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ABSTRACT 

The article illustrates the complexity of the fairtrade movement’s institutionalisation and its 
effects on small producer members in the South. With support of data collected from 
Chiapas Mexico, it discusses how fairtrade certifications have altered the movement’s 
original stance of a trade partnership into a standardised control system and an expensive 
policy rent for small producers. It demonstrates the creation of a distance relationship 
between the movement’s producers and institutions, between its Northern and Southern 
poles, and how the producer is becoming increasingly excluded from its own movement.  
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CERTIFIED TO RECEIVE A FAIR PRICE: HOW FAIRTRAIDE EXCLUDED ITS 
GRASSROOTS MEMBERS 

INES CHADI 

 

From movement to institution  

The fairtrade movement origins in Alternative Trade Organisations (ATOs) who wished 

to transform the nature of commercial relations and growth oriented marketplace 

practices. They sought to foster personal relations of trust by recognising an equalisation 

to Northern markets regarding human and trade rights, of exploitative wage levels and 

information imbalances (Jaffee, 2007). By promoting long-term commitments with 

sustainable and transparent relations between trade partners, ATOs wanted to 

emphasise the importance of local cultures and values, arguing that products do not just 

have an exchange or use value, but that they also express the characteristic realities 

and experiences of the culture that produces them. Hence, ATOs advocated for a trade 

structure that strengthened Southern small producers’ participation, where producers 

were given the possibility to work hand in hand with buyers and consumers, rather than 

being directed by an invisible hand.  

Later, in 1988, the fairtrade movement gained a major upswing with the creation of its 

first fairly traded labelled product, Max Havelaar fairtrade coffee, creating a completely 

new distribution strategy for fairtrade products. Through labelling, it positioned fairtrade 

products as premium quality rather than ethically driven and like this opened the doors 

for these products to penetrate large-scale distribution markets (Jaffee, 2007). It was 

with this new strategy that one saw the social political movement take a first step 

towards a more commercial logic; sales had to be not only a matter of fair price but also 

of scale and volume for it to have a real effect on producers’ socio-economic situation 

(Gendron et al., 2009). The new fairtrade labelled coffee became a great success and 

the labelling system was soon adopted in countries around the world. However, the 

movement’s focus on conventional distribution channels created an ambivalent situation 

where new mainstream actors could win space and start to impose their rules on the 

fairtrade market, creating a multiplication of declarations, ratings, certifications and 

labels, making many believe that the main challenge for the survival of fairtrade was the 

recognition of its distinctive label. A fear of consumer label fatigue arose within the 

movement, i.e. if consumers were presented too many labels it would trivialise and 

hollow fairtrade discourse and values, cause confusion and consequently risk loosing 

consumer confidence (Renard, 2003). Thus, in 1997, in order to achieve collective 

competitive advantage, 17 national labelling organisations joined in the creation of an 

international federation, Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International (FLO), and 

created the globally unified Fairtrade label. Like this, the movement could not only 

distinguish original fairtrade products from mainstream competitors’ labels, but also 

facilitate its marketing strategy as it allowed for the same label to be applicable on a 

global market (Nicholls and Opal, 2005). Simultaneously, FLO also created a uniform 

certification criterion to legitimise not only the fairness, but also the quality of their 
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products, and started to apply rigorous procedures to uphold the integrity of its 

certification-related decisions and norms (Mutersbaugh, 2005). In that purpose FLO-Cert 

was created, a third party certification body that would verify compliance to their norms 

among producers, importers and processors (FLO, 2011a).  

 

The implementation of global certification processes and large distribution networks as a 

favoured strategy effectively marked a new orientation of the fairtrade movement and it 

clearly reflects the degree to which alternative trade became institutionalised (Jaffee, 

2007). Today, the support for the fairtrade movement is impressive. In 2011, it was 

actively engaging 30 million consumers in the US alone (FT USA, 2012), making it one 

of the larger social justice movements of today. However, in the literature (Raynolds, 

2009; Gendron et al., 2009; Renard, 2003, 2005; Jaffee, 2004, 2007; Mutersbaugh, 

2005; VanderHoff, 2009) there is an on-going fear that its growth might transform the 

movement from being a social movement to progressively get cut of from its roots and 

becoming too influenced by its economic and commercial logic. Fairtrade production 

does indeed incorporate the same dependent relationship of Northern markets as 

conventional trade, and the implementation of its system on a global level has thus 

become filled with political, cultural and logistical problems (Audebrand and Pauchant, 

2009). So although the fairtrade movement has managed to enhance its position and 

success in the North, the most important question remains largely unanswered: What 

does the effects of fairtrade institutionalisation look like on the producer side?  

