to the ideological schisms present at the movement’s birth:
should fair trade be a device for accessing the market, reforming the mar-
ket, or fundamentally transforming that market? Notably, however, none
of these three positions is that of the multinational coffee roasters, ba-
nana importers, or cocoa traders. Yet the ideological divergences within
the fair-trade coalition have created deep disagreements over how to deal
with those corporations, leaving unresolved some key questions. Can
the system continue to encompass both of these groups, the movement-
oriented companies and the profit-oriented transnationals? Is a fair-trade
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commodity chain still fair if all movement participants have been removed?
Would the fair-trade system be better off if it devoted itself to building truly
alternative trading models and institutions—for example, worker-owned
cooperatives, profit sharing, and farmer co-ownership or cogovernance—
even as it works to reach a mass consumer audience through mainstream
retail channels? And could those alternative entities significantly expand
the demand for fair trade?

The arithmetic here is not as straightforward as “the more demand,
the better.” The very rapid increase of fair-trade volumes caused by the
entry of Starbucks, P&G, and others has come at a cost—the watering
down of fair-trade standards and principles—that many deem unac-
ceptably high for the movement and producers in the long run. How-
ever, transnational participation in the system is not automatically bad.
The central issue is who controls whom, and under what conditions these
actors participate. Another important variable is speed. In their haste to
boost sales, say ideological advocates, certifiers and some fair-trade non-
profits have lost their way. “My concern about where fair trade has
headed,” says Jonathan Rosenthal, “is that the ends are justifying the
means for too many folks. So they’re willing to have a very short time-
line about how they look at things, have a real sense of urgency, and be
willing to make any compromises to make progress. And specifically that
means there’s what I’d call this maniacal focus on the corporate sector,
and complete disregard for how we could all be working together more
effectively. Which in the short run would require a bit of slowing down.”84

Without the reflection necessary to rediscover its founding principles,
the fair-trade movement remains vulnerable to co-optation by large cor-
porations and other forces who have an interest in diluting the move-
ment’s key messages about how, and why, mainstream trade is unfair.
Fair traders must examine and address the imbalances of power within
their ranks: not only between high- and low-marketness retailers but be-
tween Northern and Southern participants as well. Unless these issues
are effectively tackled, the movement’s basic identity as an oppositional
force to market injustice, its logic of operating within and against the
market, will be greatly compromised.

If certifiers were to strengthen the requirements for granting the fair-
trade seal—and take the time to develop the market with close attention
to its principles—fair trade might be capable of effecting deep and last-
ing change in the coffee industry’s practices, rather than the faster, shal-
low reform we are now witnessing. The same ideological and commer-
cial struggles taking place within the fair-trade coffee market are now
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beginning to play out in cocoa, tea, fruit, and other commodities, and
will likely increase as those markets grow. Only by coming to terms with
the deeply distinct motives of different participants in the system—and
acknowledging the structural interest that the corporate players have in
diluting the seal’s transformative power, keeping their own participation
to a minimum, or both—can fair traders accurately assess the present
risky moment and decide where to go from here. And only by leading
with a firm hand—setting the entry bar high at the point of certification,
making standards uniform, increasing the required level of participation
steadily over time, and preventing the largest entrants from compromising
the movement’s principles—will the fair-trade seal retain its legitimacy
with consumers, along with its power to effect real change in the mar-
ketplace and to improve conditions for small farmers.
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chapter eight

“Mejor, Pero No 
Muy Bien Que Digamos”*

The Limits of Fair Trade

Almost everyone is equal, and you can’t see the difference.
Juan, producer in Yagavila

The members are doing well. The libres don’t get paid. You
can see the difference.

Zoila, producer in Teotlasco

Shortly before I leave the Rincón on my last visit, I accompany Miguel,
Fernando, Camilo, Alma, Manuel, and four or five other producers to
a meeting of local Michiza representatives from the five communities in
the Rincón. The meeting is in Tiltepec, the only village in the region still
not reachable by road. It is now May again, and when we start out early
in the morning the air is clear but already warm. We catch the battered
daily bus as far as the town of Yagila and luckily catch a ride in a pickup
truck with a merchant who is heading up the side road to the tiny hamlet
of Josaá. We rise out of the coffee belt, past an enormous waterfall, and
up into pine forest. Josaá looks like the town that time forgot—rickety
wooden houses, unlike anything in Yagavila and Teotlasco. A few dogs
and five or six people watch us from the steps of the church. We begin
to hike up a trail, deeply worn into the mountainside from centuries of
use by Zapotec villagers, and I start to get winded keeping up with my
companions. Suddenly we are in the heart of the bosque mesófilo, the
humid montane forest—dense stands of huge trees, with vines and lush
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vegetation everywhere. Tree ferns forty feet tall tower over the path. Sev-
eral farmers from Tiltepec pass us in the other direction, leading bur-
ros loaded down with bags of coffee and also lugging more on their
backs. After two hours we begin to emerge from the forest, the air gets
hotter, and the trail drops steeply, past new milpas that have just been
slashed and burned onto a nearly vertical hillside. My knees ache as we
drop into Tiltepec, the steepest village I’ve ever seen, perched on a
precipice.

We gather on a covered patio at the home of one of the local Michiza
members. Some producers from the most distant communities have
walked all night on roads and trails to get here: the representative from
Tepanzacoalco has traveled fourteen hours on foot. While people are still
arriving, I take a look around. Armadillo shells hang from a nearby porch.
I glance through the partly open door of a shed behind another house
and see something furry on the ground, the size of a large cat and spotted
brownish-yellow—the pelt of a tigrillo shot by a villager.

It’s very quiet here, with no road and no cars. However, all that is
about to change: next year, the road being built from La Luz will finally
reach Tiltepec, altering this community forever. Already a few satellite
dishes dot the hillside, and sodas and junk food are brought in on horse-
back. Gil, a member of this community who is one of Michiza’s five téc-
nicos, says he’s concerned about the road—especially the change in diet
it will bring. “We’re trying to figure out how to take advantage of the
road without letting it take advantage of us,” he tells me.

There are about thirty people here now, most of them from this vil-
lage. The meeting gets under way, in Zapoteco peppered with Spanish
words. Miguel from Yagavila and Manuel from Teotlasco are facilitat-
ing, along with Delia, a woman from Yagila who is the regional Michiza
treasurer. They run the meeting with a tone that is responsible but not
formal, transmitting information from the statewide meeting in Oaxaca.
Quickly, however, things open up into a free-flowing exchange. The Tilte-
pec members, both women and men, stand up and challenge their re-
gional leaders over something that happened last month when they
brought their coffee to be picked up at the road. Tiltepec has a large num-
ber of Michiza members, who together produce a lot more coffee than
either Yagavila or Teotlasco, and after they had spent all day hauling it
to the road, the Michiza truck didn’t arrive until the next morning. They
had to spend the night outdoors at the forest edge guarding the coffee,
and they are clearly still angry. The discussion goes on for a while, and
eventually they agree to bring the matter to the next statewide assembly.
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This is democracy in action—fractious, messy and participatory. These
producers clearly feel they own their organization. 

They ask me to say a few words about why I’m there. I talk about the
book I’m writing, tell them why I’m interested in fair trade, and ask per-
mission to interview members about their coffee production and the price
crisis. After I finish, Gil stands up. “People in your country need to un-
derstand how hard people work to make this coffee,” he says, looking
me straight in the eye. “That they work too hard. And to know the suf-
fering they experience, because I think they don’t know about it.”

“better, but not great”:
household benefits

After looking at the benefits of fair trade in detail in earlier chapters, it is
time to take a step back and ask to what extent it actually improves the
lives of farmers who participate in the system. Does fair trade live up to
the claims of its proponents: that it markedly enhances livelihoods for these
marginalized peasant producers and their families, who are the stewards
of important areas of biodiversity in both their shade-coffee plots and their
communal land in general? What are the limits of fair trade?
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Figure 23. Michiza members from several Rincón communities at a regional
meeting in Tiltepec.
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We have seen that Michiza members receive considerably higher prices
for their coffee, but that their production costs are much higher, too. We
have heard why some producers are reluctant to join Michiza and why
others have chosen to do so. But, overall, do the members and non-
members here think the fair-trade households are better off? I put these
questions directly to people in the Rincón.

According to some Michiza families, the differences are not dramatic.
“With Michiza, you avoid giving your money to the coyote,” says
Rodolfo, “but you also have to pay a ton of fees—organic, fair trade,
inspection, certification.” Jesús, a member in Yagavila for twelve years,
adds, “The difference is small between what Michiza pays and what a
merchant pays. Michiza is more demanding, it takes more time. We earn
about 10 percent more.”

Fernando, a four-year member, tells me that “more or less it just helps
us get through the day. Because we put mozos in the parcel, and that eats
up just about everything.” Says Fausto, “We’re all equally screwed.”
Other members also address the issue of costs and benefits. When I ask
Eugenia how she uses the extra fair-trade income, she explains, “That’s
where the expenses for the coffee plots come from. It virtually doesn’t
help us at all. We have to do extra weeding, pay mozos to carry up our
harvest, and they charge us forty pesos per bag.”

Alma, the libre in Yagavila whose sister is a Michiza member, believes
that converting to organic coffee is vital, but says she has concluded she
would not benefit from joining the organization: “I think I’m just about
the same as them. I don’t know exactly how much they get, but it takes
them so much work! And they have to haul compost, and it weighs like
cement. They suffer to earn those fifteen pesos, just like I suffer to earn
seven pesos.” However, most people do perceive distinct differences be-
tween the two groups. According to Marina, a CNC member in Yaga-
vila, “Those in Michiza are much better off. The ones in the CNC are
just a little better off.”

Table 39 shows how producers in Yagavila and Teotlasco view the eco-
nomic differences between the two groups of households. Interestingly,
conventional producers say that belonging to Michiza makes more of a
difference than do the Michiza members themselves. More than 56 per-
cent of the conventional group say fair-trade members are “much better
off,” compared to only 24 percent of the fair-trade families. Most
Michiza and CEPCO members themselves (64 percent) say that they are
“a little better off,” compared to 44 percent of non–fair traders who give
the same answer. And although 12 percent of the families in these two
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organizations believe that membership makes no economic difference at
all, none of the libres give this response. The grass, apparently, is greener
on the other side. Overall, however, the figures are unequivocal: mem-
bers of fair-trade organizations are doing better than conventional pro-
ducers. Despite the frustration of some Michiza members with their lim-
ited economic benefits, virtually everyone notes some difference when
asked directly, even if it is small. Berta, a libre in Teotlasco, sums up this
general sense perhaps better than anyone: “The organization members
are a little better off, but you wouldn’t say great.”

Most Michiza members are still barely breaking even on their coffee
after labor costs are accounted for. Rodolfo puts it bluntly: “Really, the
costs of production are going up, but the fair-trade price has remained
the same for ten years. Ten years ago, a mozo cost twenty pesos per day,
but now they charge fifty pesos. Fair trade really isn’t fair anymore.”
These families are undertaking phenomenal amounts of work to tend,
harvest, and process organic coffee for a very limited economic return.
Their higher gross incomes do appear to generate social and environ-
mental benefits, not just for their own families but for the entire com-
munity. For example, none of the Michiza-member heads of household
have migrated, and their presence helps to sustain vital indigenous com-
munity institutions. These and other noneconomic benefits may be keep-
ing them in the organization despite the absence of greater net incomes.
However, fair-trade households are also subsidizing the production of
organic coffee with their own labor, with income from government pro-
grams, and sometimes with remittances from migrants. Although this
process does create thousands of hours of paid work for mozo laborers—
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table 39. producers’ perceptions of economic
differences between fair-trade and conventional

households, yagavila and teotlasco
Are the members of organizations (Michiza and CEPCO) 

in a better economic situation than the nonmembers (libres)?

A Little Much 
No Difference Better Off Better Off

Fair tradea (n=25) 3 (12.0%) 16 (64.0%) 6 (24.0%)
Conventionalb (n=16) 0 (0.0%) 7 (43.8%) 9 (56.3%)
All producers (n=41) 3 (7.3%) 23 (56.1%) 15 (36.6%)

note: Difference is significant at the .10 level.
a Members of Michiza and CEPCO.
b Unorganized producers, plus members of CNC/Fraternal and new Michiza entrants.



redistributing income around the community—it also intensifies the ex-
ploitation of producers’ own family labor in order to fund and sustain
the production of high-quality shade-grown coffee.

How long can this situation persist? Surely, if the environmental
benefits generated by organic coffee production and shade-plot conser-
vation—not to mention the social and cultural benefits of having heads
of household remain in the community instead of migrating—are so valu-
able, there must be a means to reward these services so that people have
a real incentive to keep performing them. Is there no way for the fair-
trade system to allow these marginalized families to truly come out ahead,
so that the decision of whether to join an organization like Michiza is not
such a dilemma, not the virtual coin toss it currently represents for many
families in the Rincón, whether world coffee prices are low or high?

“you can’t ask more from the system”

The real village- and family-level economics of fair trade differ from the
impression that many consumers have. While people who pick up the
literature of Equal Exchange Coffee, for example, read that “our trad-
ing partners have a chance to break the cycle of poverty and can make
the economic choice to farm their land sustainably,” the members of
Michiza in the Rincón—like most small farmers in the fair-trade system—
have not broken that cycle.1 They remain impoverished, even if they are
somewhat better off than their conventional producer neighbors. The
payments that reach these fair-trade farmers—71 cents per pound for
organic producers in 2004 (plus a bit more with the market bounce of
2005), and less for those in transition—are well below the fair-trade floor
price of $1.41 per pound and below the break-even point for all but the
most efficient producers. Moreover, these farmers are better situated than
most in the system: because Michiza sells a very high percentage of the
coffee they harvest at fair-trade prices, lower-priced non-fair-trade sales
do not dilute the overall price much. These, then, are some of the most
favored peasant producers in the entire coffee market, yet most of them
are still losing money or just breaking even.

