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Study of Its Founders in Mexico

Luc K. Audebrand
Thierry C. Pauchant

ABSTRACT. As the need for more diversity in business
ethics 15 becoming more pressing in our global world, we
provide an histonical study of a Fair Trade (FI) move-
ment, born in rural Mexico. We first focus on the basic
assumptions of its founders, which include a worker—
priest, Frans van der Holfl, a group of native Indians and

local farmers who formed a cooperative, and an NG(),
Max Havelaar. We then review both the onginalities and
challenges of the FT' movement and its potential contri-
butions to the current theories and practices in business
ethics.
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Everyone who works has the nght to just and
favourable remuneration ensuring for himsell and his
family an existence worthy of human dignity
(Universal Declaranon of Human Rights, article 23,

paragraph 3)

While the ficld of business cthics has progressed
much mn the last 20 years, 1t 15 stll larpely viewed as
Westermn-centnie and focusing on too few frame

works, such as those introduced by Emmanucl Kant
or John Stuart Mall (I'redenck, 2000; McDonald and
Pak, 1996; (O'Fallon and Butterficld, 2005; Schwartz,
20005). Several authors have called for more diversaty
both in the cthacal theones and in the practices

advocated in order to better address the complexaty

of our global world (Ciulla et al., 2007; Goodpaster
ct al_, 2006; Pauchant et al_, 2002 Samuclson, 2006:;
Shanahan and Wang, 2003; Taylor, 1989)._ It 15 1n thas
spint that we present in this arocle the emergence of
the Fair Trade (IFI7) movement i rural Mexico and
the birth of the Max Havelaar label, which today

mvolves several hundred malhons of producers and
consumers. While a few sacennfic articles have

focussed on some cthical 1ssues related to  thas
movement (Davies and Crane, 2003; Hira and Fernie,
2006; Mclo and Wolf, 2005; Moore, 2004), none has
rcally delved into 1ts histonical and philosophical
roots. This exploration 1s 1n particular relevant for an
Anglo-saxon audience, as most of the pubhcations

available on this subject are in rench, Spamish or
Dutch. Iurther, this lack of in-depth information on
the cultural and ethical **basic assumptions™ (Schein,
1985) or on the “hyper-goods™ (Taylor, 1989) which
have mnspired the founders of the IF1T" movement can,
however, hinder its potential conmbutions to the
currcnt theory and practice of business cthics.

The philosophy and practice of I'I" has emerged
out of a very partcular context. At a ome of
growing oppositon towards the two domnant
loges of market-dnven or government-controlled
markets, the I'I" movement has taken root in small
commumitics at the margmns of these two systems. In
fact, I'T" was designed to ensure the survival of the
commumty and safeguard 1ts digmity. In addition, IFT
15 not rooted i Western countnies but rather in
so-called “developing countnies” or the “South™.
['urthermore, wherecas m the moderm Western
world, the future of the cconomy 15 beheved to he
not m the industnal sector or even the services sector
but, mostly, in the informanon sector, 'l 15 rooted

mn the oldest cconomuc sector, agnculture, a sector 1n
which no more than 2% to 3% of the Western

workforce partiapates (OECLD, 2005, pp. 16—-17).
Monectheless, FFT' 15 not anb-modermst, romantic or

backward-looking. Today, 2.06 bilhon men and
women stll camn theirr hving or subsist by working

the land (ILO), 2004, p. 53).
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Although the volume of international trade 1s
currcntly 14 times greater than what 1t was after
World War I, onc thard of the planet, or more than
two bilhon people, sall hive below the poverty hine.
About 1.4 lalhon people camm less than US$2 per
day. Third World countnes often depend on exports
of raw matenals and crops, such as coffee, sugar,
cacao or bananas, which have been dechming in pnce
for many years (Hira and Ferne, 2006, p. 112). IFT,
which constitutes onc solution to this problem, 1s
defined as a “commercal network of production—
distmbution—consumption oncented towards nter
dependent, sustminable development™ (Fretell and
Rooca, 2005, p. 99). Its goal 15 to increase equity 1o
internanonal trade, @mven that today no market can
thnve 1in solanon. Indeed, IFI' doces not advocate
increasing  chanty or financial aid to developing
countnics; rather, it proposes an altermative orgam
zanon of mtemational commeraal trade. IFT allows
small producers i the South to access Northern
markcts, which helps them to evolve from a posinon
of vulncrabihty and dependence to one of greater
cconomic sclf-sufhaency, while 1improving thar
social and ccological conditons. Intemationally, IFT
products, distnbuted in over 20 countnies 1in the
Morth, arc helping more than one malhon rural
farmmhes 1in 30 exporting countries in the South (Lann
Amenca, Afnca, Asia, ctc.) to cam their hving,