 

Methodology  

 

The importance of bringing forward Southern grassroots voices into the discussion was 

indispensable. The theoretical framework is therefore complemented with qualitative 

information collected during a field study in spring of 2012 at Comon Yaj Nop Tic and 

CESMACH coffee cooperatives located in Chiapas, Mexico. The study had the form of 

observations and semi-structured interviews with 28 respondents among cooperative 

members. The choice of coffee cooperatives was based on that coffee is the oldest and 

best-selling fairtrade product and provides the most comprehensive and representative 

information on fairtrade distribution (Barham et al., 2011).  

Effects of fairtrade institutionalisation  

When talking with producers it is obvious that the main advantage for them getting FLO-

certified is that it allows them to securely sell their coffee at a better price. FLO’s price 

structures are unquestionably very assuring as they do not only guarantee a minimum 

price but also obliges buyers to add a social premium meant to be reinvested in 

cooperatives’ social projects (FLO, 2011b). The social premium represents the more 

political development agenda of the certification, as it is meant for cooperatives 

themselves to decide how the premium should be invested to the benefit of their 

community (Nicholls and Opal, 2005). The positive socio-economic change that was 

brought on by trading through FLO is today an established fact among producers in 

Chiapas, CESMACH’s Accountant explains: 
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Producers are now recognised through a fair price of their coffee. There has been a 

major positive impact increasing the price to the producer through fairtrade. Now they 

can save a little bit more money for the education of their children and improve their daily 

lives; the increase in price has had positive repercussions in the life of the whole family. 

The increased popularity of Fairtrade products over the last decade has been 

exceptional. With over 30 per cent increases in sales annually (Transfair USA, 2009) it 

has consequently managed to transfer important amounts of social premiums to small 

producers. In 2011 alone, Fairtrade sales enabled coffee cooperatives to earn an 

unprecedented $17 million in community development premiums, up 61 per cent from 

2010 (Wall Street Journal, 2012). It has strengthened the organisational capabilities of 

producer cooperatives, enabling them to perform a range of collective governance 

functions that national governments are failing to perform effectively (Taylor, 2004). 

Indeed, even though the transformation of the fairtrade movement became more 

commercial it does not mean it was less able to cause important social transformations. 

Much thanks to FLO advocacy, the fairtrade model has been a success and it has also 

become widely accepted as a new development model among policy makers and larger 

political institutions (Gendron et al., 2009). Ahead of the World Fairtrade Day 2012, the 

President of the European Parliament, Martin Schulz, stated that the European 

Parliament has “repeatedly and overwhelmingly called for policies in support of 

fairtrade”, considering it “a tangible contribution to the fight against poverty” (EU Press 

Release, 2012). The fairtrade movement’s institutionalisation and labelling initiatives 

have achieved its goal of a larger presence on the market and is certainly having more 

impact than its previous, more activist, ATO system. Nevertheless, it became a model 

that created “a reality within the market, instead of constructing an alternative outside 

the market” (Renard, 2003: 90) something that has not developed without its own 

challenges. Even though FLO officially aims to promote “trading partnerships” and 

“producer control over trading processes” as one of its primary objectives (FLO, 2011c), 

the organisational development from a federation towards an global institution has 

started to display controversial side effects: both externally and internally it is becoming 

perversely similar to the system it was once created to fight. 

All interviewed producers mentioned fairtrade as having ameliorated their living 

standards. However, those more aware of the certification implications and processes, 

such as Cooperative Community Delegates and its Board of Directors are more 

sceptical, mentioning the challenge of understanding certification norms in order to not 

be subordinated them. A Community Delegate at Comon says: “The tricky thing is to 

know what FLO asks for, to understand the standards and the norms. If I know them, 

then FLO cannot come and oblige me to do anything; I know what FLO can or cannot 

tell me to fulfil.” Even though fairtrade was defined by its key participants as an effort to 

re-qualify trade based on alternative norms of fairness and partnership (Raynolds, 

2009), the increased restrictions imposed by FLO’s certification system have become a 

major challenge for the small producer in the South, who is progressively being 

dominated by both production standards and buyer contracts (Mutersbaugh, 2005). 

