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About the Book

Conor Woodman takes the dismal out of the dismal science. He’s written an alternative guide to the global economy’ LIAM HALLIGAN, SUNDAY TELEGRAPH

Many of our favourite brands now openly espouse ‘ethical’ credentials, so how is it that they can import billions of pounds’ worth of goods from the developing world every year while leaving the people who produce them barely scraping a living? Are they being cynically opportunistic? Or is it that global commerce will always be incompatible with the eradication of poverty? And, if so, are charity and fair trade initiatives the only way forward?

In Unfair Trade Conor Woodman travels the world – from Nicaragua to the Congo and from Laos to Afghanistan – to establish the truth. In the course of his journeys he uncovers some truly shocking stories about the way big business operates, but he also sees a way forward that could reconcile the apparently irreconcilable.
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Introduction

THIS BOOK IS about the poor. Specifically, the working poor in the developing world. The people who do jobs that you probably wouldn’t like to do for a wage you probably wouldn’t be able to live on. These people are the farmers, the miners, the fishermen and the factory workers who often produce the goods that eventually end up in your shopping basket. Those products get there thanks to any number of big businesses: the big restaurant chains, the big electronics companies, the big drug companies, the big car companies … the list goes on and on and on. This book is about how those people are affected by those companies and therefore, because it’s our shopping baskets we’re talking about, it’s also about how they are affected by you and me.

You may, like me, have wondered before why it is that our favourite brands import billions of dollars’ worth of goods from the developing world and yet the people who produce them are still so badly off. Why can’t the big businesses, from whom we buy our food, our gadgets, our clothes and all that other stuff, do more to ensure that the people who farm it, fish it, assemble it or mine it work in safe conditions or get paid a sufficient sum to ensure that they aren’t forced to live their lives on the edge of existence?

If you have wondered about these things, then the chances are you’re one of the millions of people who are starting to be a bit more selective about the goods they buy. There has been a rapid increase in the past ten years in ‘ethical awareness’ on the high street. Sales in ethical and environmental products are increasing exponentially year on year, which suggests that even more people are asking questions about where their purchases are coming from, from whom they have been sourced or how they have been produced.

We are now in a position where we can express our personal ethical values through our choice of coffee or chocolate or bananas or phones or a whole range of other products, and we may well make decisions prompted by a logo or message on packaging that effectively tells us that we’re doing the right thing. More and more goods these days carry the logos of ethical labelling organisations like Fairtrade Foundation, Rainforest Alliance, Forest Stewardship Council and UTZ CERTIFIED. That logo or message, then, is a very powerful marketing tool. In fact, it’s big business in itself. The Co-op’s Ethical Consumer report puts the total value of ethical products in our shopping baskets at over £36 billion in 2009 and estimates that the total value of Fairtrade-labelled products alone will top the £1 billion mark in the UK in 2011. Despite the recent economic downturn, sales of ethical products in the UK have actually increased by 20 per cent in the last two years. But is there a danger that the marketing edge the ethical business label gives companies becomes the driving force, rather than the desire to make a positive difference?

A couple of years ago, I was sitting on a train, watching the countryside go by, sipping a cup of coffee. I glanced down briefly and happened to notice that the coffee cup had a picture of an African farmer on it and a message: ‘By drinking this coffee you are enhancing the lives of the villagers of Busamanga, Uganda.’ Next to the message was a logo for the ethical labelling organisation Fairtrade Foundation, with their tagline: ‘Guarantees a better deal for Third World producers.’

As a concerned consumer who wants to help poor farmers in African villages, this is exactly the kind of label that I’m meant to look out for. I should have been reassured by it and felt better that I had made an ethically conscious purchase. But I slowly became aware of a nagging doubt. It just didn’t sit easily with me. I found myself thinking about some awkward questions. Am I really enhancing these farmers’ lives? Are they really getting a better deal? Is it even possible to improve people’s lives by buying a certain type of coffee? I thought again about the logo and wondered whether ‘Trying to get a better deal for Third World producers’ might be more accurate. It also occurred to me that the fact that something was being done made me feel better about myself. A second later, I questioned whether making me feel better about myself was quite the intention of the scheme when it was set up.

Turn on the TV or browse the Internet and you can hardly avoid coming into direct contact with the reality of what life is like for a vast number of poor people in poor countries around the world. The media has given us a stronger connection to what is happening in developing countries, but while events of major political or economic significance are covered exhaustively, we rarely hear the day-to-day stories of the ordinary people who work in the fields or down the mines or out on the fishing boats. How can we ever keep up with what is going on in their lives or the lives of our farmers in Africa unless we actually go there to see for ourselves?

