By: Maureen Casey

Ncaragua is a land of para-

doxes: Rich in natural resources
and physical beauty, but second
poorest nation in this hemi-
sphere (after Haiti). |,

surfing, horses and carts in the
largest cities, slick new hotels
and warm, modest hostels, of
McDanald’s and traditional gallo
pinto.

Micaragua is a land of children,
of farmers, of factory workers,
of women who are "old” at age
45 but who are learning new
skills, including building their

cotton.

Micaragua is a land where some
people live in mansions and
where North Americans are
told that retirement life can be
good (and prices cheap). Itis
also a land where the majority
of people live in isolated rural
areas, often without electricity
or running water or sanitation.

Recently a group of New Yorkers
visited all of these differing and
related Nicaraguas and came
away transformed and inspired
by the land and her people.
Traveling on a delegation spon-
sored by the New York State
Labor-Religion Coalition, partici-
pants included high schoal
students, teachers, union activ-
ists, and lawyers, Qur mission:
to listen, to learn, to accompany

Micaragua is a land of panoramic
mountains, world class wawves for

owen factory for spinning organic

ordinary Micaraguans in their
everyday lives for one precious
week, Our hope: to learn about
what difference, if any, Fair Trade
can make in the lives of these
ordinary people,

Fair Trade is an economic model
that insists that people who
grow commodities like coffee
should 2arn a living wage for
their labor, Fair Trade is a social
maodel that supports coopera-
tives, women's empowerment,
education and health care. And
Fair Tradle is an environmental
madel that maintains high
standards of sustainability and
encourages farmers to obtain
arganic certification of their
CIops,

What our group learned is that
Fair Trade is also a way of busi-
ness and life that has a definite
positive impact, both on the
daily lives of Nicaraguans and
on their children's future. In

the district of San Raman, in
the mountains outside of the
city of Matagalpa, the Fair Trade
coffee cooperative CECOCAFEN
supports farmers in twenty-one
small cooperatives scattered
over hundreds of square miles,
In these communities, Fair Trade
premiums have paid for new
schiool buildings and for schalar-
ships for students to attend
schiool past the sixth grade (we
met two young wamen in “our”
village of La Reyna who are in

university studying agronamy
thanks to those scholar-

ships). Fair Trade money has
improved roads and bridges,
has expanded capacity in the
communities for processing raw
coffee, and has taught farmers
to transform their growing
methods to become organic,
Fair Trade organization and
support has helped poor coffee
farmers to diversify their crops
to stabilize their income, and is
even helping some communities
to develop ecotourism projects
which welcome international
visitors to rural Nicaragua.

We also learned that the coffee
farmers of Nicaragua grow much
more Fair Trade Certified coffee
than can be sold on the world
market. Fair Trade certification
means that the farmers receives
a*floor” price for their coffee (set
internationally by a coalition of
farmers, consumers, businesses
and advocates) that will not
vary in spite of world market
price fluctuations. Fair Trade
also guarantees extra premiums
for farmers and communities as
well as pre-harvest loans and
other financial support. In the
San Ramon area, we learned that
only 35% of the coffee grown

as Fair Trade is sold at Fair Trade
prices, The rest is sold at the
market price which can vary
widely from season to season,

We asked what the impact of
selling 100% of the certified
coffee at Fair Trade prices would
he. Invariably the answer was
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a variation on “WOW, what a
difference that would make.”
The eyes of farmers and chil-
dren, cooperative organizers
and leaders, women and
elders all took on a far-away
gleam as they imagined the
riches in development that
would come to thelr commu-
nity if all of their coffes sold at
the Fair Trade price,

We learned that this is what
the rural poor of Nicaragua
are asking of us: Drink

more Fair Trade coffee; tell
your friends, family and
colleagues about the Fair
Trade difference; increase
the market so that our
children's lives can improve.

We listened, we learned, we
celebrated with amazing
people. And we returned
home with a new mission:
TELL EVERYOME THAT
FAIR TRADE DOES MAKE A
DIFFERENCE. BUY MORE
FAIR TRADE COFFEE!

(For information about Fair
Trade, purchasing Fair Trade
certified coffee and other
itermns, or joining delegations
to Micaragua, the Dominican
Republic or the US/Mexico
Border, see www.labor-reli-
gion.org or call 518-213-8000
ext. 5294)
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