Part of the problem, of course, is that production costs and coffee yields
vary from country to country, region to region, and organization to orga-
nization. For example, the Nicaraguan cooperative association CECO-
CAFEN, which sells its coffee on the U.S. and European fair-trade mar-
kets, managed to pay its producer members an average price of US$1.00
per pound for the 2003–4 harvest.2 Some of the high costs for families in
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the Rincón are related to local factors, such as the steep topography and
the tight labor market. However, other nations and regions have different
challenges, such as lower yields, smaller plots, or higher emigration. Other
organizations, in turn, may have less access to government support pro-
grams, face higher transportation costs, or lack fair-trade buyers for most
of their coffee. The fact that the fair-trade minimum price is not a farm-
gate price—a guaranteed per-kilogram rate to the producer—makes the
entire situation much less stable. Yet price stability and predictability are
crucial if coffee farmers are to make long-term investments in their plots
and in organic agriculture, and if they are to keep their land in coffee, as
opposed to abandoning it or clearing it for milpa, cattle, or drug crops.

When I speak with Rigoberto Contreras Díaz, Michiza’s marketing
director, in the organization’s dusty office on the outskirts of Oaxaca
City, he insists that the fair-trade minimum price should be calibrated to
take regional costs and conditions into account: “I think that to estab-
lish a minimum price, it has to be set according to some parameters. In
other words, how different are Oaxacan coffee and Oaxacan producers
from those of Chiapas, or Puebla? The prices in some cases should be
regional, differentiated depending on the kind of producers. So that the
producers of Chiapas aren’t mistreated just because they have low yields.
They have a different reality from ours in Oaxaca.”3

Another issue is that international organic-coffee certifiers make high
(and continually rising) demands that impose greater labor burdens on
farmer households and complicate their coffee-production practices. As
we saw, organic producers must bring in and process their harvest daily
and perform a series of other time-consuming tasks in order to keep their
organic certification. Yet there is no compensation to the poorest peasant
producers for all of these demands. Neither the organic nor the fair-trade
system is currently designed to address this problem.

I catch the bus back into Oaxaca City to meet with Luís Martínez Villa-
nueva, a former adviser to the UCIRI cooperative who works with Co-
mercio Justo México, an NGO that has created a Mexican national fair-
trade seal and is developing a domestic market for fairly traded products.
Martínez has been in and around the fair-trade system almost since UCIRI
sold the very first certified coffee in 1986. Alternative trade organizations
in the North, he says, “are creating the illusion of fair-trade coffee im-
proving completely the living conditions for producers. . . . But fair
trade is not an end to poverty—it simply prevents further deterioration.
They’re still poor. You can’t ask more from the [fair-trade] system.”4

Martínez agrees that the costs of coffee production are much higher
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for fair-trade and organic producers. Adding to the burden, he says, are
the high costs of organic certification—and now, under new FLO regu-
lations, the costs of fair-trade certification and inspections as well. “Why
are we having the organizations bear these costs of inspection?” he asks.
“There is a moral debt, and an economic debt, to producers in the FLO
system.” After we say goodbye, I ponder his remarks. What is this debt?
What is the moral obligation of not only the fair-trade system, but also
fair-trade consumers, to those who work to grow the products they buy?

“the unfairness of fair trade”

Can we truly not ask more from the system, as Martínez claims? Part of
addressing this “moral debt” might involve a critical reexamination of
the fair-trade minimum price. The base price for coffee (in the United
States, currently $1.26 per pound for conventional beans and $1.41 for
organic) was established in 1988 and has been raised only once—by six
cents per pound—since then.5 Back in the Michiza office, Contreras Díaz
tells me that since Michiza began participating in the fair-trade market,
the organization’s operating costs have tripled because of inflation, while
the minimum price has barely risen. He speaks adamantly about what
he calls “lo injusto del comercio justo”—the unfairness within fair trade.
He tells me there is an urgent need to reexamine the distribution of profits
between the various participants along the fair-trade commodity chain:

What I think is that this fair-trade price is not so fair, because it was
established almost twenty years ago. After these twenty years, what has
happened? In other words, to what extent has it favored the producer? 
In this business, most of the money doesn’t end up with them, but rather 
in the hands of those who purchase from the producer. . . . I don’t think 
the consumer should be asked to pay any more, because they’re already
paying. What we need to analyze is what the importer, the roaster are
making—I think the [fair-trade] initiatives need to analyze this part of 
the difference.6

Other observers of the system concur. According to Taurino Reyes, the
director of the organic-certification body Certimex, “The prices [for fair-
trade coffee] have not changed . . . but then each year the costs of living
continue to rise. . . . Maybe the costs of production are still covered, but
the costs of living and the basic necessities that the producer has are no
longer covered.”7 Contreras Díaz acknowledges that Michiza has higher
costs than some other producer organizations, in part because of its small
size and the many far-flung communities where it has members. All to-
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gether, Michiza’s costs—including transportation, salaries, expendable
materials, coffee bags, utility bills, and other expenses—were 4.2 pesos
per kilogram in 2002–3, compared with 2.5 pesos for some larger orga-
nizations such as CEPCO and UCIRI. But should individual producers
be penalized for such factors?

I put this question directly to Paola Ghillani, the president of FLO
and the CEO of Max Havelaar Switzerland, two months after talking
with Contreras Díaz during the WTO ministerial talks in Cancún. She
wastes no time in responding that if Michiza members can barely break
even, “then they have a problem with the administration of their coop-
erative, and they can vote in their general assembly . . . and change the
president, or the administrator.”8 I am astounded: this is one of the most
influential people in the international fair-trade system, yet, rather than
ask about local conditions or express concern about the problem, she
assumes that the cooperative’s leadership must be inefficient or corrupt.

Despite producers’ rising costs, FLO has recently debated proposals
for lowering the fair-trade minimum price and even for eliminating it en-
tirely.9 I ask Ghillani about these: “No, it is no more on the table, be-
cause the producers refused to lower the base price. . . . But . . . I think
we need to be careful, [because] the producers are not the only stake-
holders on the trade chain, and if they want to increase this base price,
I think it’s not very reasonable, because in reality, for instance for cof-
fee, the fair-trade price is $1.24 per pound.10 And the cost of sustainable
production for one pound is 90 cents.” Guillermo Denaux, FLO’s re-
gional coordinator for Mexico and Central America, sheds more light
on this issue: “Even though there is a lot of pressure to change [the min-
imum price], I think that since it is so difficult to find a common ground
between buyers and sellers, there has been little movement.”11

Yet the exchange with Ghillani continues to trouble me. Certainly, the
producers are not the only stakeholders on the chain, but aren’t they
the most important? Were they not the raison d’être for the creation of
the fair-trade system? If the Northern administrators of fair-trade cer-
tification don’t appreciate the struggle for survival faced by small coffee
producers, who will?

redefining a fair price:
minimum prices, minimal margins

If the current fair-trade minimum price is inadequate to meet the needs
of most small producer families and compensate them for the extra costs
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of the labor needed for organic production, what would it take for these
coffee farmers to feel they are being fairly compensated? When I pose
this question to people in Yagavila and Teotlasco, the responses I receive
give cause for serious reflection about the division of benefits along the
fair-trade coffee chain. “It costs us to be organic producers,” says Fer-
nando, a Michiza member. “By the kilo, it doesn’t pay. You spend more
than you earn. We’d need to get at least 20 to 25 pesos per kilo” (US$0.80
to $1.00 per pound).12 Pablo, another Michiza producer in Yagavila,
places the “fair” price at 50 pesos per kilogram (US$2.00 per pound),
saying that if he received that much, “I would start dancing!” Mario, the
técnico, says the real issue is how much is left over after labor costs: “In
order for people to be enthusiastic about growing coffee, it would have
to leave us 10 pesos per kilo profit. . . . That would be about 45 to 50
pesos per kilo.”

When I put the question to productores libres, however, I get differ-
ent responses. Roberto and Tonia, a couple with two young children,
pause for a long while before venturing that a fair price might be 10 pe-
sos per kilogram—40 cents per pound. This humble response seems to
encapsulate the entire coffee crisis in a nutshell. All that they dare to hope
for is a market that would return them 4 percent of what the consumer
pays, rather than the 2 percent they now receive. The injustice of the sit-
uation is breathtaking.

The fair-trade members in the survey hope for somewhat higher prices
than the libres. However, when one considers their higher labor costs,
the difference is less dramatic. Table 40 shows the average amount that
each group of producers deems a “fair” farm-gate price for coffee. For
fair-trade members, the figure is 37.72 pesos per kilogram, or US$1.49
per pound. Among the conventional group, it is 21.67 pesos, only 86
cents per pound. Either way, all these figures are very low—between 8
and 18 percent of the average purchase price of a pound of gourmet cof-
fee in the United States.13 Surely there is some way for the gourmet cof-
fee market to return at least $1.49 per pound directly to these margin-
alized small farmers. 

Several producers also described how they would use the extra income
from such a fair price (see table 41). Roberto, who thought 10 pesos per
kilogram would be good, says that if he received that much, “we could
buy something useful for our house. We need money so I can go to the
United States, because we need to build [a house].” This family is clearly
on the losing end of the selectivity of migration: the head of household
cannot afford to leave. Justino, a Michiza member, says that if he re-
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ceived 25 pesos per kilogram, “we could buy the things we need . . .
clothes, a pair of huaraches. And to pay mozos to work in the milpa and
coffee plot.” Epifanio, who names 40 to 50 pesos per kilogram as a fair
price, tells me, “We would live better. We could prepare the earth to plant
good coffee plots.” This is a common response among Michiza mem-
bers: if the price were a bit higher, they would invest heavily in improv-
ing and maintaining their coffee parcels. This investment, it is clear, in-
cludes doing more of the environmentally beneficial tasks related to
organic production. Says Celia, a fifty-four-year-old Michiza member,
“We would plant more coffee, we’d buy a cow, find mozos to weed the
coffee, and plant more new coffee in the tierra caliente.” All of this for
30 to 40 pesos per kilogram. The productores libres, too, say they would
reinvest in coffee if the price were higher. Says Juan, a sixty-five-year-old
libre in Yagavila, “I would dedicate myself fully to the production of cof-
fee on all my parcels.” Other producers would spend the money on the
home and children. Manuela, a CEPCO member in Teotlasco, says that
she “would invest it in the education of our children.” Anita, also in Teo-
tlasco, tells me she “would improve the family’s diet, buy clothing that
I want, and shoes. I would improve the house—put down a floor, im-
prove the kitchen, buy a gas stove.” Most producers would use the ad-
ditional money to purchase needed household items, improve their fam-
ilies’ diet, and invest in increasing their coffee production and quality.
The answers from both groups are similar, with two exceptions: almost
12 percent of the fair-trade group say they would use the extra money
for their children’s education, compared with none of the conventional
group; and more fair-trade members than conventional producers say
they would expand their coffee production. A doubling of the farm-gate
price for fair-trade coffee, it is clear, could generate significant livelihood
improvements for these villagers and their families. 
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table 40. producers’ definition 
of fair coffee price

If you could set a producer price for coffee that was fair, how much would it be?

Mean Price Named†† Equivalent in US$/lb 
(pesos/kg) (11.3 pesos=$1) 

Fair trade (n=25) 37.72 1.49
Conventional (n=16) 21.67 0.86
All producers (n=41) 30.03 1.19

†† Difference is significant at the .05 level.



why do they stay?

When coffee producers are faced with such meager benefits from par-
ticipation in an organization like Michiza, and engaged in a great deal
of hard physical work that would be unnecessary if they were to leave,
the question naturally arises: why do they stick with the organization?
For that matter, why do any producers in the Rincón keep growing cof-
fee during a severe price crisis? There is no single answer, and the cal-
culus for each individual farmer and family is surely unique. Yet there is
a group of factors that, taken together, help explain the persistence of
these producers in the face of such obstacles.

First, there is a cultural imperative to keep growing coffee. For at least
sixty years, people’s lives in the Rincon have been intimately bound up
with coffee. Quitting coffee entirely is not seen as a culturally and so-
cially acceptable option; it may simply be unthinkable. Besides, say pro-
ducers, every family needs to harvest at least enough coffee to consume
at home. Second, as we saw in earlier chapters, coffee is an investment
that cannot be dropped and then picked up again on the spur of the mo-
ment. Rather, the plots must be maintained if they are to be viable when
the price rebounds. “We cannot leave it,” several producers told me.

Third, there are many nonmonetary reasons for continuing to be in-
volved in a producer organization such as Michiza. Whether it is the spir-
itual orientation of the group, the collective work that members under-
take, or the sense of pride in improving one’s coffee plot and increasing
the quality of the harvest, such intangible benefits cannot be ignored.
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table 41. how producers would 
use a fair coffee price (own words)

Fair Trade (n=26) Conventional (n=25)

Improve diet or food 6 (23.1%) 7 (28.0%)
Improve house 6 (23.1%) 8 (32.0%)
Pay debts 0 (0%) 1 (4.0%)
Education§ 3 (11.5%) 0 (0%)
Health and medical 1 (3.8%) 0 (0%)
care

Improve or expand 13 (50.0%) 7 (28.0%)
coffee parcels

Buy other items 8 (30.8%) 10 (40.0%)
Hire more mozos 1 (3.8%) 0 (0%)
Other 9 (34.6%) 11 (44.0%)

note: Multiple responses were possible.
§ Significant at the .10 level.