Six months after that train journey I was in Cameroon writing a piece for a popular travel magazine. For a few days I holed up in a modest hotel along the shore near the town of Limbe. At lunchtime the menu in the hotel kitchen generally offered guests a simple choice between chicken and fish. Since I was so close to the coast, I usually chose the fish because I was confident that what was on my plate would be wonderfully fresh.

From my window every morning I could see a local guy called Patrice fishing off the shore from his pirogue. Patrice would always fish in the shallower waters within a mile or two of the black sand beach. I would see him silhouetted against the morning sky casting out his line hoping that he’d pull in a nice tuna or a snapper for the chef to serve up that lunchtime. Sometimes, further out in the deeper water, a large trawler would pass along the horizon, dwarfing Patrice’s little boat as it scooped up fish by the thousand.

When evening falls in Limbe, the market square in the centre of town is the place to go to sit and enjoy a beer or something to eat. One evening, while I was out walking, I dropped in and spotted Patrice eating with his family. On seeing me, Patrice insisted that I come over and join them; right away I noticed that, although they too were eating fish and rice, the bones on their plates looked very different from those of the big snapper that I’d eaten a few hours earlier.

Patrice explained that the trawlers I’d seen from the shore were Chinese-owned. In exchange for Chinese investment in various construction projects within Cameroon, the government had signed away wholesale fishing rights in all their deep water to Chinese fishing companies. The result is that local fishermen can now only line fish in the shallow waters close by, and this brings in nowhere near enough fish to feed their families, let alone the wider population. So the rare snappers that Patrice can catch are extremely valuable and he sells them to tourists like me who can afford them, while the locals can only afford to eat dried fish imported across the desert from Morocco.

This is, of course, shocking. Any fair and reasonable person would say it is wrong. Yet global trade is full of these kinds of anomalies. How can we reconcile ourselves to a world where a cup of ethically branded coffee bought in a Western high street costs about the same as a fish supper for a tourist in Cameroon, and that both remain far beyond the means of those who produced them in the first place?

This book is in part the result of the shock that I felt on that trip to Cameroon. I realised that it’s easy to take an ethical standpoint from afar, so I decided to try instead to witness things at first hand – to do this, I had to make a series of journeys. I wanted to see how my early views stood up when exposed to the reality of life in the developing world, which is occasionally nasty, often brutish and sometimes needlessly short.

The result has been a year spent in often uncomfortable circumstances, sometimes even dangerous ones. I have travelled from Latin America to the Far East to look at how ethical the companies are that put the food on your plate or the gadgets in your pocket. And I have travelled from Central Asia to Central Africa to consider the impact some of our consumer choices have on the poorest people who work in the most desperate of circumstances. Finally I returned to Africa to look at some of the newer ideas being employed by companies who are managing their supply chains in more socially responsible ways.

My first concern was to check to what extent ethical claims made by big business actually stack up. If a company says we do X, Y or Z, should we accept this at face value? To answer that, I chose to look at one strand of the international food chain, and follow the supply of lobsters back to the waters from where they were caught. Several of the world’s biggest restaurant chains buy lobster in bulk from suppliers in Latin America. Many make bold claims about their own ethical credentials and give sums of money to conservation projects. Sometimes, though, as I discovered, the reality doesn’t quite live up to the hype.

Of course, once you start losing confidence in what you’ve been told, everything starts to look suspect. I therefore turned my attention to the ‘good guys’ – the various bodies such as Rainforest Alliance and Fairtrade Foundation – who have played such a major role in increasing our awareness of the problems of international trade. They clearly mean well, but do or can they really deliver on their promises? And what happens when their message becomes part of a large corporation’s way of doing business? When McDonald’s says, ‘We support the Rainforest Alliance’, what does this actually mean? And when Cadbury announce they’re ‘going Fairtrade’ to the world’s media, can we automatically assume that it can only be good news?

The challenges for big business, if it is to save the world’s poor, though, go considerably beyond the concerns that organisations such as Rainforest Alliance and Fairtrade Foundation seek to address. They touch every transaction in our globalised economy. So, having looked at one or two relatively straightforward supply chains, I set myself the task of looking at some highly complex ones, the sort that involve manufactured goods that may bear a familiar brand name with excellent ethical credentials but that are actually the result of a complex web of trading relationships with companies and countries a long way removed from our purchase in the West of a new mobile phone or laptop or car or any of a thousand other desirable goods. Modern systems of manufacturing in our increasingly globalised economy mean that whole links in the supply chain can be outsourced to far-flung corners of the globe a long way away from the scrutiny of the Western consumer. We are often fooled into thinking that our commercial relationship is only with our favourite brands, but when they form another relationship with some faceless factory in the Third World they can draw us into an uncomfortable ménage à trois.