Among producers in Chiapas one notices how FLO is destabilising the original values of 

the movement. Instead of embodying principles of trust, the use of standardised 
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certifications has imposed a system of oversight where producers, in particular, are 

subject to intensive external control (Raynolds, 2012). Comon’s Certification Coordinator 

explains:   

The disadvantage [of working with FLO] is that we have to do a lot of compliance. The 

other thing is that we have to sign contracts under certain criteria. Of course, FLO said 

that it is because we shouldn’t create distrust towards clients because they do not know 

us except through email, but I consider it a disadvantage. 

When asking if small producers feel part of the fairtrade movement, Comon’s Secretary 

answers: “yes, since without the producers there is no fairtrade; we are fairtrade”. 

Another Comon producer says: “yes, because we are participating working with this 

structure, no?” However, when asked if they are allowed to take part in the decision 

making process of FLO there is often a plain “no”. Interviewed producers said they were 

able to communicate desired modifications to FLO-auditors, to give feedback to 

proposals or decisions, but that they were never allowed to take part of the decision 

making itself. There unquestionably exist a problem regarding the embeddedness of the 

producer when Comon’s President says, “we don’t have a voice” regarding the 

possibilities of taking decisions within the global institution. CESMACH’s Accountant 

explains:  

Well, to take decisions, no, it is not possible. Maybe since a short time a little bit through 

CLAC’s1 coordinator there is a space for us to have some voice, but further than that, 

no. FLO sends us the changes, the norms etc., but there is no direct participation of the 

producer to be able to make changes. 

Producers are seemingly disconnected from FLO decisions and changes, as they do not 

know much about these except for when being solicited. Comon’s President explains:  

“Two years ago they presented us some formats to see how we could look over our 

coffee prices; until what price we would like it to increase. It did not increase as much as 

we wanted but yes, they raised them a little bit more. Perhaps this is producer 

participation.” Also, the lack of a good information flow from the institution to producers 

seems like a persisting problem. The producer in charge of Comon’s certifications 

explain how they are often not aware of changes until very late:  

Last year, in June, they changed some requisites and I came to know about it in 

January, six months later. So the 30th of January we went to a workshop in Jaltenango 

and the 31th, the following day, they came to do the inspection and they were already 

applying the things that were decided in June, only six moths before, which they then 

later left us as a non-compliance. They gave us the changes very fast and we didn’t 

have the time to understand. I understand that they have a lot of clients but I think their 

transfer of information should be a little faster, principally with clients and small 

producers. 

Today, working through FLO’s system has become equal to the requirements and 

bureaucratization of the conventional market, imposing conditions on how small 

 
1  Coordinadora Lationoamericana y del Caraibe de Comercio Justo  
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producers are supposed to work and consequently creating an additional burden on their 

already limited resources. Comon’s President explains how certification requirements 

are becoming stricter and making them hard to work with, saying FLO has “to reduce the 

norms for fairtrade to be more accessible” and that they have “to give more information 

and at the same time more participation to the producers and the cooperatives”. There 

apparently is a great lack of a relational link between the fairtrade movement’s 

grassroots members in the South and its institution in the North. As Renard argued 

already in 2003, the reinforcement of the network clearly needs more efforts to clarify the 

relationship between institution and producer representatives (Renard, 2003). In 

accordance with the opinions expressed by producers in Chiapas, Renard (2003: 95) 

writes that producers “are involved in an on-going dispute over their representation in 

FLO, arguing that fairtrade is a partnership, that they have the right to a larger number of 

representatives in the organization”. VanderHoff (in Taylor 2004: 140) also mentions 

this, explaining that FLO introduced into fairtrade a more impersonal structure than that 

of the previous ATO system and even though progress has been made towards greater 

democratisation “FLO is still characterised by a pyramid decision-making structure, 

where the top often does not communicate with the base”. However, FLO did very 

recently, in 2012, try to meet this critic by including more producers in its annual General 

Assembly, where they now hold 50% of the seats. Yet, in FLO’s Board of Directors only 

4 out of 14 of the seats are dedicated for producer organisation representatives (FLO, 

2011a), still making them a minority in the actual decision-making of the organisation.  