What is more, says Contreras Díaz, there are other dividends, unrelated
to price, that come from participating in an alternative to the conven-
tional market: “Although there are high costs, there is nothing hidden.
It’s not like the coyote. . . . If it were only a question of money, these pro-
ducers would have left already. They stay because they find other things—
the organization orients them, it inserts them in the market. They know
where their coffee is going, and they know what portion of the [purchase]
price comes to them.”14

Some members persist for reasons related to gender. Michiza offers
women—including single heads of households—an opportunity to par-
ticipate as equals in an endeavor that traditionally has been a male sphere.
Although women in the Rincón normally do a great deal of work in most
of the phases of coffee labor (with the exception of some plot mainte-
nance tasks), they have typically been excluded from both the key pro-
duction decisions and the marketing of the crop. A few women in Michiza
talk of problems with discrimination by some male members, but they
also say that the organization helps women to develop leadership skills.
Indeed, during the two years I spent in the Rincón, women came to hold
two of the top spots in Teotlasco’s local Michiza group, one of the po-
sitions in the Yagavila group, and one regional leadership role.

Another noncash benefit advocates often mention is that fair trade
funds the creation of social infrastructure in producer communities. These
tangible development projects occur most frequently with some of the
larger cooperatives, where part of the fair-trade social premium (five
to ten cents per pound on top of the base coffee price) is used to build
village infrastructure, such as schools and health clinics, or to provide
services like water systems, transportation, or lower-cost food stores.
Michiza has taken a somewhat different approach, channeling this money
to its members to allow them to purchase electric coffee depulpers, in-
stall concrete drying patios, and buy tools. Funds from the social pre-
mium also go to help the members diversify their agricultural produc-
tion and incorporate new potential cash crops (such as the camedor palm,
whose leaves are used in flower arrangements) into their coffee plots.
However, these projects are carried out at the household level. The paucity
of larger, more collective projects is due in part to Michiza’s lack of full-
time professional advisers and its recent period of organizational chal-
lenges. As Contreras Díaz acknowledges, “We’ve had difficulty in im-
plementing social programs. This time around we are going to work on
that aspect.” However, the primary reason Michiza has not provided such
whole-community infrastructure is that, unlike some other organiza-
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tions, the group has tended to organize not entire communities but rather
a subset of the households in each village.

For many producers, the main reason for sticking with the organiza-
tion may be something impossible to quantify: the sense of belonging to
something larger than oneself. While some Michiza members in Yagavila
and Teotlasco were initially drawn to the organization by the higher prices
it offers, most say that their motivations have gradually changed. Those
who have stuck with Michiza for several years do so because it makes
them actors in a collective process, one that has deeper meaning than
any simple measure of loss and profit. Contreras Díaz, who has been with
the organization since the early days, says this describes not only his sit-
uation, but also that of many other Michiza members:

I myself know that it doesn’t pay for me to stay in Michiza. It doesn’t 
make economic sense. I have ten or eleven thousand coffee plants. The
costs of harvest and maintenance alone do me in. In these cooperatives, 
the producer doesn’t come out ahead. You either lose money, or you break
even. . . .

That is why I say that coffee, in the case of Oaxaca, is like corn and
beans and squash. If I’m growing it myself, it costs me twice as much as it
does to buy it . . . but I am sure that if I produce it, [if ] I watch it grow,
[then] I prefer it, even though it costs me more. And that is the way that
coffee figures in the life of the producer. That is why so far they have not
said, “Hey, this isn’t working,” and they haven’t quit the cooperative. I
think it’s here that the producer says, “Well, maybe I’m not earning too
much money, or maybe I’m even losing a little or breaking even. But I’m
gaining the kind of things that I didn’t have when I was a conventional
producer.” They get to know more people, they know that their coffee 
is being sold for a certain price, and they know where it ends up, and 
that nobody—at least not within the cooperative—is lining their pockets
with the difference. They have more information, they have come to value
many things that before they didn’t value. They have discovered important
things that the organization has offered them, such as how to use their
local resources, and they enter into another kind of dynamic. And they 
say, “Well, that’s a profit too, right?” That is a profit.

————

Such personal and collective transformation helps explain why small pro-
ducers would remain with an organization and continue organic pro-
duction despite turning a loss. Yet the principal objective of fair trade is
to make real, tangible improvements in the livelihoods of small farmers
of coffee and other commodities. That vision faces a difficult test in a re-
gion like the Rincón de Ixtlán, where, even for members of Michiza, even
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at the highest organic fair-trade price, even for the most efficient farm-
ers, it is very different to do much better than break even. Member fam-
ilies are better off than their conventional neighbors by several measures,
but the difference should be far greater. The small producers in the
Rincón—and many others like them around the world—urgently need
better options, other sources of income, and higher farm-gate coffee prices
to sustain the benefits that their ongoing involvement in coffee produc-
tion provides for the environment, community cohesion, and indigenous
culture. These families are working incredibly hard, and if they are lucky,
they will see a meager return after harvesting hundreds of kilograms of
coffee. Fair trade makes a difference for them, but not a transformative
difference. The system is necessary, but as currently designed it is not
sufficient.

Yet it is precisely because fair trade does make some difference that
the system must be improved. Committed consumers and activists—who
have already made the choice to support this alternative market—are in
the best position to advocate for structural reforms of the fair-trade sys-
tem that will enable the movement to fulfill its founding promise: to pro-
vide a truly fair return to small commodity producers. In the next chapter,
I outline a series of recommendations—grounded in part in the experi-
ences of the families in Yagavila and Teotlasco—for strengthening fair
trade so that it can make a more meaningful difference in the lives of
people like them.
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chapter nine

Strengthening Fair Trade

There are some serious questions fair trade will eventually
have to answer about its credentials. How different is it
really? Is fair trade merely out to inject “ethical” considera-
tions into a system that otherwise remains unchanged?

David Ransom, The No-Nonsense Guide to Fair Trade

Fair trade has improved the livelihoods of producer families in the global
South, and it has demonstrated that economic exchange under a very
different set of rules is indeed possible. Yet fair trade can be made stronger,
and fairer. It can deliver more economic benefit to producers who are al-
ready part of the system, and it can become more inclusive of those who
currently do not or cannot participate. Fair-trade organizations can bring
more consumers into the movement and better educate them about alter-
natives to the current economic system. And the movement can be made
far more effective in altering the dominant industry trading practices in
coffee and other commodities.

In this chapter, I outline the kinds of changes that can move fair trade
in such directions. These recommendations range from tinkering to fun-
damental change, from concrete suggestions for improving the func-
tioning of commodity fair trade to broader ways of strengthening the
movement and protecting the integrity of the fair-trade seal. I also put
forward ideas for dealing with the disparate ways the movement relates
to the larger global market. Some of these recommendations address the
crisis of legitimacy within the movement that has come about as large
mainstream retail corporations have joined the system, for reasons very
different from those that spawned fair trade in the first place. I also offer
some proposals for managing this relationship on terms more favorable
to the least powerful participants in the fair-trade system.

The recommendations in this chapter are meant to be provocative. I
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hope they will help to spark a lively, productive, and much-needed pub-
lic debate both inside and outside the fair-trade movement. Such a debate
will ultimately benefit small producers, workers, activists, consumers, and
retailers alike.

improving the fair-trade system

Adjust the Base Price

The aspect of fair trade that coffee producers and their organizations most
frequently mention as problematic is the minimum price. The fair-trade
floor price for coffee was established in 1989 and was based on the Inter-
national Coffee Organization’s effective minimum under the old quota
regime. It has been raised only once since then, by six cents per pound.
Although US$1.26 or $1.41 per pound is certainly higher than the av-
erage world price for coffee since 1989, only part of this amount actu-
ally reaches farmers. In the intervening decade and a half, inflation has
soared in all producer nations, and both production costs for small farm-
ers and expenses for producer organizations have risen along with it.
Since Michiza began exporting in 1992, the fair-trade base price has not
risen, but the organization’s costs have increased about threefold, eat-
ing deeply into the proportion of the fair-trade price it can return to its
members. Those members, while earning less for their fair-trade coffee,
have also watched their labor costs double in the past several years, and
felt the work burden of keeping their organic certification grow consid-
erably. The fair-trade minimum is now inadequate to sustain many pro-
ducers, provide food security for their families, and keep them farming
sustainably—or, in some cases, farming at all.

The fair-trade base price needs to be reexamined and raised—despite
efforts within FLO to reduce it. Fair-trade organizations must undertake
new, comprehensive studies of production and living costs for small pro-
ducers in each nation and for each commodity involved in fair trade.
Based on the study results, FLO should adjust the base price so that it
again provides a living wage, to be calculated not at the organizational
level but at the farm gate: the price the farmer actually receives. This
change might involve varying the base price to reflect national or regional
contexts and the needs of different types of producers or organizations.
However, if such a mechanism proves practically or politically infeasi-
ble, the minimum price still must rise. Setting a fair farm-gate price, and
creating a mechanism to adjust it periodically to reflect rising costs, is
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critical if fair trade is to offer producers any hope of escaping poverty.
Furthermore, since fair-trade organizations face their greatest challenges
when commodity prices are high, the movement needs to widen the dif-
ferential between the conventional and fair-trade prices so that organi-
zations are able to consistently offer a better price, and producers are
less tempted to deliver their harvests to the coyote simply to put food on
the table.

Revisit the Allocation of Benefits

The sacrifices involved in fair trade must be shared more evenly. When
Michiza’s peasant coffee producers still cannot provide adequate pro-
tein in their children’s diets after thousands of hours of strenuous labor
growing organic coffee, the fair-trade system is not sufficiently fair. While
nobody expects fair trade alone to bring the living standards of Ethiopian
coffee farmers or Bolivian cacao growers up to those of Northern con-
sumers, there is ample room in the current commodity chain to return
far more income to the people who work to produce these commodities:
to allow producers at a minimum to live with dignity, be fully food se-
cure, and put aside money for improvements in health care, education,
and housing for themselves and their families.

In concrete terms, the allocation of economic benefits across the fair-
trade commodity chain must be adjusted. A reasonable goal would be
to restore the share of the purchase price that is returned to the producer
nation (currently less than 10 percent for conventional coffee and about
15 percent for fair trade) at least to its level prior to the collapse of the
International Coffee Agreement in 1989—approximately 33 percent.1

There is no rational or moral justification for the enormous profits that
have been reaped by the coffee industry in the post-ICA era, much less
during the recent devastating coffee crisis—and the fair-trade system cer-
tainly should not be replicating this pattern.

As an alternative to the first recommendation to raise the base price,
then, the fair-trade system could instead require retailers to return one-
third of the retail price, on average, directly to producer organizations.
The resulting US$2.00 to $4.00 per pound of coffee (in 2005 dollars)
would go further than a marginally higher base price in providing mean-
ingful social and environmental improvements in producer communities.
In this process, however, businesses that sell a high percentage of fair-
trade products should pay less per pound than those who are merely dab-
bling in fair trade, so that buyers have an additional incentive to increase
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fair-trade purchase levels. Another way to increase the fairness of fair
trade is to mandate that producers have an economic stake in the retailing
of their products in the North—in other words, a share of the value added.
This is the approach of a few innovative fair-trade initiatives, such as the
Day Chocolate Company in the United Kingdom, in which the cocoa
producers hold one-third equity ownership.

Reduce Entry Barriers to Fair Trade

Several factors conspire to exclude many small producers who would like
to participate in fair trade, including the costs of organic certification,
the new fees for fair-trade certification, and even the high quality stan-
dards. The fair-trade system needs to be made more inclusive, open to a
much larger body of marginalized producers. Part of the licensing fees
paid by fair-trade importers, roasters, and retailers should be directed to
comprehensive quality training programs to help producer organizations
improve harvesting and processing to meet the demands of the organic
and specialty commodities markets.

Clearly, to support the entry of new small producer organizations and
spread the benefits more broadly, demand for fairly traded products must
increase. Inadequate demand for fair-trade coffee has for many years cre-
ated a virtual lockout of new organizations from the fair-trade register.
However, the means to resolve this are well within the movement’s grasp,
and they begin with setting the bar higher for the companies that receive
certification, so that their fair-trade purchases begin at a higher level and
rise far more quickly (see “Protect Fair Trade against Dilution and Co-
optation,” below).

Address Demands of Organic Certification

While the costs of fair-trade certification have long been borne by North-
ern importers and retailers (until FLO’s 2004 policy shift), the costs of
organic certification and inspection have typically been met by the pro-
ducers. These costs hit small organizations harder than large ones and
are prohibitive for most individual farmers. Because the environmental
services provided by organic production of coffee and other crops, es-
pecially tree crops (including biodiversity conservation, bird and other
wildlife habitat, erosion control, and carbon sequestration), are consid-
ered so important in global ecological terms, producers should be com-
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pensated financially for the additional costs, labor demands, and lost pro-
ductivity involved in going organic and keeping the certification. A com-
prehensive international system of subsidies should be designed to cover
at least the multiyear transition period, during which farmers often see
a drop in yields but do not yet receive the higher prices for full organic
certification. This recommendation clearly extends beyond the fair-trade
movement: it needs to be addressed by environmental NGOs, interna-
tional development organizations, and governments alike.

Because organic certification is now a virtual requirement for selling
fair-trade coffee, the loss of that certification is a Damoclean sword
hanging over producer organizations, and it represents financial ruin
for farmer families and communities who unintentionally run afoul of
the standards. Organic standards, set in the Northern consumer nations,
are becoming increasingly onerous and even punitive (especially those
of the European Union), and fair-trade producer organizations have had
to greatly increase their staff costs and alter their organizational struc-
tures in order to stay in compliance.2 Fair-trade and organic certifiers
need to tackle these problems jointly. In particular, the constant threat
of decertification must be reduced, and specific organic requirements
need to be reexamined to balance the benefits they provide to Northern
consumers (who are concerned about their health and the environment)
with the burdens they impose on Southern producers. For example, the
soon-to-be-implemented European requirement that organic commod-
ity producers must also convert their own subsistence food plots to or-
ganic methods—without any compensation for the lost yields or addi-
tional labor this entails, and despite the fact that those crops are not
destined for the European market—should be shelved. While such a re-
quirement might be intended to placate German shoppers, it reveals a
fundamental ignorance of the conditions of Guatemalan or Ghanaian
peasant farmers.