The Dutch worker—pnest rans van der Hoft has
played a pivotal role in the development of thas
movement: he mtroduced the fist certhed IFT
product; co-founded the first intermatnonal 19T label,
Max Havclaar, and settled in Lanin Amenca in 19710
Since 1980, he has been shanng the hife of plantation
farmers in a small willage 1In Mexaco, the fernle
birthplace of modemn I'T. Van der Hoft was named
CEOQ of the Year in Mexico i 2004, He has also
carmed an honorary doctorate from the Catholic
University of Louvain, Belgmum; and was decorated
as a Kmyht of the Legmon of Honour by the French
FOVCINMent.

Frans van der Hoff and the emergence
of the Fair Trade movement in rural Mexico

Borm min 1939 1in the Netherlands into a farmily of 15
children, IFrans “PFransisco” van der Hoff was raised
on a farm mn very humble conditons. He claims he

grew up - hiterally under the cows™ (ILoozen and van
der Hoft, 2001, p. 16). His first memones are of

World War Il: he was struck by the sight of a
charred corpse of a German pilot whose plane had
crashed near lus farm. Drawn to the pnesthood, he
recalls the austere quasi-mlitary hfe at the seminary,
but admts that 1t was there that he leamed disa

phne, ntrospection and meditanon. He also noted
the nft between aty dwellers and the rural popula

tion; he himsclf had been mocked as a “yokel™.
Ordained as a prniest in 1968, he descnbes thas penod
as cffervescent: Vancan 11, the student occupations of
umversitics, large gathenngs of the revolunonary
left, May ‘68 mm Pans, Martin Luther King jr., the
oppositon to the Vietnam War, ctc. Yet he con

cludes today that
defence of human nghts, justice and democracy

%

we beheved that the simple

would prevaill over abuse™ (van der Hoff, 2005, p.
55). After studyving history, philosophy and theology
in the Netherlands and in Germany (Umversines of
MNymegen, Hoadelberg, Minster and Berhn) and
studying cconomics under NMobel Pnze winner Jan
Twmbergen, he camed two doctorate degrees n
1970, mn pohtical cconomics and theology.

Dunng his sojourn as a chair holder at the Um
versity of Ottawa from 1970 to 1973, he divided has
time between Canada and Chile. In Ottawa, whale
volunteenng at a shelter for drug abusers, he reahzed
that some drug addicts come from well-to-do fam
ihes “as 1if a whole generation was lost” (ILoozen and
van der Hoft, 2001, p. 28). In Santago he worked 1in
the slums, where he nonced the violence between
opposing groups and the need to reduce social
schisms. It was there that he met Paulo Preire, who
taught him the virtues of dialogue and how aware
ness and education could be hberating for oppressed
populattons (I'mere, 2000). After the “coup d’état”
mn 1973 led by totalitanan leader Pinochet, he took
refuge 1n Mexico, working in Mexico City unnal
1980. Although a pnest and assocated wath the
Cathohe Church, he often publicly expressed dis
appointment, notably at the Church’s support for
General Pinochet or the wvisits to the slums by
bishops in luxury cars. To cnsure his finanaal
ndependence and to fulfil his quest to share the lot
of the most disadvantaged workers, he became a
worker—pnest, labounng as a mavelling shoe sales
man, jam maker, axle producer at Ford and farmer.
After receiving death threats from the sccret pohce
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i Mexico City, he moved to Ixtepec in the
southemn state of Oaxaca, where 802 of the popu
lattion 1 naove. To this day, he hves among the
Lapotee, Miztec, Mixe, Chontales and other tmbes.