Yet, the transformation of bringing increased power to the movement’s leaders over its 

grassroots members has shown to be a characteristic pattern of social movement 

institutionalisation; it cannot operate without a transformation of the actors or without the 

intervention of political forces (Pleyers, 2012; Touraine, 1973). And the complexity of the 

fairtrade movement is that its leaders, the labelling organisations, are in the North, and 

its grassroots members in the South, consequently leading towards a clear North-South 

divide, very much in contradiction of the structure it was originally fighting. While the 

fairtrade movement’s institutionalisation derived from the ability to harness transnational 

advocacy networks and embed its vision in socialised market arrangements, it has 

become increasingly recognised that FLO’s system has altered the movement’s 

alternative principles of embeddedness, based on trust and relational structures, into a 

quality-management system, based on formal standards and bureaucratic oversight 

(Mutersbaugh, 2005; Raynolds, 2012; Renard, 2005). According to Touraine (1973), 

with institutionalisation the social movement loses its transformative potential in terms of 

resource mobilisation, since it corresponds to both the recognition of the interests of 

actors and the integration of these same interests into the political structure. Indeed, the 

biggest challenge confronting the fairtrade movement has always been to be in the 

market but not of it; to be able to pursue its alternative values and objectives without 

being captured by the market’s conventional logic, practices and dominant actors 

(Taylor, 2004). Unfortunately it seems as if the absorption of market logics is exactly 

what has happened through the increasing notoriety of FLO. It also illustrates the danger 

that lays within the taming process of social movements into global NGO’s, as “in many 

ways NGO’s are driven by even stronger bureaucratic imperatives, more alien to the 

people concerned than many government agencies, because they depend on the image 
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they can project to Western donors; and they are even less accountable to local people” 

(Hart, Laville, and Cattani, 2010: 57). Also, in comparison with other social movements, 

the fairtrade movement’s incorporation of a strong economic sphere meant its 

institutionalisation was not solely based on the need for a social movement 

formalisation, but it was rather its business aspects that demanded it. As Renard (2003: 

92) argues, within the fairtrade labelling model there is a need to satisfy the 

businessmen who participate in the network and who do so, not from ideological 

conviction, but because it is convenient and profitable.  

Hence, the strategy of entering the mainstream distribution and consequently having to 

certify larger volumes forced it to institutionalise and play along with the rules of market 

economy, instead of continuing being a counterweight social justice movement (Jaffee et 

al., 2004; Renard, 2003). And as the movement increasingly labelled food products it 

became even more difficult for it to dissociate itself from the general development of 

standards globalisation lead by the World Bank and the World Trade Organisation 

(WTO). Through the International Standards Organisation (ISO) these organisations 

managed to homogenise national standards and further enhance the forming process 

when standardisations became harmonised with the Guide 65 program on standardised 

third-party certifications in 1996. Since then, certifications have emerged increasingly as 

an important vehicle for governing relations within both agricultural and manufacturing 

sectors (Bartely, 2007), and in the food sector, fairtrade and organic certification today 

represent the most important of these third-party certification systems (Raynolds, 2012). 

So even though FLO tried to occupy a separate social and political sphere to dominating 

neoliberal actors, it was rather absorbed by it as FLO substantially overlapped with WTO 

and ISO in the process of its certification standards compilation and through the creation 

of its third-party certification body, FLO-Cert. Mutersbaugh (2005: 2037) means that this 

evolution has lead to that fairtrade values are being “progressively removed from their 

network crucibles and institutionally (re)embedded in multilateral institutions”. The 

relational to notional shift that occurred through the creation of FLO-Cert underlines the 

replacement of network norms to globalised standards language. The prohibition of 

certifying agency personnel, working under ISO-based rules, to work directly with 

producers to resolve certification problems, again demonstrates the shift from trust-

based to third party certification notoriety (Mutersbaugh, 2005). Therefore, even though 

FLO includes producer representatives in its Standards Committee, the notional power 

that FLO-Cert holds still distances the small producer from the possibility of more direct 

decision making possibilities within an institutionalised fairtrade structure.  

 

Certified to receive a fair price 

In addition to the above notarial features of certifications, producers’ subordination is 

also expressed in the cost of these certifications. Because when establishing 

bureaucratic division of labour and setting ISO oversight procedures, FLO changed its 

producer certification from being in-house for free to being carried out by the 

autonomous FLO-Cert, verifying producer compliance charged to suppliers (Raynolds, 

2012). Since 2004, FLO now base their operational funding on invoicing the participating 
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actors by collecting fees from fairtrade importers, FLO memberships and producer audit 

fees. And like this they managed to make neither FLO nor FLO-Cert, nor national 

fairtrade organisations non-for-profit (Nicholls and Opal, 2005; FLO, 2011d). 