Organic certifiers must follow the principle that no new requirements
should be imposed on producers in the absence of solid justification and—
critically—financial compensation in advance for the costs or losses such
higher standards will entail. Producer organizations must also have an
effective means to provide input to certifiers regarding how organic stan-
dards affect producers and how the standards can be improved. The or-
ganic movement also needs to hasten the development of national and
regional certification bodies to replace the Europeans and U.S. citizens
who still conduct inspections of many peasant farms in the global South,
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a culturally loaded and highly expensive endeavor. Several such national
certifiers are already in operation, largely in Latin America, and they have
reduced inspection costs substantially for producer groups.

strengthening the movement

Address the Balance of Power within Fair Trade

The fair-trade system was created to equalize market power for disad-
vantaged Southern producers, yet the governance structures of fair-trade
organizations do not adequately reflect that ethic of equality. Although
there are exceptions, such as the largely craft-oriented International Fed-
eration for Alternative Trade (IFAT), the key institutions setting the rules
for commodity fair trade are functionally controlled by Northern inter-
ests. In FLO, for example, importers and retailers exert the predominant
influence on policy, while Southern producer groups hold only a small
minority of votes. Transfair USA does not have a formal mechanism to
respond to input from producers, and—unlike its European counterparts—
it has no representation from NGOs or civil society on its board of di-
rectors.3 Because of the geographic distances involved and the substan-
tial economic power of the commercial players now entering the system,
critics within fair trade are warning that both Southern voices and the
perspectives of movement-oriented Northern players (businesses and ac-
tivist groups) in these venues have been virtually drowned out.

The fair-trade certifiers need to adhere to their own stated principles
and restructure their governance mechanisms to include producer groups,
as well as key fair-trade NGOs and activist organizations, as equal par-
ticipants with commensurate voting rights. Such a step would surely be
resisted by some actors in the system, but it would begin to address griev-
ances by some Southern groups that they are “acted on” by FLO and
that its directives are increasingly out of touch with small producer in-
terests. An example is FLO’s recent decision to require producer orga-
nizations to pay the costs of fair-trade certification.4 Surely those who
will bear these costs ought to have a meaningful role in such a decision.

Northern fair-trade businesses also need to go beyond merely buying
from producer groups at the minimum price and move toward including
them as business partners or co-owners. FLO should seriously consider
establishing a minimum percentage standard for profit sharing by—or
producer equity ownership in—Northern businesses that sell fair-trade
products. Pauline Tiffen, a fair-trade consultant and cofounder of the Day
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Chocolate Company, which makes Divine Chocolate, explains that the
company’s model generates financial benefits for producers that extend
well beyond the fair-trade minimum cocoa price: “Profit follows equity.
So that . . . getting whatever is determined to be a fair price for [cocoa]
beans, as we know, in most commodities, even though that’s a good
thing, . . . is a very small percentage of the story in any finished product.
And the brand equity in a product brings value that is way beyond the
nuts and bolts of roasting, shipping, insurance, even marketing spent.”5

Replicating such a model would allow producer groups to capture
more of the value added, reduce their vulnerability to volatile commod-
ity prices, gain experience in the retail end of the market, and operate as
true partners rather than merely recipients of premiums. More impor-
tant, it represents the next logical step in enhancing the economic fair-
ness of fair trade.

Protect Fair Trade against Dilution and Co-optation

The fair-trade movement needs to take a hard look at the role of its profit-
oriented corporate partners. These retailers hold the potential to expand
fair-trade sales significantly, but at the same time they are provoking an
identity crisis within the movement, diluting the integrity of the fair-trade
seal and threatening its future legitimacy. What good will it do to have
Nestlé displaying the fair-trade seal on a tiny portion of its coffee if the
company ultimately succeeds in confusing consumers and undermining
their confidence in the integrity of fair trade overall? If fair traders are
going to dance with the devil, they must first recognize that it is a devil—
motivated primarily by greed, not altruism—and set firm rules for the
relationship. The national certifiers and FLO need to place far stricter
conditions on these profit-driven participants, and indeed on all fair-trade
marketers.

Specifically, FLO should establish a minimum percentage of a com-
pany’s supply chain that must be purchased from fair-trade sources in or-
der for the company to earn the right to use the seal. It should also mandate
a series of steps to raise that percentage on a yearly basis. Noncompli-
ance must carry well-defined consequences: warnings followed by de-
certification. These criteria must apply equally to all participants: no spe-
cial deals should be cut between certifiers and any company, no matter
how big. Would such tighter conditions deter some large multinationals
from entering fair trade? Very possibly. However, this would be a healthy
development. It would allow the movement to slow its growth to a sus-
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tainable pace and to engage in much-needed soul-searching about means
and ends. If fair trade puts its own house in order, it will be stronger in
the long run, and the large companies will eventually come knocking and
asking to participate, even under these stricter, more meaningful rules.

These strengthened standards should include a requirement that all par-
ticipants adhere to the principle of full transparency. For FLO to insist
that producer organizations open their books for scrutiny by any party,
yet at the same time allow Procter & Gamble to keep its books closed
and obscure the actual percentage of its purchases that occur on fair-trade
terms, on the grounds that such information constitutes a trade secret, is
a blatant double standard that misleads consumers and makes a mock-
ery of the system’s values. FLO needs to create a publicly accessible Inter-
net database that makes current and historical fair-trade sales data avail-
able to all—including sales levels, the percentage of company purchases
that occur on fair-trade terms, and the profits earned on fair-trade sales.
Furthermore, FLO should engage in careful study of the implications for
the fair-trade seal—and consumer confidence—of any future certification
deals with large transnational companies before they are consummated.

The fair-trade system also needs to allow consumers to differentiate
between movement-oriented participants who sell 100 percent fair-trade
products or take additional actions to return capital to producers (such
as co-ownership or profit sharing), on the one hand, and profit-driven
players who participate at token levels, on the other. One step in this di-
rection would be the creation of a distinct “100 Percent Fair Trade” or
“Fair-Trade Gold” label. The movement needs to develop strategies (in-
cluding graduated increases in fair-trade sales percentages, as mentioned
above) to induce the profit-oriented companies to move beyond a per-
petual niche market and encourage fair trade across the board. Accord-
ing to Jerónimo Pruijn of Comercio Justo México, this is not merely a
good goal but in fact essential to fair trade’s survival: “What’s clear is
that—especially in products with volumes as large as in coffee, corn, et
cetera—you cannot think only about niche markets. If we’re not care-
ful, what’s going to happen is that with fair trade we’ll create, within the
world of small producers, a little island with 5 percent of those small
producers in an ivory tower, happy with their lives. . . . But this doesn’t
resolve the problem; in fact, it can lead the rest of the producers to turn
against them.”6

Although large corporate licensees may have the trading volumes nec-
essary to make fair trade grow beyond a niche market, they have no real
interest in doing so. The movement needs to develop better structural
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protections against the co-optation and dilution of fair trade by parties
who do not have its long-term interests at heart. This task, sadly, cannot
be entrusted only to fair-trade certifiers, who have shown that they are
easily swayed by the power of large commercial players. Fair trade also
needs independent watchdogs, and the NGOs and activist groups who
form the movement’s conscience are best suited to guard the henhouse.

Finally, a moratorium should be placed on the fair-trade certification
of agribusiness plantations. This crucial issue needs to be addressed in a
broad, participatory forum involving all segments of the movement, with-
out the pressure of FLO changing the terms of the discussion by contin-
uing to bring industrial growers into the system. While international trade
unions understandably view fair-trade certification as an opportunity to
hold large corporations accountable for the treatment of their waged
workers, another venue or label may be more appropriate for dealing
with the issue of large-scale hired labor. The fair-trade system was de-
signed around peasant farmers of primary commodities, and the tensions
between these two modalities may prove unmanageable. In particular,
the movement needs to consider the effect that certifying plantations will
have on the livelihoods of small farmers who produce the same crops. It
is unacceptable to pit exploited banana workers against impoverished
peasant banana farmers. If certifying Chiquita means that small producers
are shut out or priced out of the market they helped create, the cost is
too high. In the future, and under specific conditions, bringing some plan-
tations into the fair-trade system might be appropriate. However, these
should be long-term strategic decisions, taken carefully, with full demo-
cratic input from those who will be most affected.

interacting with the market

Deal with Differences over Relationship to the Market

Different participants in the fair-trade movement, as I show in chapter
1, have very distinct understandings of its central purpose: market ac-
cess, market reform, or market transformation. Although there is room
under the big fair-trade tent for all these approaches, the movement must
openly address the divergences. Fair-trade advocates need to acknowl-
edge the difference between working with transnational corporate ac-
tors and conventional supply chains on the one hand, and truly alterna-
tive entities and trading mechanisms on the other. They need to recognize
that there are multiple ways to expand the market. A one-pound bag of
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fair-trade coffee, for example, can reach consumers at mainstream su-
permarkets either under a 100 percent fair-trade label such as Peace Cof-
fee or under the Starbucks mermaid logo. Although each of these bags
returns the same amount of capital to producer organizations, they are
not the same. Jonathan Rosenthal, who is currently developing a 100 per-
cent fair-trade banana-exporting initiative, describes the distinction this
way: “It’s going to require us to be good at explaining to people why a
Chiquita fair-trade banana is a good thing, and our fair-trade banana is
a better thing. And yeah, any fair trade is better than no fair trade, but
high-road fair trade is better than token, corporate fair trade.”7 The key
point is that the marketness of fair trade does matter; the movement can
no longer sidestep this issue.

As certifiers increasingly bring large commercial players into the sys-
tem with the goal of increased volume, more and more fair-trade goods
pass through the supply chains and intermediaries of the conventional
global market (exporters, brokers, importers, and corporate roaster-re-
tailers), rather than the shorter, fairer chains that ostensibly distinguish
fair markets. The movement needs to take a hard look at how it aims to
move toward fully fair commodity trade. Is the goal simply to increase
sales and market share under any brand label, while returning a fixed 15
percent of the purchase price to producers? Or should it also be to forge
new kinds of trading institutions that depart even further from the tra-
ditional distribution of responsibility, power, and benefit within the com-
modity chain? Innovative co-ownership models like the Day Chocolate
Company show that we can go far beyond “traditional” fair-trade arrange-
ments in balancing international economic exchange. The fair-trade move-
ment needs to promote and replicate such models and should design stan-
dards for ownership or profit sharing by Southern producers.

The tensions within the movement between these different takes on
fair trade’s purpose are not likely to disappear any time soon. Nor, ar-
guably, should they: one of the greatest strengths of many successful so-
cial movements is their diversity. Yet, if fair trade is to move forward,
these different horses need to be pulling in roughly the same direction.
Fair trade will benefit greatly from a new level of internal dialogue and
frankness on these important questions.

Strengthen Links with Global-Justice Movements

Clearly, many fair traders, particularly those in the “market-access”
school, are not critics of capitalism. Some fair-trade participants, of course,
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are transnational corporations. But for those people who are deeply trou-
bled by the violent social, cultural, and environmental effects of free trade
and neoliberal economic policies, how can they marry their tangible,
hands-on support for fairly traded coffee, tea, bananas, and chocolate
with their convictions that something far deeper must be done?

Part of the response lies in the kind of consumer education needed to
build both awareness of fair trade and demand for the products. In ex-
plaining why unfair trade is harmful, the fair-trade movement has an
opportunity—and, I believe, an obligation—to examine the broader dy-
namics of economic injustice and the ways they are embodied in insti-
tutions such as the World Trade Organization that govern global com-
merce. Consumers who learn about the lived experiences of Southern
producers and agricultural laborers can more readily connect fair trade
with movements to end sweatshops or with efforts to halt further “free”-
trade agreements such as the proposed Free Trade Area of the Americas
(FTAA). In making these links, fair trade would come to assume a more
natural place in the global-justice movement. Indeed, many fair-trade
groups—for example, the Student Trade Justice Campaign, United Stu-
dents for Fair Trade, and Oxfam, among others—explicitly link such ac-
tivism to their work with Southern producers. Marc Bontemps, the di-
rector of Oxfam Wereldwinkels in Belgium, expresses this connection:

I want to change the world through structural changes. How to do this? 
By campaigning—and campaigning for me goes beyond the nice stories 
of how poor our producer partners are and what a wonderful price we 
are offering them. This is P.R., not campaigning. First, campaigning means
influencing political decision making, trying to convince them to change 
the rules of the game. Campaigning means putting pressure on the bad guys
of the multinationals to change their practices using consumer power. . . .
So, for me, the identity of Fair Trade in the north is being a trader with
vision and values towards structural changes, with a practice of concrete
partnership with the south. . . . [O]ur identity lies in being a movement 
for change.8

Although a diversity of viewpoints within the movement is healthy, fail-
ure to meaningfully debate these issues—for example, closing off dis-
cussion with the assertion that trade-policy activism is somehow incom-
patible with or “too political” to mix with commodity fair trade—is
surely not constructive. Finally, the movement needs to analyze how the
rules of the WTO and other “free”-trade agreements affect the actual
practice of commodity fair trade. According to Melissa Schweisguth, the
tie is a direct one: “Fair-trade groups need to be honest and say, ‘You
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know, what’s really holding us up, and what’s making us bust our rears,
is these trade policies. And as long as those trade policies are in place, as
long as the WTO is still making the rules, we’re going to be running on
this rat wheel, to promote fair-trade coffee this year, then bananas, then
sugar, then rice.’”9 The market-breaking and market-reform camps in
fair trade will do well to push discussions of these issues with their col-
leagues who take a less systemic view.