These days it is virtually impossible to consider such relationships without considering the economic powerhouse that is contemporary China. I therefore decided to spend some time there, finding out what our insatiable demand for consumer goods actually means for the anonymous Chinese factory workers who toil to produce them. And then I went back yet another stage in the production process, visiting the jungles of Northern Laos, which provide China with essential raw materials. Consumers in the West are now highly dependent on the sorts of deals that China has set up with its trading partners. What about the terms on which these deals are struck and the reality of what they mean for the citizens of the producing country?

For my final expeditions I decided to open things up even further. Double standards and moral compromise are bad enough when you’re talking about trade with countries such as Nicaragua, China and Laos, which, whatever other failings they may have, are at least relatively stable. But questions of morality and fairness become much more acute when you’re looking to trade with countries that are abusing human rights on an almost unimaginable scale – the Democratic Republic of Congo and Afghanistan, for example.

Until I actually visited Congo I had assumed that all decent nations were following the United Nations’ call for trade with the country to be suspended. I wasn’t quite sure what that would achieve for Congo’s citizens, but I could at least see a certain logic in the stance of the international community, given that the conflict there has led directly to the deaths of over 10 million people over the past decade. Yet one visit to a Congolese cassiterite mine was enough to show just how hollow a UN expression of outrage can be. Cassiterite is not exactly a household word, but the tin that is extracted from it crops up in just about every household and office electronic product that you can think of. How does it get there, if we don’t trade with Congo?

From all this it may sound as though I have ended my journey possibly a wiser but much more cynical person: a believer in ethical business who, when confronted by the facts, has come to the reluctant conclusion that claims to the ethical high ground rarely stand up and that in any struggle between morality and hard-edged business, there will only be one winner, and that it certainly won’t be morality. But that’s not the case, and, strangely enough, it was my visit to Afghanistan which confirmed a belief that had sustained me through all my travels: it is possible to involve yourself in international trade and make money and yet, morally speaking, be able to hold your head up high. And in fact, in virtually every country I visited, I came across astonishing people who could tell astonishing success stories. It’s just that their stories are not the ones you tend to hear.

This book will, I hope, help to redress the balance. It is not meant to be an exhaustive look at how big business operates, but rather a collection of case studies that together give a flavour of what life is like for some of the poorest workers in the world. And while it may shake your current assumptions, it does show that there is a way forward. It just happens not to be the one that most big business currently claims to embrace.
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To die for

Nicaragua: the Miskito coast

‘Better to be a sailor. Live longer’


I’M ALREADY FEELING a bit uneasy. The sail of the 30-foot-long skiff I’m sitting in is pulled tight to the wind, and the huge logo emblazoned across it reminds me that this stretch of the Nicaraguan coast is prey to hurricanes. After Hurricane Felix devastated the coast in 2007, the American Agency for International Development sent emergency materials – food, clothes, tents and a large tarpaulin marked ‘USAID – From The American People’. Most of the tarpaulin ended up being used as sails for skiff boats like this one. But the real reason for my unease is that I have agreed to make a deep-water dive.

We’re now about a mile from the Keys. One of the divers I’ve joined drops the anchor while the rest of us take in the sails and begin to unload three canoes into the water. This is a very well-rehearsed routine and in less than three minutes we’re sitting in a canoe with six air tanks. Wally, who has agreed to dive with me, is strong and muscular with arms and legs as thick as the mast of his boat. His equipment consists of a mask and flippers, a small black triangular plastic plate complete with Velcro strap for attaching the air tank, and one other crucial item: a long metal spike with a hook on one end. I’m struck by how primitive everything seems. There are none of the usual dials and gauges a diver in the West would expect to see, no way of telling how deep you are or how much oxygen you have left. I’m a little more fortunate. I at least have a dive computer, which will allow me to know how deep we are as well as whether or not I need to do a safety stop to decompress on my way back to the surface. Other than that, I will use the same rudimentary equipment as Wally.

Even before we descend, I do not feel safe. Wally’s son passes me a tank from the canoe that he has already attached to the triangular plate. He hurriedly indicates to me to tie it round my waist. It feels horribly insecure. As I turn myself in the water, he reaches down and turns my air valve. A working mouthpiece will allow a diver to draw air from it as you would normally draw breath on the surface. However, this one is faulty so that the air jets out freely from the tank. It still works but if it did this during a normal dive then my instinct would be to return to the surface and have it repaired or replaced. Wally simply shrugs and shows me that his is broken too, as if to say that I should just hurry up and get on with it. I am not happy. I am feeling more than a little unnerved.