Consequently, this seriously affected the gains of fairtrade for producers, so much that 

many are starting to feel that the advantages of being certified are at too high of a cost, 

even to the point that there is now a recognition among producers saying that “el 

comercio justo no es justo”: fairtrade is not fair. Indeed, certifications have created 

barriers to entry so high that much of the benefits earned by market entry are spent on 

surmounting the barrier (Nicholls and Opal, 2005) and even the “best-organised 

cooperatives find their gains severely eroded by the high cost of complying with 

globalised standards” (Mutersbaugh 2005, 2040). Example is Comon. 

In the search for higher prices on the Northern market Comon’s producers are today 

complying with five different agro-food certifications: JAS for the Japanese market, NOP-

USAD for the US, DAR-EU for the EU, Certimex organic certification, and since 2009, 

FLO-certified for their social engagements. However, each of the certifications allowing 

them to penetrate the high segment market in the North comes with a high price tag. For 

the 2011 harvest year Comon paid 1790€ in annual FLO-certification fee and yet it is 

only a portion of what they paid in total certification costs. Additionally, Comon had costs 

of almost 5130€ for its other certifications of organic and agro food standards 

compliance, making the total cost for allowing them to sell their coffee at a fair price to 

the Northern markets 6920€ in 2011. This is equal to 4 per cent of the cooperative’s 

2011 fiscal year gross income. It is a large amount of money, especially when putting it 

in relation to the minimum wage level in Chiapas, being 3,5€ per day (SAT, 2012). Also 

CESMACH’s Accountant expresses:  

The disadvantage [of fairtrade] principally regards the costs of certification, because they 

are very expensive. Yes, it needs regulation, there has to be some norms otherwise 

everyone would do whatever he wants, but there has to be norms that function. It would 

be good with some system that works without profit. 

However, certifications do not only mean paying certification costs and external auditors, 

there are also large indirect costs of complying with quality norms and restrictions as 

certification procedures do not only verify social conditions to uphold fairtrade values, 

but also to assure the customer of a quality-based production strategy (Renard, 2003; 

Raynolds, 2009). Comon’s Certification Coordinator explains how the focus from social 

to more commercial quality requirements is clearly shown through FLO’s latest social 

premium changes:  

In 2010 we received a document where they said that they were going to raise the social 

premiums from 10 to 20 cts/lb. But they also said that 5 cents of the increase had to go 

to quality or productivity, obligatory. 

Even though producers mentioned wanting to invest in their field, the fact that 5 cts are 

obligatory for quality investments demonstrates FLO’s increased involvement in the 

alternative empowered development system, not letting the producer choose exactly 

how much or where parts of their social premium should be invested. Accordingly, 

Renard (2005: 425) writes “producer organizations have the impression that fairtrade’s 
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regulatory organization is guided more by commercial considerations than by solidarity, 

and acts more against them than in support of them”.  

The great challenge in this however, is that producers are dependent on the Northern 

markets, fairtrade or not, as coffee is a commodity generally consumed in the North. 

Although the fairtrade market is promising it remains very restricted and leaves the 

producers no choice but to use all tools available to access the limited market 

information available, making them therefore more or less obliged to join a certification 

system if they want to be able reach higher prices and diversify their product on the 

global market. Example is when Comon left Starbucks. They searched for other clients 

but nobody would trade with them unless they were FLO-certified. Comon’s Accountant 

explains that even though they had other agro-food certifications and had worked 

through Starbucks C.A.F.E. Practices for over 7 years, they needed the FLO-certificate 

for buyers to be interested in their coffee:   

We worked for one to two years preparing to be able to leave [Starbucks], with 

CESMACH supporting us and recommending us to new clients. But then they [the new 

clients] told us, when this process began, they said, ‘no, show me your FLO-certification 

and then I’ll buy your coffee’. So when FLO sent us the certification for the first time in 

2009, it was like; Wow! It was something that really opened a lot of doors and it has 

helped us in everything: clients, funding, social premiums etc. 