Clarify the Goals of Fair Trade

Where is fair trade headed? Because of participants’ deep differences in
philosophy and strategy, it’s hard to say. The movement needs to exam-
ine what the goals of fair trade are and decide how it will know it is mov-
ing in the right direction. Will success be defined by reaching specific sales
or growth benchmarks? By certifying all of the major transnationals in
a given commodity, at whatever purchase level? By returning a certain
target amount of money yearly to producer communities? Will fair trade
have succeeded if it captures a solid niche market—say, 5 percent of the
national markets in each fair-trade product? Or should it aim for 100
percent fair trade in specific commodities? For Jonathan Rosenthal, a suc-
cessful future would require carefully examining fair trade’s current struc-
tures and their impact relative to its foundational values of social and
economic justice: “Where you start is slowing down to tell the truth. And
that is structural. It’s about saying, OK, here’s what Starbucks earns out
of a pound of coffee; here’s the income and lifestyle of people who work
for Starbucks, from the CEO to a barista, here’s what the shareholders
get, here’s what coffee farmers are getting. Where do we want to be in
20, 50, 100 years? What kind of life should coffee farmers have, what
kind of life should shareholders have—how are we going to make that
happen?”10

People who are concerned about the future of fair trade—consumers,
students, people of faith, trade activists, environmentalists, and others—
owe it to producers and to each other to ask those questions and to push
the movement’s key institutions, particularly national and international
certifiers, to reform the system so that its rhetoric of fairness is indeed
matched by reality.
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Conclusion

I can congratulate myself for not buying cocoa produced 
by slaves, but my purchases of fairly traded cocoa do not
help me bring the slave trade to an end, because they don’t
prevent other people from buying chocolate whose produc-
tion relies on slavery. This is not to say that voluntary fair
trade is pointless—it has distributed wealth to impoverished
people—simply that, while it encourages good practice, it
does not discourage bad practice.

George Monbiot, Manifesto for a New World Order

A lot of the global-justice work is about fighting the rising
tide of inequality and immiseration. And fair trade is about
embracing positive change and hopeful change. That’s very
nice in a world where increasingly there are a lot of things to
feel bad about, from natural disaster to human-made disaster.
Fair trade is hopeful.

Jonathan Rosenthal, director, Just Works

Before discussing further the road that lies ahead for fair trade, let us re-
turn to some of the key points about its effectiveness and principles. The
first is the issue of what fair trade accomplishes for the small farmers
who were the reason for its creation. In Yagavila and Teotlasco, Oaxaca,
the coffee producers who belong to organizations participating in the
fair-trade market clearly receive real and significant benefits—social, eco-
nomic, and environmental—even in the midst of a severe price crisis. Fair
trade is redirecting additional capital to these Zapotec peasant house-
holds, and in the process it is buying them, and their communities, some
extra breathing room. Compared with their conventional neighbors, the
Michiza member families who participate in fair trade are more food se-
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cure and less indebted, have higher gross incomes, engage in more en-
vironmentally beneficial organic coffee farming methods (and spread
those methods beyond coffee plots to their milpas), generate more paid
work for local people, and are more likely to continue growing coffee
than to abandon or raze their shade-coffee plots. These differences are
evidence that fair trade does indeed constitute a fairer, more sustainable
market.

However, these mountain communities also clearly illustrate the lim-
itations of fair trade. The minimum prices do not represent a compelling
enough incentive for many families to take on the harder work and higher
labor costs involved in joining a producer organization like Michiza. Fair
trade’s guaranteed minimum price—virtually static since the move-
ment’s inception—does not fully reach producers and has lost value to
inflation. In some cases the amount Michiza members receive does not
even cover their costs of production. Under these conditions, to expect
families who are barely breaking even to subsidize organic coffee pro-
duction from their meager earnings is surely no recipe for fair trade’s
long-term sustainability. The costs and exigencies of high (and rising) in-
ternational organic standards are also changing traditional household la-
bor arrangements, communal work patterns, and producer organizations’
staff requirements. These and other factors stand in the way of realizing
the premise that the system provides a living wage to peasant farmers.

The second issue is fair trade’s relationship to the broader global mar-
ket. Fair trade is not monolithic, and not all fair traders agree on its main
purpose. The movement’s divided historical roots, in both radical de-
velopment activism and reform-oriented charities, have in part set the
stage for the struggles that fair trade is currently undergoing. Unexam-
ined tensions between the market-access, market-reform, and market-
breaking wings of the movement have led to differences over tactics,
strategy, and, most important, long-term goals. Does fair trade indeed
form, to use Polanyi’s terminology, part of a broader movement of “self-
protection” to re-regulate and check the effects of the market economy?
The answer depends on whom one talks with.

These differences have come to the fore as the fair-trade movement en-
ters a period of phenomenal growth and is enrolling some of the biggest
transnational corporations in its coalition. Yet the movement still lacks a
common understanding about the true nature of these new partners and
the possibilities—and threats—they represent for fair trade. Increasingly,
fair-trade retailers are composed of two distinct blocs of participants, who
differ greatly in what Fred Block would term their marketness. Because
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transnationals like Starbucks, Procter & Gamble, and Chiquita struc-
turally value price and profit above all other considerations—because they
epitomize high marketness and high instrumentalism—their motivations
for entering fair trade are fundamentally at odds with those of movement-
oriented entities such as Equal Exchange Coffee or the Day Chocolate
Company. Not even the best corporate social-responsibility department
can obscure this fact.

The same tension also arises with respect to the question of whether
fair trade should primarily be about constructing new, truly alternative
trading institutions that respond to a different market logic (such as co-
operative workplaces, profit sharing and co-ownership between North
and South, and other models that have yet to be created), or about work-
ing with mainstream market participants and within existing commod-
ity-chain structures. Whether fair trade can maintain its guiding princi-
ple of low marketness—the foundational notion that consumers will
support an alternative market whose signals are primarily about ethical
and social values, and only secondarily about price—will ultimately de-
pend on the vigilance of its movement-oriented founders and proponents.

A third issue is how corporate participation changes the nature of fair
trade. Rather than closing itself off to the mainstream market altogether,
the fair-trade movement needs to be much clearer about who is con-
trolling the interaction. Corporate participants must be held to firm, high
standards if they are to be allowed to enter into fair trade and reap the
accompanying public-relations bonanza. Such standards—detailed in the
previous chapter—would reduce the marketness of fair trade to some ex-
tent, partly severing the supply of fair trade from the demand. In essence,
Nestlé and Starbucks would be required to adopt fair sourcing practices
for a steadily increasing portion of their supply chains, whether or not
consumers were directly demanding it. It is possible that raising the bar
in this manner might slow the growth of fair trade for a time, but if the
movement can enhance its strength and integrity, it will be far more ef-
fective over the long term.

————

By purchasing fair-trade products, consumers are certainly helping to gen-
erate important social benefits for farmers and supporting a more sus-
tainable market alternative. As more people learn about and engage with
fair trade, additional producers and communities will gain access to these
benefits. However, this alternative can, and must, be made far fairer. The
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growth of the fair-trade system has generated deep contradictions, which,
unless they are remedied, threaten to undermine the label’s legitimacy, its
effectiveness, and even its future. While doing the important work of ex-
panding demand for fairly traded products, consumers also need to push
for internal reforms that will reconnect fair trade with its roots as a social
movement that prioritizes questions of justice.

How should the movement handle the fact that the public image of fair
trade does not always square with the complex reality? Should certifiers
explain to shoppers, for example, that coffee farmers do not actually re-
ceive the entire fair-trade base price? That the net household income of
fair-trade producers is, in some cases, virtually identical to that of their
conventional neighbors, but there are important differences in several
other areas, and both groups still consider the fair-trade families to be
better off? That certifying plantations with waged workers is different
from certifying small producer cooperatives, even though the same seal
is placed on the products of both? “One of our biggest challenges,” says
Jonathan Rosenthal,

is that fair trade . . . isn’t particularly fair. It’s much better, and it can be
very powerful relative to what the alternative is—business as usual. But 
if I look at the way that I live, and the way a coffee farmer lives in Nicara-
gua, say—what’s fair about their life compared to my life? How can you
say this is fair trade, almost as if it’s enough? . . . What does it mean that
your small farmers earn $1,200 a year, and we earn less than normal in the
United States, but are earning $30,000, $60,000, $100,000, whatever? Of
course it’s very idealistic, but there’s a way that we’re not really acknowl-
edging reality in fair trade. We’re so concerned with marketing and brands
that we almost overlook the human reality of what we’re talking about. . . .
In the rush to grow fair trade, we are increasingly not willing to tell the truth.
And that, to me, goes against the very heart of what fair trade is about. We’re
nothing if we’re not telling the truth. That’s the most radical act we can 
do, in my opinion. More important by far than paying a minimum price, 
or any of the other things.1

The more fair trade’s future can be charted with real participation from
its ideologically oriented founders and proponents, the more likely it is
that such deep reflection and honesty will actually occur.

The example of Yagavila and Teotlasco illustrates the tangible benefits
fair trade can generate, but also the challenges that small producers and
rural communities encounter as they interact with international high-
value niche commodities markets such as certified fair-trade and organic
coffee. It also shows the limits of fair trade—as it is currently structured—
in reducing poverty and delivering social justice. It is my hope that this
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complex picture will stimulate critical reflection and real discussion
among fair-trade activists, consumers, businesspeople, academics, and
others about how to make fair trade not just bigger, but fairer.

————

Can fair trade truly become a force to make all trade fair? The answer
hinges on many other issues, including whether the movement is will-
ing to investigate the effect of international economic policies and in-
stitutions on fair trade in commodities. The former WTO director gen-
eral Renato Ruggiero, in a moment of candor, acknowledged the extent
of his organization’s aims: “We are now writing the constitution of 
the global economy.”2 What does this brave new global government—
accountable only to its wealthiest and most powerful constituents—mean
for the fair trade movement’s more modest efforts to mitigate the injus-
tice in international commodities trade? What does the neoliberal agenda
portend for fair trade as it is currently structured? The Indian scientist
Vandana Shiva, speaking on a sweltering rooftop in Cancún, only a few
miles from where the WTO ministers were meeting, framed the dilemma
succinctly:

In the short run, while we have inequality in the world, while so many
people in the North are rich, and most people in the South are poor, some
fair-trade initiatives might survive, in the short run, by trading partnerships
between consumers in the North and producers in the South. But as this
[neoliberal] economic model unfolds, most people will have their liveli-
hoods lost. Most people will have their economic security lost. And then,
the low, artificially low prices of agribusiness-dominated agriculture will
make fair trade such a luxury that it will start to shrink again.3

The difficult truth is this: we cannot rely on the market to provide
economic and social justice. Nonstate regulation such as fair trade is use-
ful and important, but alone it is insufficient. Markets, as Polanyi saw
clearly sixty years ago, must be forced to subordinate profit to any so-
cially valuable functions they might also serve. Only concerted action by
states and other global institutions—pushed by organized civil society
and grassroots movements—will ultimately be able to counteract the
harmful effects of global free trade and rein in corporate power. In con-
crete terms, this means re-regulating trade and economic activity at the
national and international levels and enshrining in law firm, enforceable
minimum standards for social, labor, and environmental practices. These
issues need to be written into—indeed, they must form the basis of—
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any future economic and trade pacts. Only by such measures will these
agreements and institutions cease to fuel a devastating race to the bot-
tom, and become instead a force for upward harmonization.

In fact, this sort of binding regulation is exactly what the corporate
world fears most. In her discussion of corporate codes of conduct in the
apparel industry, Naomi Klein observes that “the subtext of the codes is
a settled hostility toward the idea that citizens can—through unions, laws
and international treaties—take control of their own labor conditions
and of the ecological impact of industrialization.” These companies, she
notes, prefer even codes with teeth to meaningful legal regulation:

Global labor and environmental standards should be regulated by laws 
and governments—not by a consortium of transnational corporations and
their accountants, all following the advice of their PR firms. The bottom
line is that corporate codes of conduct—whether drafted by individual
companies or by groups of them, whether independently monitored mecha-
nisms or useless pieces of paper—are not democratically controlled laws.
Nor even the toughest self-imposed code can put the multinationals in the
position of submitting to collective outside authority. On the contrary, it
gives them unprecedented power of another sort: the power to draft their
own privatized legal systems, to investigate and police themselves, as quasi
nation-states.4

Fair trade—with its internationally defined standards and indepen-
dent certification—is not identical to a corporate code of conduct. But
from the vantage point of the boardroom of Starbucks or Nestlé, fair
trade may pose the very same kind of inconvenient social-responsibility
hassle that a code of conduct does—a process to co-opt or cooperate
minimally with, if it cannot be ignored. But what matters most to these
companies, continues Klein, is to keep such issues out of binding na-
tional and international forums where they really stand to lose control:
“So this is a power struggle, make no mistake. In an editorial in The
Journal of Commerce, codes of conduct are explicitly presented to em-
ployers as a less threatening alternative to externally imposed regula-
tion. ‘The voluntary code helps diffuse a contentious issue in interna-
tional trade agreements. If . . . the sweatshop problem is solved outside
the trade context, labor standards will no longer be tools in the hands
of the protectionists.’”5

The task for fair traders, then, is to join with these efforts toward gen-
uine corporate accountability, to explicitly hitch their wagon to the
broader movement for global economic justice. But in what venues might
this sort of economic re-regulation—the outlawing of the “bad practice”
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to which George Monbiot refers at the start of this chapter—be enacted?
Clearly, one of the front lines is the WTO and other binding trade insti-
tutions and agreements, such as the proposed Free Trade Area of the
Americas. The demands of anti-WTO activists to “fix it or nix it”—that
is, either to make the WTO a force for toughening rather than eviscer-
ating labor, environmental, cultural, and other protections, or else to elim-
inate it entirely—provide a very rough but useful road map in this re-
gard. Another important forum is the International Labor Organization
of the United Nations. If they were actually observed, the ILO conven-
tions would represent the strongest international guarantees for the rights
of labor (not to mention indigenous communities) in existence. Beyond
that, we can perhaps look to UNCTAD, the United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development. Originally the home of all international com-
modity-trade agreements, UNCTAD was founded by some of the more
progressive postwar elements in the international system, and still exists,
albeit in weakened form. In addition, the principles of the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights serve as an important standard for placing human
needs over and above private gain.