Wally descends head first. He’s not hanging around. I like to descend feet first, slowly and steadily so as to give myself time to equalise the pressure in my ears. This is crucial if I am to avoid damaging my eardrums, but Wally’s having none of it. If I’m not going to lose him in the gloomy water then I have to hurry down. I turn around so that I’m facing head first towards the bottom and kick with my flippers to follow him. A quick glance at my computer shows that I am already 6 metres down when suddenly and without any warning my head is spun around and my mouthpiece is ripped violently from my mouth. My tank has come loose from the Velcro strap and is heading back to the surface without me. I am 6 metres below without any air. Despite the fact that I am a very experienced diver, I begin to panic. For the first time in nearly 15 years of recreational diving I have to make an emergency ascent. I remember to exhale steadily on my way up so as not to run out of air and, more importantly, so as not to have my lungs explode when I reach the surface.

Back at the surface I can see Wally’s son fishing my tank out of the water. I am still attached to the triangular plate. Wally’s head soon reappears and he swims over to me looking confused before he realises what has happened. He shouts at his son. I imagine (at least I hope) that he’s telling him his Velcro-ing skills need some work. I clamber back up to the canoe, untie my plate, retie the strap and try again.

What follows is the most uncomfortable dive of my life. I descend head first again with Wally constantly threatening to disappear out of view. My ears hurt the whole time and I am paranoid about my tank taking a solo trip back to the surface again. Struggling to breathe the whole time as the mouthpiece spews air constantly into my mouth, I repeatedly check my computer to make sure that I don’t go below 18 metres, the depth from where I can still safely make an emergency ascent if something goes wrong. Somehow I manage to watch Wally at work.

Eventually we settle at a depth of around 16 metres and Wally begins to move along the wall of the reef’s edge. For someone who dives every day, he still seems rather ungainly in this environment. He frequently uses the coral to anchor himself against the current while he peeks into the cracks and crannies between the rocks. Finally he turns and gestures for me to come nearer. I catch my first glimpse of what we’ve come for. Poking out from underneath a shadowy outcrop of rock are two long antennae.

Wally places his metal spike flat on the surface of the sea floor and carefully slides it deeper into the hole. The creature seems to know that something is afoot and draws himself in deeper into his hole, but not far enough. At once Wally is under him and, with one deft tug, the hook comes back out with its end buried deep under the flesh of the creature’s belly. It twists and turns helplessly on the hook until Wally lifts it off with his other hand and turns the implement round to lance it through the back of the head with the spiked end. With it now safely dead, Wally carefully breaks off the head and places the valuable meaty tail into the net bag that he has deftly slung over his other shoulder. Wally has caught a lobster.

I give Wally an ‘OK’ sign, which seems to mean nothing at all to him. Then I indicate to him that I am going back up. He nods as if to say, ‘Fine. See you later.’ I am actually beginning to get quite cold, diving as we are without wetsuits. I head back to the surface, doing a decompression stop on the way just to be doubly safe and to keep my dive computer happy.

I throw my tank back on to the canoe and swim alongside the boat, happy not to be where Wally is. Wally’s son is carefully paddling along, watching the water intently. The man in the canoe is known here as the ‘dory man’ and his job is to track the diver by following his bubbles on the surface. This is a lot easier said than done and by the time Wally emerges on the surface 25 minutes later he is at least 100 metres from where his dory man thought he was. And this is a calm day.

Wally and the dory man paddle towards each other and Wally passes his tank up to his son. By my computer’s reckoning, he’s been under for almost 45 minutes. This would be a pretty standard recreational dive – 16 metres for 45 minutes. As long as you had done a decompression stop on the ascent and then rested up at the surface for an hour, you could safely do another dive to a similar depth the same day. And maybe with another two-hour rest, a final dive could be safely attempted that evening. In less time than it has just taken you to read that observation, Wally is under the water again, descending head first, tying on a fresh tank as he goes. This time he is down for nearly an hour.

Wally doesn’t make a single decompression stop on any of his 11 ascents that day. A safety stop doesn’t cost anything other than a couple of minutes of time. But no one has ever explained to Wally why it is important. No one has explained to Wally that diving 11 times in one day is not safe or how depth and air gauges would increase his chances of survival. He has a job, and he does it unquestioningly.