Hence, it was not until they received the FLO-certification that Comon not only was able 

to sell their coffee at a fair price, but it was also the means to receive funding and new 

clients. In other words, in order to be recognised by the international market and funding 

organisms, the small producer must himself pay first, proving how not much have 

changed regarding trade relationships and the trust confided in small producer 

organisations. High priced standardised certifications start to constitute a policy rent for 

producers and are restricting access to fairtrade niche markets to organisations with 

sufficient recourses (Mutersbaugh, 2005; Alvarado, 2009). They have become a 

condition for small producer to be able to reach the Northern market under fair price 

structures, altering the framework of value production such that farmers and their 

organisations practically are made consumers of certifications (Mutersbaugh, 2005). 

Also, as Smith (2009: 134) argues, this inconsistency of limiting access to fairtrade by 

creating high barriers to entry makes that the current fairtrade structure is incapable of 

capturing the most marginalised producers and therefore means that “the development 

through fairtrade in its current structure is a mirage”.  

 

From solidarity model to a supply management tool 

As we can see, the evolution of standardising fairtrade has not only meant the 

subsequent replacement of its original stance in a polyphony of independent principles 

and alternative structures, but it has contradictory taken neoliberal values and the 

discussion regarding commodities even further. Whereas earlier standards regarded 

product specifications, fairtrade certifications concern a standardisation to codify social 

practices. Globalised fairtrade certifications now suggest that farmers’ ethics can be 

evaluated through a standardised accreditation system, which independently rates both 

the local production conditions and the management practises in use (Mutersbaugh, 
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2005). It implemented norms and rules of institutional processes and specified inter-

organisational contractual relations, resulting in the transformation of social practice into 

a commodity able to be advertised like any other (Mutersbaugh, 2005; Raynolds, 2009). 

The certification system has thus sadly undermined the socio-economic embeddedness 

of fairtrade and instead furthered the neoliberal system of commodity profits. Wade 

(2003) means that this sort of certification of social behaviour continues to build on a set 

of trade features that are broadly embedded in the Northern strategy in which wealthy 

countries can protect intellectual property rights and thereby preserve its privileged 

economic position. This is also a shared understanding of VanderHoff (2009) saying that 

this new fairtrade system has reintroduced fairtrade in a formal Northern organisational 

structure. In opposition to its purpose, he continues, the fairtrade movement 

unfortunately did not managed to use its global interconnectedness as a tool of human 

aspirations for liberation from a much too anchored North-South world system. Instead, 

the emancipation of the small producer in the South has become an emancipation but 

on standardised terms, still very much dictated by a Northern ethos and profits. 

As generations of leadership within the national initiatives have changed with time, some 

mean that it has lost its personalised contact between Northern fairtraders and producer 

cooperatives, evolving from an alternative democratic organisation to an institutional 

certification and traceability system (Raynolds, 2012; Renard, 2005; Taylor, 2004; 

VanderHoff, 2009). Northern buyers are now instead using the FLO certification as a 

supply management tool. It facilitates for the buyers to trace their product and payments, 

and be assured of contract compliance from Southern trading producers, putting much 

work pressure on the small producers while the distributors themselves often are 

relieved from this work burden (Hardford, 2007). A Coffee Importer confirms this when 

asked about the advantage of fairtrade:  

I believe that fairtrade as a financial traceability model is really legit. FLO does the job. 

So when we start to ask them, where did this coffee come from? How much did they pay 

for it? These questions are easily answered. 

A certification also constitutes a guarantee for the coffee importer or distributor, to be 

able to sell it to roasters, even though quality might not correspond to roasters 

requirements. The Coffee Importer continues:  

I’ll be honest; if we receive a coffee that is not very good quality and it has a double 

certification [Organic and Fairtrade] it is easier to sell, because the roaster can just put 

the label and tell a story.  

Moreover, the marketing aspects of fairtrade labelling are an undeniable advantage for 

distributors. Not only does an ethical labelled product sell well, it sells better than a non-

labelled product (Hainmuller et al., 2011). Hence, the many positive commercial features 

of fairtrade labelling, as well as the fact that the transparency obligations of the fairtrade 

value chain stops at the distributor, allowing the retailer to set whichever price he 

pleases, are therefore making critics worry that corporations may take a disproportionally 

large part of the additional margin that consumers pay for fairtrade items, making 

labelling an inefficient method for channelling aid from consumers to farmers (Hardford, 

2007).  
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Conclusion 

 