The birth of the Umon of Indian Villages in the
Isthmus Regmon (UCIRI), where the fist Max
Havclaar product was produced, 15 itself grounded 1n
the histoncal context of Mexico (Almanza-Alcade,
2002; Mace, 1998; Norget, 1997; Otero, 1999,
van der Hoff, 2005). To promote access to freedom
and land ownership after the Mexcan Revoluton,

in the 1910s and 1920s, the government of Lazaro
Cardenas distmbuted land to small farmers and
offered sigmficant state support for agnculture. Thas
policy was curtailed by the neo-hberal deregulation
reforms of the Salinas and Zedillo governments,
which included the NAFFTA agreement wath United
States and Canada. These changes radically altered
the hving conditions of coffee producers, squeczed
on onc side by local buyers known as “coyotes,”
who bought coffce at the lowest pnce, and at the
intcrmational level by pnce vanations tnggered by
mntcrmational stock markets and large multinationals.
This situatnon had tragmc repercussions i Mexaco,
the world’s fifth largest coffee producing naton.
Coffee ranks as the country’s second most important
cxport product after 01l and ensures a hiving or sur
vival for malhons of Mexacans. The state of Oaxaca,
onc of the most pohticized and diverse i terms
of naove populations, was determuned to regain
autonomy 1 this key crop producton.

This 15 the context van der Hoff encountered

when he armved i the south of the state 1n 198(). He
worked for two years in plantations as a day labourer
and i 1982 proposcd not a solunon but a collective
problem analysis process based on the dialogue
practice of Paulo I'nere. After long dalogues, 150
representanves of three villages, including members
of nanve mbes and Caucasians, idennficd two major
problems: debt to the banks and the meagre sale
price of their coffee. The analysis revealed that while
the “coyotes” purchased the coffee at $0.25 per kg,
1ts real pnice including the farmers” labour was §0.65.
In addinon, many bank officers pocketed the debt
repayments. In 1983, UCIRI was founded as a
cooperative with democratic management, an clec

ted board of directors, representation of all partners,
decasion making by consensus, ctc. By buying a
truck, the cooperative could then sell coffee directly

at the port of VeraCruz, without intermedianes, at
$0.95/kg. Systematic follow-up with the banks was
also mmnated. The reaction of the intermedianes was
violent. lor almost a decade, they sabotaged
cquipment and assassinated 37 willagers. The mem
bers of UCIRI nonetheless stood theirr ground,
adopting the slogan of “together we will tmumph™.
They reinvested a portion of their profits in essental
infrastructures for their commumnes (roads, ranmng
watcer, clectncity, telephone service, health sernices,
schools, crops for local consumption, such as beans
and comn, ctc)). They also mmvested 1in coffee pro
duction (stores, warchouses, roasters, computers,
cooperative credit bank, orgamc farming traming
centre, etc.).

In 1986, UCIRI deaded to produce only orpanic
coffee that abides by five prninciples: protection of
biodiversity, wastc water management, Crosion
control, chimination of pesticides and chemucal fer
tilizers, recychng, waste reduction and compost usc.
In modem agnculture, everything revolves around
cxpansion, growth and ncreased carmngs. By cut
ting down all the trees and all the bushes, it 15 pos
sible to plant 10,000} coffee plants on onc hectare.
Production per hectare 15 then optimal, but after
scven or cight years the soil becomes stenle. On the
other hand, orgamc agnculture tnes not to increase
but to improve. The small farmers in UCIHR planted
10002000 cotfee plants per hectare. UCTIR coffee
has not only improved the social sitwatnon of the
farmers, 1t has also improved the ccologmceal situation
of the region (lLoozen and van der Hoft, 2001,
p. 47).

All these mmnovanons were particularly well re
ceived by the communitics because they were
consistent  with  ancestral  wvalues of  autonomy,
democracy and respect for nature. At UCIRI, the
values of democracy and ecology emerged from the
ancestral values of the native populatons and were
cstablished communally. In addinon, this coopera
tive considers exporting not as part of strategy of
growth and market domunanon, but as an acowvity to
pursuc affer the basic needs that have to be met to
mmprove local hving condinions. For UCIRTs small
farmers, the cconomic argument 15 not pnmordal.
The mmportant thing 15 to leave theirr children and
grandchildren an intact, beaunful Earth. They reject
the cthos of perpetual growth and market domina
tion. In thewr view, growth 15 less important than