Back on shore there are plenty of reminders of the dangers the job entails. Puerto Cabezas, or Bilwi as it is known to the local population, is a port town built along the long white sandy Caribbean shoreline of Nicaragua. It’s a pretty typical Caribbean town; colourfully painted single-storey houses with corrugated iron roofs and a dozen or so large whitewashed churches.

I wander along with my contact and translator in Nicaragua, John Rivera Hudson, a short skinny bald man wearing a yellow T-shirt so big for him that it hangs over his shorts like a dress. On the end of his nose he sports a pair of round wire-framed glasses and on his feet a pair of bright pink Crocs. ‘They’re my wife’s. We’re the same size.’

As we make our way up the paved road that leads into town we pass first one and then another young man walking with a pronounced limp. At the park in the centre of town a group of men sit along a low wall talking loudly and swigging beer from brown bottles – unremarkable but for the row of crutches leant against the wall next to them.

John recognises a man who approaches us in what looks like a child’s go-kart. The man introduces himself as Clevus Thompson. Clevus’s home-made wheelchair has three wheels attached to a wooden frame, and in the centre there is a long shaft with a handle that turns a chain connected to the rear wheels. Clevus, dressed in a Boston Red Sox T-shirt and a pair of black jeans that hangs loosely over his withered legs, leans against the handle while he explains to me how he has come to end up like this. ‘This happened to me diving,’ he tells me. ‘Twelve years, I’ve been diving on the boats for lobster, then I got sick. Now I can’t work, so I have to beg around. Someone gives me something; that’s the only way I can survive.’

Clevus is living with the consequences of repeated deep diving. Among divers in the developed world, decompression stops are an integral part of diving safely. If I’m diving 100 feet below the surface, say, then the air that I’m breathing from the tank contains nitrogen and oxygen, which are both absorbed into the blood through my lungs. I use up the oxygen as I swim about and the nitrogen goes round my body and back to my lungs from where I breathe it out again with the carbon dioxide I’ve produced. Because I’m 100 feet below the surface I’m breathing these gases under enormous pressure. The problem is that the nitrogen takes a minute or two to work its way around my body and back to my lungs. If, like Clevus, I return to the surface with the nitrogen still in my blood, it will expand, causing little bubbles to form in my arteries. This in turn can cause an embolism, leading to what is known as decompression sickness or ‘the bends’. It can cripple you. At its worst, it can kill you.

Clevus is one of over 4,000 young men in this situation, although one could say that he is one of the lucky ones: each year 50 men perish diving for lobsters. All are Miskitos, indigenous Native Americans who have inhabited this part of the coast for hundreds of years. When British pirates roved the seas around here 300 years ago, and Bilwi was known as Bragman’s Bluff, they swiftly discovered that the Miskitos could be valuable friends and allies. A mutually beneficial trading relationship was established that lasted through the days of the American revolutionary wars and the slave trade. The Miskitos and the British concluded a formal Treaty of Friendship and Alliance in 1740 and close contact continued for the next 100 years. Testament to this is the prevalence in the region of English names. The first four Miskito kings were named Jeremy, Peter, Edward and George.

Long after the British went, the American corporate juggernaut United Fruit came here to do business with the Miskitos and made hundreds of millions, exporting bananas and timber from the region. But bananas are no longer a viable commercial crop here due to endemic diseases, and in May 2006 the government announced an emergency ten-year nationwide ban on cutting and exporting mahogany, cedar, pochote, pine, mangrove and ceiba. The ban was announced as the ‘green lobby’ in Nicaragua reacted to deforestation in the Miskito region. In the past 50 years, 6,000 square miles of forest has been lost to logging and agriculture. Lobster fishing seems, on the surface at least, a much better and more sustainable economic activity.

Some 40 kilometres from Bilwi are the Keys, and among them Wipling Key: half a dozen shacks built on stilts driven into the ocean floor. From a distance they look like a floating village of 12 ‘houses’ hovering over a shallow reef in the middle of nowhere.

Inside one of the houses there are three hammocks, one reserved at night-time for Wally, and one each for his children, a boy and a girl both in their late teens. As well as these three there are two other women living here, one of whom, Dora, has a husband and a five-year-old boy. Then there are the five other men who are here to dive. They are all from the town of Dakira back on the mainland. Wipling and several other similar Keys are known collectively as the Miskito Keys and each big village on the shore has a working offshore settlement like this during the lobster season from September until May.

‘My boy likes to come out here to learn about life as a man,’ Dora tells me as she scales a piece of fish. Crouched down on the deck out front, she deftly aims the scales over the edge and into the sea below, attracting a small school of brightly coloured fish. ‘But I still like better my house on the shore. There I can walk around and go to
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