But maybe we should get ahold of ourselves here. Most national gov-
ernments currently suffer from a high degree of regulatory capture, and
are not exactly inclined to hinder corporate behavior in favor of citizen
well-being. “States,” writes René de Schutter, “are merely the guaran-
tors of corporate actions, their sales representatives in international
diplomacy, and often their financing bodies as well.”6 The struggle for
global economic re-regulation is a monumental one, and the stakes are
enormous.

Furthermore, many advocates assert that these kinds of demands for
change are unrealistic, and unfair to the fair-trade movement. Isn’t it im-
possibly idealistic to expect fair trade to address more than one piece of
the puzzle? The fair-trade movement, they argue, is about constructing
a viable alternative; it has never claimed to be capable of resolving the
deeper systemic injustices of the global economy.

Perhaps. Yet how much of a choice do we really have? The global econ-
omy is not static: the livelihoods of peasant producers worldwide are con-
tinuing to erode, often despite the best efforts of fair traders. To borrow
the title of a book by the historian Howard Zinn, “You can’t be neutral
on a moving train.” If fair traders and consumers do not actively work
to redirect this particular train, they will have assented to the direction in
which it is now heading. Unless fair trade explicitly ties itself both to the
creation of alternative trading institutions and to broader movements for
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global economic justice, its impact will remain confined to isolated house-
holds, communities, and niches, and it might indeed become irrelevant in
the face of the larger effects of corporate-led economic globalization.

All trade, in the end, must be made fair. It won’t be an easy struggle,
but it is unavoidable. The current international trade regime is hurting—
and in some cases even killing—peasant farmers, waged laborers, and
their families across the global South. This, then, is the challenge for fair
trade: its modest, tangible commodity initiatives must be tied to the
process of changing the ground rules for the world economy. “In the long
run,” insists Vandana Shiva, “I want to see all trade fair. That’s why the
rules of the WTO need to change. We can’t be the marginals, this must
be the mainstream. That must be made marginal.”7

Ultimately—although this view runs counter to the dominant ideol-
ogy of the times—we are first and foremost citizens, not merely con-
sumers. To choose to work toward a more equal, inclusive, democratic
economy and polity may be the most transformative step one can take
in any society. Whether such a vision becomes reality in our lifetimes is
less important than being clear about which road to take. “What are the
odds that we’re going to have a trade system fully based on fairness?”
asks Rink Dickinson. “I’d say, extremely low. But what are the odds that
we’ll have that system created and driven by multinationals? Zero-point-
zero percent. That will never, ever, ever happen. The only way you’re go-
ing to possibly get there is, you need to build an alternative system.”8

Building a trading system that is genuinely alternative, inclusive, and
just—this is the path that holds the greatest promise for fulfilling the
promise of fair trade.
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Appendix
Research Methods

The research on which Brewing Justice is based took place over a period
of four years and in a range of locations along the coffee commodity
chain, from steep shade-coffee plots in Oaxaca to upscale coffee shops
in the United States, and from bare-bones producer-organization offices
to the cushier headquarters of Northern NGOs. In focusing on a wide
variety of people and places in both the transnational fair-trade network
and the conventional coffee chain, the study constitutes what the an-
thropologist George Marcus describes as a multisited ethnography. With
this approach, says Marcus, “ethnography moves from its conventional
single-site location . . . to multiple sites of observation and participation
that cross-cut dichotomies such as the ‘local’ and the ‘global.’”1

This appendix, however, focuses primarily on one portion of the larger
project: the case-study field research with coffee producers in Yagavila
and Teotlasco. It describes how I conducted the study and discusses some
of the issues and challenges that arose during the process. My goal was
to gauge the effects—social and economic, as well as environmental—
on small producers of participation in the fair-trade system. Given the
near absence of empirical data comparing fair-trade producers to their
counterparts in the conventional market, I hoped to fill in some gaps in
our understanding of the potential of alternative market systems to im-
prove conditions for disadvantaged peasant farmers, to sustain the eco-
logical services provided by their biodiverse and/or organic agricultural
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practices, and to strengthen their hand in their dealings with global com-
modity markets.

The field research took place from October 2001 to August 2003, a
period that coincided with a progressively severe worldwide crisis in cof-
fee prices. I made five visits to the villages of Yagavila and Teotlasco in
Oaxaca.

research time line

I had aimed to establish a working relationship with a coffee producer
organization that sold a majority of its coffee on the international fair-
trade market and whose members would be illustrative of the benefits
that small peasant coffee producers receive from participating in the fair-
trade system. In my initial research visit, from October to December
2001, I met with previous contacts in fair-trade organizations in Mex-
ico City, who in turn provided additional contacts in coffee-producer
groups and NGOs in Oaxaca City. I had also had two previous contacts
with members of Oaxacan producer organizations from fair-trade ad-
vocacy work in Wisconsin.

Several of my contacts recommended establishing a relationship with
the independent producer organization Michiza, and I was eventually
introduced to a member of Michiza’s staff directiva, who expressed in-
terest in working with me. After two meetings at the Michiza offices with
the entire eight-member directiva, we agreed that they would facilitate
my research and allow me access to their members in coffee-growing com-
munities as well as to the organization’s production and financial records.
In November and December 2001, I accompanied two members of
Michiza’s directiva to Yaviche, a coffee-growing community in the east-
ern part of the Rincón region of the Sierra Juárez, to attend a preharvest
training session, which provided my first exposure to the organization’s
culture, its process, and its members.

In April 2002, I attended a statewide assembly of Michiza’s producer
delegates. I presented my proposed research and asked the assembly for
permission to conduct my fieldwork among Michiza members. After ap-
proving my request, the assembly voted to “send” me to the Zapoteca
II region, in a different part of the Rincón from the area I had previously
visited. This region, composed entirely of Zapotec indigenous commu-
nities, contains five villages where Michiza has active members. After
making two initial field visits to this region in April and May, I opted to
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focus my research on the two contiguous villages of Yagavila and Teo-
tlasco, because transportation between communities is quite difficult.
These villages are only 1.5 kilometers apart (fifteen to twenty minutes
by foot), though each is a distinct indigenous community with its own
land area and title, communal government, and economic dynamics. By
choosing to work in two villages, I hoped to capture some of the vari-
ability in the region and reduce the risk that peculiarities in just one com-
munity would reduce the study’s validity.

On arriving in the Rincón, I was received by the two leaders of Mi-
chiza’s community-level organizations and stayed for a time with their
families. This afforded an invaluable opportunity for participant and non-
participant observation of daily household activities and for ongoing dis-
cussions of the dynamics of the community, the coffee-price crisis, and
the details of coffee growing and production.

Yagavila and Teotlasco, like most indigenous communities (comuni-
dades agrarias) in Mexico, exhibit many of the characteristics of “closed
corporate communities.”2 All land here is held communally, and no pri-
vate property exists (although family usufruct and inheritance of specific
land parcels is common). To stay and work in the community, I needed
official permission from the two parallel sets of communal authorities in
each village: the comisariado de bienes comunales, or communal lands
council, and the agente municipal, or village president. After presenting
official letters of support from my university and from Michiza, and with
the backing of my local Michiza hosts, I received permission. I also pre-
sented my project and myself to the village-level membership of Michiza
at meetings in both Teotlasco and Yagavila, as well as to a regional meet-
ing of representatives from all five Michiza member communities in the
remote village of Tiltepec. These numerous requirements were essential
for establishing me as a trustworthy outsider who had the backing of the
organization.

Although almost all the inhabitants of these villages speak Zapoteco
as their first language, virtually all men (and most women under sixty
years of age) also speak Spanish.3 All of my interviews and surveys were
conducted in Spanish; in the two cases where the respondents’ Spanish
was limited, the president of the Michiza village organization in Teotlasco
accompanied me as an interpreter.

During my first field visit to Yagavila and Teotlasco in April 2002, I
identified a number of key participants—people with significant or spe-
cialized knowledge about the villages and the coffee organizations—and
conducted open-ended and semistructured interviews with them. I also
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observed a series of activities related to coffee production and visited plots
with several Michiza members to observe their coffee and food crops.
During these visits we discussed their agricultural activities and the
specific tasks involved in coffee production. In May 2002 I returned to
both communities and carried out extended interviews with the original
key participants and a larger number of Michiza members. These initial
visits allowed me to confirm the relevance and appropriateness of my re-
search questions and to adjust them accordingly.

In the 2002 visits, most of my contact was with organized coffee pro-
ducers and their families who were members of Michiza, and with non-
producer key participants, including the parish priest. I had only limited
contact with unorganized (conventional) producers. When I returned to
the United States, however, I began to develop the survey instrument that
I planned to use with both member and conventional (nonmember)
farmer households. I solicited input on a draft survey from Michiza’s staff
directiva, several members of Michiza in Yagavila and Teotlasco, and re-
searchers in the United States and Mexico, including an NGO (Grupo
Mesófilo) working in the Rincón region, and revised it based on their input.
I also added several items that the Michiza directiva requested to enhance
their understanding of their members’ situation. I returned in Novem-
ber 2002 for a third visit to the villages, intending to apply the surveys.
Quickly, however, I found that many of the questions needed to be sub-
stantially revised in order to yield useful information. I opted to make
this visit a pre-test instead, and postponed conducting the survey until
after the 2002–3 coffee harvest.

Mirna Cruz Ramos, a Oaxacan anthropologist affiliated with the re-
search center CIESAS-Istmo, helped me conduct the surveys. She had
worked previously in Yagavila, interviewing families about coffee pro-
duction and household economy. In July and August 2003, we returned
together to Yagavila and Teotlasco and conducted fifty-one surveys with
producer households in Yagavila and Teotlasco: twenty-six with fair-trade
producers and twenty-five with conventional producers. I also conducted
additional interviews with producers and gathered basic information on
population and emigration in the villages.

During the fall and winter of 2003–4, I finished analyzing the sur-
vey data and began to write up my findings. I made one additional visit
to Yagavila and Teotlasco in January 2004, during the coffee harvest:
previously I had avoided visiting at harvest time because the intense
harvesting and processing work made producer families unavailable for
interviews.
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site selection

My choices of research sites and producer organization were guided in
part by my initial contacts, and my decision to work in Mexico was
influenced by my past research experience there. However, these choices
were also informed by the desire to select a case study that would be rep-
resentative of the situation of fair-trade coffee producers internationally.

Mexico has more fair-trade producers than any other nation and illus-
trates the dynamics of the entire movement and the impact fair trade can
have on grower households. The states of Oaxaca and Chiapas reflect the
recent history of the formation of independent coffee-producer unions in
the wake of the dismantling of the state coffee board (Inmecafé) in 1989.
These unions now represent approximately 25 percent of all Mexican cof-
fee growers.4 Mexico is also the world’s biggest producer of organic cof-
fee, a dynamic movement in its own right—and one that predates fair trade.

While no organization can be said to be typical, Michiza is broadly
representative of Mexican independent small-farmer coffee cooperatives.
Unlike some of the best-known producer groups that have attracted a
good deal of research and media attention—such as CEPCO, which has
nearly 20,000 members in all regions of Oaxaca, or UCIRI, the organi-
zation that pioneered the fair-trade concept—Michiza is a lesser-known
cooperative with approximately 1,100 members from six different eth-
nic groups in some of the key coffee-producing zones of the state.5

Interestingly, the organization is atypical in one way that makes it an
appropriate focus for a case study. The majority of Mexican producer
organizations on the fair-trade register cannot sell all of their export-grade
coffee at fair-trade prices on the international market. Observers estimate
that worldwide, only 20 to 25 percent of coffee produced by coopera-
tives in the fair-trade system can be sold on fair-trade terms; the avail-
able supply far outstrips consumer demand.6 Many producer groups in
Mexico and elsewhere must sell the majority of their harvest either at
the low world-market price or at a smaller premium on the international
or domestic markets. Conducting this study in such an organization
would have made it far more difficult to follow the additional capital
from fair-trade sales as it flows down to the household level, because it
becomes diluted at the organization level by the majority of coffee sales
that occur at lower prices. The small additional increment from fair trade
would be virtually impossible to isolate from other organizational or
household income, such as payments from federal coffee price-support
programs. Michiza, in contrast, sells 100 percent of its exports (and 80
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percent of its total production) to European buyers at fair-trade terms.
The fair-trade price premium is the most significant element in the higher
prices that Michiza’s members receive for their coffee, allowing for greater
confidence that the economic differences between the fair-trade house-
holds (Michiza members) and conventional households (nonmembers)
can be attributed to the additional capital from fair trade.

Furthermore, Michiza’s twenty-year history as an organization, and
its eighteen years of exporting fair-trade organic coffee (it exported cof-
fee to Germany through UCIRI beginning in 1988, and since 1992 has
exported on its own), allows the time depth necessary for such a study.
Michiza has been present in Yagavila and Teotlasco since 1990; some cur-
rent members have been active since the beginning, and the average length
of membership of the respondents is 6.8 years. Thus, these households
have had adequate time to show any cumulative social and economic ef-
fects that are generated by participation in fair trade.