As a countermovement against conventional neoliberal market structures, the fairtrade 

movement promoted a decommodification and a social re-embedding of the small 

producer in the market economy. However, as we have seen, these features have 

become progressively undermined with new contract and standards systems, where 

market features such as quality and profit seeking have taken the upper hand on a large 

part of the movement. And with fairtrade increasingly orienting itself towards commercial 

aspects of greater volume for greater impact, the tension between the movement’s 

solidarity and market features expressed itself openly in 2012, with the split of Fairtrade 

USA from FLO. The split of the institutions proves a clear example of how the small 

producer indeed has become excluded from the movement, as Fairtrade USA 

completely surrendered to a mercantile model by allowing the Fairtrade label to be 

profited by large coffee estates. Through “Fair Trade for All” their goal is to double 

Fairtrade sales by 2015 to transfer more social premiums to farmers (Fairtrade USA, 

2012). However, certifying large estates will probably not change the social-

environmental situation in the South much but rather only increase their own profit 

margins more. As a CESMACH’s Accountant in Chiapas says: 

For fairtrade to include large estates, we see this as a disadvantage even if they 

[Fairtrade USA] say it isn’t. They say that the beneficiaries are the workers and maybe it 

will work for other countries but here in Mexico, no. Because here we know and have 

experienced how the large estates work, even if there are regulations or norms, the 

benefices will never reach the workers. During all these years that they have had the 

possibility to improve the situation for their workers, if they really wanted to do it they 

would have already done it. But if they haven’t done it until now, then no, there won’t be 

any change. 

 

Even though it is generally recognised that the fairtrade movement has to a large extent 

succeeded in its objective of empowering small producers in the South, the fairtrade 

movement has indisputably been absorbed by the neoliberal structure when modifying 

their certification standards to be harmonised with ISO norms and certifying large 

estates. Before, small producers relied on the Fairtrade label to be able to compete 

against large estates on the global market as the label proposed not only an equitable 

price for their products, but also a way for them to differentiate their coffee from big agro 

industries on the global market. Indeed, in contrast to small producer cooperatives, large 

firms already enjoy a clear competitive advantage through scale economies, access to 

information and millions in advertising budgets. Thus, proposing large coffee estates to 

enter the system has allowed for transnational corporations such as McDonald’s, 

Walmart, Procter & Gamble and Nestlé, to access the lucrative niche market and social-

wash their brands. Fairtrade USA has “pursued a market-based strategy of 

recommodification, promoting certified sales to bolster corporate profitability” (Raynolds, 

2012: 282), which not only hollowed values of fairtrade but also the only competitive 

advantage that the small coffee producers had. This development unfortunately follows 

VanderHoff’s biggest concern regarding the fairtrade movement’s evolution, arguing 
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(2009: 59) that “a major challenge that confronts the alternative trade movement is to 

develop organisational structures and an organisational culture that are true to fairtrade 

values (and not merely to the goal of reducing poverty), that are willing to engage in the 

larger struggle against the current neo-liberal order (and not merely to retreat into narrow 

business concerns)”.  

 

Finally, the multitude of certifications requirements imposed on the small producer is 

starting to show unexpected effects and it has indeed created a feared label fatigue, 

maybe risking the survival of the original fairtrade movement. A fatigue, however, that is 

not on the consumer side as many believed, but rather on the producer side. Today’s 

fairtrade structure has created a perverse effect, opposite to market inclusiveness. It has 

excluded the voice of grassroots members from its movement. Even if in an alternative 

market one unquestionably must recognise the importance of efficiency and ensuring 

competitiveness through maintaining control of the chain of production, it must also 

include other criteria concerned with ensuring the dignity and the survival of producers, 

consumers and the environment (VanderHoff, 2009). Therefore, we must reorganise the 

way we think about consumption and production so that it does not erode the quality of 

human existence. Consumers have a great responsibility in this evolution, as it is 

demand that drives supply, and because what we have seen up-until now is that change 

has been much too focalised on how producers should improve their production 

methods for it to have less damaging impacts on the surrounding community and 

environment, while buyers and consumers are continuing looking for the best bargain on 

the market, without any sanctioning. And within this system, the small producers have 

once again been the ones who have worked the hardest. Hence, for the fairtrade 

movement to prevail, the least thing its institutions should do is give these producers a 

voice and re-embed them in the movement, creating a opportunity where a democratic 

plural value system can influence the neoliberal market structure, and not the other way 

around.  
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