These coffee-dependent communities are in some ways quite represen-
tative, and in others less representative, of the situation of small coffee
producers on an international level. On the one hand, Yagavila and Teo-
tlasco are atypical in that they are indigenous communities of people who
have been living on and managing the land in a specific location for sev-
eral centuries (and likely millennia); they also have traditional governance
systems that regulate land use on a collective basis, a situation quite dif-
ferent from that of most small coffee producers worldwide. Moreover,
because no private property exists in these communities, producers can-
not lose their land because of debt or poor harvests. These villages, unlike
many coffee-dependent peasant communities (including those elsewhere
in Oaxaca), have avoided converting their land to a coffee monocrop.
Their coffee plots are fairly small and their yields low compared to the
Mexican and world averages. These villages also have a relative abun-
dance of available land, providing a “surplus from nature” in the form
of a wide range of agricultural products. Increasing the area planted in
subsistence crops remains a viable option for residents of Yagavila and
Teotlasco in a way that it does not for many land-poor mestizo (and even
indigenous) small producers who may not have engaged substantially in
subsistence production for decades. Many people in these two commu-
nities have responded to the fall in coffee prices by reducing their labor
investment in coffee and greatly increasing their milpa plots.

On the other hand, Yagavila and Teotlasco are representative of the
global situation of small coffee producers in other ways. Coffee repre-
sents an important—and sometimes the primary—source of cash income

276 Research Methods



for most families, and subsistence agriculture cannot obviate the need
for cash for many food items and critical necessities (such as educational
costs, health care and medicines, and transportation). People in these vil-
lages have been hard hit by the coffee price crisis, the more so because of
the almost total lack of diversity in the local cash economy. Indeed, the
outmigration to the United States that started only in 2000 from this re-
gion is typical of coffee-producing communities in Mexico and worldwide
whose livelihoods have been severely compromised by the fall in prices.7

As in thousands of such rural communities, the cash remittances these mi-
grants send back to family members complicate the picture, helping sus-
tain cultural and agricultural systems despite severe economic crisis, while
raising the cost of labor. In these ways, the dynamics captured by this study
in Yagavila and Teotlasco are representative of those occurring in many
other coffee-dependent peasant smallholder communities.

In fact, this study may even understate the hardships caused by the
coffee crisis for conventional households, as well as the relative advan-
tages experienced by fair-trade households. If these effects are pronounced
in Yagavila and Teotlasco—where several factors protect residents from
the worst aspects of hunger, social dislocation, and environmental degra-
dation felt elsewhere during the coffee crisis—such findings might be
much more pronounced in communities, regions, or nations that lack
such “shock absorbers.”

study conceptualization and design

This field research was designed as a comparative case study, combining
both ethnographic and survey research methods. Michael Burawoy de-
scribes the extended case-study method as a process of seeking “gener-
alization through reconstructing existing generalizations, that is, the re-
construction of existing theory.”8 When existing analyses of a given
phenomenon are not satisfactory to explain new dimensions that emerge
or are discovered, says Burawoy, researchers need to reshape those analy-
ses to include the new information. Such an approach also allows an in-
depth look that illuminates details and captures the particularities of a
specific case. The comparison in this study—between producers partic-
ipating in the fair-trade system through Michiza on the one hand, and
their neighbors in the same villages who sell their coffee on the conven-
tional market (through local intermediaries or coyotes) on the other—is
key to establishing the extent of the social, economic, and environmen-
tal benefits that are conferred by participation in fair trade.
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Initially, I had envisioned this as a study that would compare fair-trade
communities and conventional communities. However, that plan changed
quickly as I began to discover the reality on the ground. Rather than or-
ganizing entire communities of coffee producers, in this region and other
parts of Oaxaca, independent producer organizations like Michiza rep-
resent only some of the families in each community where they have a
presence; this membership is also somewhat fluid, as members leave and
enter for a variety of reasons. In both these villages, Michiza members
represent only about 10 to 15 percent of all households. I adjusted the
design of the study, then, to compare Michiza member and nonmember
households within both Yagavila and Teotlasco.

methods

I used a range of research methods, both qualitative and quantitative.
The combination of different methods allowed me to triangulate or cross-
check key findings, enhancing the validity of the results.

Semistructured Interviews with Key Participants

I began with a series of semistructured, in-depth interviews with a num-
ber of key participants, starting with members of NGOs in Mexico City
and Oaxaca City involved in fair trade, rural development, organic cof-
fee production, and indigenous community governance; a member of the
Catholic Social Pastoral office who was a former adviser to Michiza; re-
searchers from the public university and from research centers in Oa-
xaca; and two members of the Michiza directiva. On arriving in the Rin-
cón, I relied heavily on a small number of key participants who offered
an unusually broad perspective on the issues in the study. Interviewing
them provided an important check on the relevance of my principal re-
search questions and allowed me to reshape those questions before I em-
barked on the bulk of the research in Yagavila and Teotlasco. From these
interviewees, I solicited names of other potential participants and then
contacted those people for further interviews.

I conducted fifteen interviews in Yagavila and Teotlasco and another
nineteen in Oaxaca City, Mexico City, Cancún, and the United States,
for a total of thirty-four interviews with thirty-three individuals (one was
interviewed twice). Not all the interviews are cited in this book. I recorded
the interviews with a digital minidisc recorder.

These interviews were invaluable—especially early in the research—
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for deepening my understanding of the social and economic dynamics in
the Rincón region, the concerns that were important to small coffee farm-
ers, the process of coffee production, and the overall context of peasant
producer organizations in Mexico. What I learned enabled me to design
the household survey to address the issues that individual producers had
voiced at length and in detail. Perhaps more important, the interviews
were a critical complement to the data I gathered through other meth-
ods. They paint a richer, more nuanced picture of people’s lives in Ya-
gavila and Teotlasco, the effects of the coffee crisis, and the benefits of
fair trade. They allowed me to contextualize the responses I received from
the larger group of survey respondents and provided a check against the
survey data.

Participant and Nonparticipant Observation

Both in the natural course of living with families in Teotlasco and Ya-
gavila and as a conscious component of my research, I engaged in par-
ticipant and nonparticipant observation in a wide variety of settings.
These observations were essential to assembling a picture of the broader
context that underlies coffee production for the villagers, in terms of both
their daily activities and household economics and their interactions with
the different coffee organizations and markets.

I participated in a wide range of activities, including attending (and
briefly speaking at) Michiza meetings at the village, regional, and state-
wide levels, traveling with directiva members to training sessions, load-
ing coffee sacks onto and off trucks, manually sorting coffee beans to
improve quality, depulping coffee cherries, roasting coffee for household
consumption, traveling to water cattle, and pressing sugarcane in a tra-
ditional trapiche (press) for production of panela (cake sugar), among
others.

I observed a number of additional activities as a nonparticipant.
These included other Michiza village-level meetings, pruning and thin-
ning coffee trees, harvesting coffee, building erosion-control terraces
and live-plant barriers, preparing coffee for transportation to market,
observing and talking with the two coyotes as they purchased coffee
and exchanged coffee for household goods, drying coffee, a variety of
home kitchen activities, plowing cane fields with a team of oxen, de-
hulling and grading coffee at the dry-processing plant in Oaxaca City,
and loading shipping containers for export to Europe. In the villages I
also conducted a series of plot walks with individual producers in their
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coffee parcels and milpas, asking questions about specific agronomic
practices and features.

In both my participant and nonparticipant roles, I talked with people
about these activities, why they were done in certain ways, and how the
tasks were related to the changing economics of coffee. At least once daily
while in the field, I wrote up my observations in detail. These notes also
provided the foundation for the household survey I conducted during
my fourth field visit in July and August 2003, after visiting and working
in the villages over more than a year.

Household Survey

I was initially reluctant to use a structured survey to gather data in coffee-
producer households. In addition to recognizing the well-documented
limitations of survey research, I was personally uncomfortable with the
prospect of the “top-down” paradigm, in which outside researchers bring
a prepared survey document and ask people to respond to intrusive ques-
tions about their personal lives. I valued the relationships that I had
formed in Yagavila and Teotlasco and feared that conducting a survey
would permanently alter the way community members perceived me and
my role.

However, I eventually concluded that a carefully applied survey would
help fill in gaps in current knowledge about the actual impact of fair-
trade initiatives, a need expressed by both fair-trade activists and re-
searchers. “Impact stories,” organizational analyses, and ethnographic
studies of rural and indigenous communities involved in organic and fair-
trade production are relatively abundant. However, no other studies had
been published comparing conditions for fair-trade and conventional cof-
fee producers across a wide range of social, economic, and environmental
variables. Given the expense and time I was investing in field research, I
concluded that it was important to gather such quantitative data along
with the systematic observations and extensive interviews.

As a compromise, I settled on a hybrid survey, in which the majority
of questions solicited discrete-choice answers and numerical data (on cof-
fee production and prices, household income and expenses, agricultural
production and labor, family diet, and many other topics), but also in-
cluded many open-ended questions that asked people to discuss why they
chose a particular answer and to speculate on the reasons for phenom-
ena they described. After drafting, soliciting input, revising, pre-testing,
and further revising, the result was a fifteen-page survey with 120 items,
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many of which contained multiple subquestions. Several of the questions
in the survey repeat similar themes in different words in an attempt to
approach the same issue from different angles and to confirm the valid-
ity of the responses.

Sampling The sample of coffee-producer households for the survey was
drawn by two different methods. To select members of the Michiza co-
operative, I used the organization’s current membership lists as a sam-
pling frame. Because of my close working relationship with Michiza, I
was fortunate to have the cooperation of its members in the two villages.
I was able to conduct surveys with 100 percent of the Michiza members
in both Yagavila and Teotlasco, with the exception of a few who were
out of the villages for an extended period.

Among the productores libres (unorganized or conventional pro-
ducers) who constitute the majority of both villages’ populations, sam-
pling was more challenging because of the lack of a viable sampling
frame. The best sampling frame—the padron de comuneros, or list of
heads of household maintained by communal authorities—is not open
to outsiders. Other potential frames—the beneficiary rolls of govern-
ment support programs such as Progresa/Oportunidades—are also not
publicly accessible. The federal coffee census, another possible frame,
had not yet been completed. Faced with these constraints as well as time
limitations, I opted for a modified snowball method, in which my re-
search assistant and I solicited the names of conventional producers from
three different sources. We began with suggestions from the Michiza
members we surveyed and continued to use the recommendations of a
few Michiza members throughout the survey period; we also asked con-
ventional producers who responded to the survey to suggest neighbors
or relations who might be willing to participate. Some villagers ap-
proached us asking to be interviewed, and we added their names to the
list of potential respondents. With the names gathered from all three of
these sources, we selected households to create a sample that approxi-
mated the variability within the community as a whole. This sample in-
cluded families in a range of economic situations: families both with and
without migrants in the United States; families whose primary source
of cash income was coffee labor and those whose main income came
from coffee sales; and families in different stages of consolidation, from
young couples with infants to elderly couples with no children living in
the home to older families with a large number of children able to con-
tribute to agricultural labor. Our sample of conventional producer
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households was thus to an extent stratified, but because of the lack of
an appropriate sampling frame, we were unable to create a random sam-
ple for this group. The result was a sample of twenty-five conventional
producers that reasonably approximates the variability in the two vil-
lages on a number of measures.

Survey Application During July and August 2003, Mirna Cruz Ramos
and I conducted fifty surveys with Michiza members and conventional
producers in Yagavila and Teotlasco. I conducted one additional survey
with a Michiza member from Yagavila who is temporarily living in Oa-
xaca City but continues to harvest coffee in the community. We made
appointments in advance with producers, and in all cases came to their
homes to do the survey. All the surveys were conducted in Spanish by
one person—either me or my research assistant—so that approxi-
mately half were conducted by a male interviewer and half by a female
interviewer. Each survey took between ninety minutes and three hours
to complete.

We prefaced the survey with an explanation of its purpose. We in-
formed the participants that the survey was anonymous (their names were
never entered on the survey form, only identifying codes), that it was
voluntary (they could refuse to participate, or suspend participation at
any time), and that they could skip questions if they preferred not to an-
swer. We explained that we had a relationship with Michiza but were
conducting the survey as part of a study by the University of Wisconsin,
that we did not represent any Mexican government agency, and that
their individual responses would not affect their eligibility for govern-
ment support programs in any way, either adversely or positively. We ob-
tained their verbal consent to conduct the survey before proceeding. No
producers or family members refused to participate, although on two oc-
casions nobody was present when we arrived at the time arranged. Out
of the fifty-one respondents, only one chose to suspend participation in
the middle of the survey.

In all cases, we attempted to have both the main producer in the fam-
ily and that person’s spouse present to respond to the survey. (In Michiza,
either men or women can be registered members; sometimes a married
woman is listed as the official member in the household, although most
women members are widowed, separated, or unmarried.) However, in
some cases we had to conduct the survey with only the male or female
head of household. In a few cases (only among the conventional pro-
ducers), the primary male coffee farmer was not present at the agreed
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time, but his spouse responded to the survey. For responses to the open-
ended questions, we aimed to render the respondent’s answers as close
to verbatim as possible.

My research assistant and I met at least once daily to discuss the re-
sults and the themes that were emerging. Each of us read daily the sur-
veys that the other had conducted, making sure the notes were legible,
asking questions, and looking for omissions or errors; in a few cases we
returned to a household to clarify an answer or fill in missing numbers.
Through these conversations, we attempted to keep the way we conducted
the survey and our phrasing of questions as consistent as possible.

Table 9 in chapter 4 shows the numbers of survey respondents, bro-
ken down by their organizational affiliation and village. A full descrip-
tion of the different producer organizations, their membership in the
Rincón region, and how they were categorized for the purposes of the
study can be found in chapters 3 and 4.

Document Analysis

Another important component of data gathering was collecting relevant
documents. My relationship with Michiza allowed me ongoing access to
the organization’s documents showing basic socioeconomic data, coffee
production levels, and coffee quality for individual coffee producers in
the two communities, as well as aggregate data at the village, regional,
and state levels. I also had access to sales and export records showing
data on clients, prices, and quantities sold on the fair-trade, organic, and
conventional markets. I used these documents to triangulate the data on
individual producers that I gathered in my field research, and to under-
stand how Yagavila and Teotlasco fit into the bigger picture of indige-
nous small coffee producers statewide.

Through contact with other researchers, other coffee organizations,
state offices, and NGO staff in Oaxaca, I gathered many valuable arti-
cles, reports, and books on the case-study communities, on coffee pro-
duction in Oaxaca and Mexico generally, on the coffee crisis, and many
other topics. Outside Oaxaca, I gathered documents from certifying en-
tities (Transfair USA and FLO) on fair trade in coffee and other com-
modities at the international level. Reports and documents from inter-
national NGOs such as Oxfam, the Catholic Agency for Overseas
Development (U.K.), Christian Aid, Global Exchange, and others helped
show how the coffee-price crisis has manifested itself around the world.
Collectively, these documents help to situate the data from Michiza and
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Oaxaca in the broader contexts of international fair trade and of global
commodity markets.

Structured Analysis of Population and Emigration

One other research method was necessitated by the lack of reliable data
on the population of Yagavila and Teotlasco, and on the numbers of vil-
lagers who had emigrated to the United States and other parts of Mex-
ico. The government’s INEGI census data from 2000 do provide popu-
lation numbers at the village level, but I was frequently cautioned not to
rely solely on this information.9 The village authorities gave me verbal
estimates of the total population of the villages and the numbers of house-
holds in each community, but I was not permitted access to the more
definitive communal censuses.

Since, by all accounts, migration from Yagavila and Teotlasco to the
United States began only in 1999 or 2000—as a direct result of the fall
in coffee prices—it was important to get a better estimate of the num-
bers of migrants. The household survey asked respondents how many of
their family members were in the United States and to estimate the num-
bers of people (or the percentage of the community) who had migrated
from the village, but those responses varied widely. I had been warned
by other researchers about a tendency for people to underreport emi-
gration, both because of the stigma it can carry and because respondents
may fear the loss of government support payments (apoyos), which are
based on the number of members officially living in the household.

Three of the key participants in Yagavila, people with whom I had es-
tablished a great deal of trust, offered to help me come up with a defini-
tive count of the number of migrants. Based on their collective knowl-
edge, we created a list of all families in the village and how many members
of each were currently living in the United States, Mexico City, Oaxaca
City, and elsewhere in Oaxaca or Mexico (see chapter 6). I was not able
to repeat the process for Teotlasco, but these locally generated statistics
provided an important baseline against which to compare population and
emigration data from government sources.

analyzing the data

I analyzed the data gathered through these methods in various ways, and
each group of data provided a measure of triangulation against data from
other sources or methods.
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Interviews

With each of the twenty-five semistructured interviews, I listened to the
recordings at least twice each and created a detailed electronic log of key
passages and references, transcribing the most useful sections verbatim.
I also fully transcribed the majority of the interviews. These passages and
transcripts were coded and indexed to frequently occurring themes and,
eventually, to specific chapters in the book. I drew on the interviews ex-
tensively for passages that portray villagers’ qualitative descriptions of
their experience, as well as for specific information that complements or
contradicts the responses from the household survey.

Household Survey

I first used the responses to the household survey to generate a prelimi-
nary set of findings. I manually compiled descriptive statistics on a small
subset of survey questions to determine what the data showed in a few
key areas: migration, debt, food security, coffee production and yields,
and producers’ future plans for their coffee plots. Later, I entered the
quantitative data (categorical and scale variables) from all of the survey
questions into the SPSS statistical analysis program. I used SPSS to per-
form a series of statistical tests—principally T-tests, one-way ANOVA,
and chi-squared. My main interest was to determine the relationship be-
tween the independent variable of participation (or nonparticipation) in
fair trade and a series of dependent variables relating to the themes cov-
ered in this book (household income, labor costs, educational levels, food
security, migration, environmental practices, and others), as well as the
statistical significance of these relationships. I used the qualitative com-
ponent of the survey data—people’s verbal responses to the open-ended
questions in the survey—in much the same way as the contents of the
earlier round of interviews: to elucidate the details of people’s lived ex-
perience. These responses contained the verbatim comments from eighty-
nine people (the total number of producers, spouses, and adult children
who took part in all fifty-one interviews), expanding greatly the number
of villagers who shared with us these rich, nuanced reflections.

Observation

The extensive notes I took during and after participant and nonpartici-
pant observation in the villages were essential in providing context and
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filling in the gaps left by the survey and interview data. Using an approach
similar to my handling of the recorded interviews, I coded key passages
by theme and later by book chapter.

reflections on methods

My status as an outsider in Yagavila and Teotlasco placed me in an inter-
esting role. I had received official support from Michiza’s staff and as-
sembly for my research activities, and their sanction, which extended to
the village level, carried a good deal of weight in this highly organized
association. I was extremely fortunate to be able to count on the sup-
port of the local-level leaders, with whom I quickly developed good per-
sonal relationships. These leaders and other key Michiza members took
significant time from their schedules to answer questions and facilitate
my access to information, to village authorities, and to other members.

I chose the order of my activities in the villages carefully to minimize
intrusiveness and maximize the building of trust. I made sure that I was
accompanied by trusted villagers (Michiza members) at virtually all times.
During the first two visits, I mainly limited myself to contact with Michiza
members, who had met me previously at organizational meetings and
understood my reasons for being in the village. I hoped that my presence
would become less of a distraction over time, and for the most part I was
right. When I began to talk with unorganized conventional producers, I
made contact through their neighbors or extended family members who
were Michiza members. I also accompanied the key participants to so-
cial activities in these and other nearby villages. By the time I began to
conduct the surveys, I had been visiting the villages over a period of more
than fifteen months.

One of my biggest concerns was that I would have difficulty getting
conventional or unorganized producers to talk with me and to partici-
pate in the survey. While Michiza members at some level likely felt an
obligation to participate in the study (since I had come with the sanction
of their statewide organization), the unorganized producers had no such
incentive and far more reason to doubt my motives. Indeed, my first at-
tempts to meet with these productores libres were failures: on several
occasions, they did not show up for our agreed-on meetings. Gradually,
however—and especially with the help of my research assistant—I was
able to build a rapport, and eventually conduct interviews and surveys,
with the productores libres.

Using two researchers to conduct the survey had a few drawbacks. Our
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methods of applying the survey doubtless differed somewhat, despite our
attempts to be consistent, and this might have caused some differences in
responses between households. However, the benefits outweighed the dis-
advantages: I was able to discuss the results in progress with another re-
searcher from a different disciplinary background, enriching my analysis
of the data (and improving the way we both applied the survey) consid-
erably. Additionally, I believe the presence of both a male and a female
researcher increased the size and diversity of our sample, as well as the
quality of the responses. I was impressed and gratified by the fact that al-
most 100 percent of the conventional households we approached chose
to respond to the survey, and by their willingness to divulge detailed house-
hold information, albeit with an assurance of anonymity.

In the context of the larger ethnographic research project, involving
many participants in the fair-trade movement and along the coffee com-
modity chain in Mexico, the United States, and Europe, I encountered a
different set of challenges. George Marcus writes that “in conducting
multi-sited research, one finds oneself with all sorts of cross-cutting and
contradictory personal commitments.”10 Whereas in Yagavila and Teo-
tlasco I was an outsider, my positionality in this portion of the study was
more complex. As a researcher and a journalist, but also an active par-
ticipant in fair-trade organizations, I found myself constantly working
to balance a critical stance with my personal engagement in the issues. I
also experienced tensions between my support for the general goals of
fair trade and my desire to put forward constructive criticisms of some
directions the fair-trade movement has taken, positions I realized could
be controversial.

————

The findings of this comparative study demonstrate that fair trade does
generate significant benefits in a number of areas—social, environmen-
tal, and economic—while also illustrating the challenges and contradic-
tions that are generated by participation in fair-trade markets. I hope that
the results described in Brewing Justice will strengthen the demand for
fairly traded products by persuading more consumers and companies that
fair trade does indeed make a real difference, while at the same time en-
couraging consumers to push for urgently needed reforms within the fair-
trade system.
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preface

1. Neoliberalism is an economic and political doctrine that emphasizes mar-
ket-led growth, deregulation of business, cutting public expenditure for social
services, privatization of state-owned resources, reducing the role of the state in
the economy generally, and the creation of “flexible” labor markets. Since at least
the early 1980s, neoliberal policies have been imposed on debtor nations by inter-
national financial institutions, including the International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank, and are now reinforced by the WTO rules. Neoliberalism is also
the dominant orientation of domestic economic policy in the United States and
other wealthy nations. (See Martínez and Garcia, Neoliberalism.)

2. Vandana Shiva, presentation at Fair and Sustainable Trade symposium,
2003.

3. Ritchie, “Progress or Failure at the W.T.O.?”
4. Brown, Fair Trade, 156.
5. And, as of late 2006, the possible failure of the entire WTO Doha Round.
6. This bloc is the so-called G20, representing more than half the world’s

population and more than 75 percent of its farmers. Its leaders are China, India,
Brazil, and South Africa.

7. Lula da Silva, address to General Assembly.
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1. Pruijn, “El Comercio Justo en México.”
2. Meyer, presentation at Specialty Coffee Association of America Conven-

tion, April 15, 2005; Rice, presentation at Specialty Coffee Association of Amer-
ica Convention; FLO, “Worldwide Fair Trade Sales.”
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3. Equal Exchange, “Our Mission.”
4. Transfair USA, “What Is Fair Trade?”
5. Renard, “The Interstices of Globalization.”
6. The only exceptions are markets in which firm controls are imposed on

supply, such as the International Coffee Agreement, a quota system that lasted
from the 1950s through the 1980s. I describe the ICA in greater detail in chap-
ter 2.

7. Center for Fair and Alternative Trade Studies, “The Center’s Mission.”

chapter one. a movement or a market?

1. For example, in the late eighteenth century, British abolitionists attempted
to undermine the institution of slavery by arguing that the consumption of sugar,
produced as it was by slaves, was tantamount to murder. (See Mintz, Tasting
Food, Tasting Freedom.)

2. The term unequal exchange originated with radical political economists
in the 1970s, particularly Arghiri Emmanuel (Unequal Exchange, 1972) and
Samir Amin (Unequal Development, 1976). The concept explains how the na-
tions of the periphery, or global South, are structurally unable to gain econom-
ically from trade because of the centuries-long extraction of value from their coun-
tries and the creation of a “development gap” (Johnson, Gregory, and Smith,
Dictionary of Human Geography, 637).

3. IFAT, “A Brief History of the Alternative Trading Movement.”
4. Ibid.
5. Twin is the Third World Information Network. Twin Trading was initially

funded by the Greater London Council.
6. Renard, “Fair Trade,” 89.
7. Tiffen, interview, March 4, 2005.
8. Vanderhoff Boersma and Roozen, La aventura del comercio justo, 2003.
9. Max Havelaar was the name of a character in an 1860 novel by the Dutch

writer Eduard Douwes Dekker, writing under the pen name Multatuli. His novel,
Max Havelaar, Or the Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company, denounced
the compulsory planting of coffee and the exploitation of peasants in Java by
corrupt Dutch colonial officials. It had a powerful effect on public opinion in
Holland and beyond. See Renard, “Los intersticios de la globalización.”

10. I use the term fair-trade movement primarily to refer to the collection of
formal certifiers, civil society groups, concerned consumers, producer organiza-
tions, and movement-oriented businesses that work on or participate in concrete
fair-trade initiatives involving agricultural products and also non-food items in-
cluding handicrafts.

11. Jeffery, “Depressed Coffee Prices.”
12. A majority of the world’s coffee is grown by smallholders, who farm less

than five hectares, or twelve acres (Oxfam International, “Mugged”).
13. While some roasted coffees are single-origin, most are blends in which

beans from different countries or regions with distinct attributes (aroma, body,
flavor, and acidity) are combined to form the desirable traits many consumers
associate with gourmet coffee (Dicum and Luttinger, The Coffee Book).
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14. Natural Resources Defense Council, “Coffee, Conservation, and Com-
merce.”

15. Brown, interview, July 28, 2004.
16. Rosenthal, interview, May 27, 2005.
17. Transfair USA was initially housed at the Institute for Agriculture and

Trade Policy (IATP), an NGO located in Minneapolis. In 1998, Transfair USA
became independent and relocated to its current home in Oakland, California,
and only the following year did fair-trade-certified coffee appear on U.S. store
shelves. Transfair USA now certifies cocoa, tea, rice, sugar, vanilla, bananas,
pineapples, grapes, and mangoes as well.

18. Transfair USA, “Backgrounder.”
19. Dicum and Luttinger, The Coffee Book, 38.
20. As of this writing, Starbucks has 11,784 locations worldwide, with 8,345

in the United States alone. Trading Markets, “Starbucks Grows.”
21. Transfair USA, 2005 Fair Trade Almanac.
22. As an increasing percentage of consumers in the United States get their

caffeine fix not at home or work but at the “third place” of a café or espresso
bar, the specialty segment of the market (including both cafés and retail sales)
has expanded at the expense of the mass market (“cans”) and ground-coffee seg-
ments: in 2004 the specialty-coffee market totaled almost $9 billion in sales in
the United States alone. More than one-sixth of all U.S. adults (16 percent) con-
sume specialty coffee daily (up from 9 percent in 2000), and 56 percent consume
it occasionally. Chain roasters (those with ten or more locations) such as Star-
bucks control 40 percent of the U.S. specialty-coffee market. In 2004, the U.S.
specialty-coffee market accounted for 535 million pounds of coffee and $8.96
billion in sales, up from $2.5 billion in 1995. The 2004 figure represents 19 per-
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