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  Coffee


  Fair Trade and the Daily Latte
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  Mark glanced at his watch. Although he was running a few minutes late, he figured he still had time for his morning ritual: a cup of coffee at the corner coffee chain. As he parked his car and headed inside, he wondered what today’s trivia question would be. Even with just a ten-cent discount on the line, answering the store’s daily trivia question had become a minor obsession for Mark. So he smiled as he wondered what sort of arcane lore he would have to rack his brain for today.


  He barely glanced at the college student behind the counter as he ordered his regularmedium, skim latte, extra hotand read the question of the day posted on a blackboard behind her. “What is the name of our new line of coffee that is sustainably grown and whose production guarantees the growers are paid fair wages?”


  Mark rolled his eyes as he remembered the huge display at the front of the store.


  “The Fair Trade Jungle Blend,” he said to the barista.


  She gave him a quizzical look.


  “The answer to the trivia question,” he prompted.


  “Oh, yeah. You’re right. Sorry. No one else has bothered answering that yet today. You get the discount.”


  As he took out his wallet to pay, Mark asked, “So if this is a new line of coffee, does that mean that the rest of the coffee you serve here isn’t sustainably produced or doesn’t pay the workers fair wages?”


  The barista gave him a confused look and shrugged. “I’m not sure what you mean. You can take the flier about the Jungle Blend; I’m sure it will explain all about it. I just sell the stuff. . . . That will be $3.45.”


  Aware of the growing line behind him, Mark quickly paid for his coffee. He spared a brief glance at the Jungle Blend display as he left, noticing the poster of the smiling Latin American farmers standing under a canopy of trees. Happy workers growing coffee with traditional methods that cared for the land. It all seems rather idyllic, he thought as he walked out to his car, the way I’ve always thought coffee has been grown. As he took a sip of his latte, it troubled him a little; he wondered why the store needed to advertise that one of their lines of coffee brought a fair wage to its growers. He knew enough about business to know that highlighting something like that meant that it was special and different. But since when did paying people fairly for their work become the exception not the norm?


  It was a disturbing question but one Mark didn’t have time for. He was already running late for work and the day promised to be rather busy. So pushing thoughts of fair wages aside, he drove out of the parking lot and took another sip of his latte.
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  My first introduction to the concept of ethical consumption came through coffee. I was in high school and college during that period in the 1990s when the coffee craze swept the nation. Any and everything related to coffee automatically attained the status of “cool.” Gatherings with friends involved hitting the latest new coffee shopeven if a person didn’t drink or even like coffee. Like Mark in the story above, I had my latte addiction (and was a tad obsessed with always answering the daily trivia question correctly).


  The coolness factor of coffee seeped into the church as well. Serving lattes and flavored cappuccinos (as opposed to the typical churchy offering of slightly burnt, overly percolated, tinted water) became synonymous with “hip” and “relevant” new worship trends. (The “coffee and candles” cliché about the emerging church had to start somewhere, right?) Coffee conveyed status, and for a time, I bought into this trend too. Coffee became more than just the source of beloved caffeine; it represented something bigger than itself, a symbol of the cultural story I wanted to inhabit. Yet for all my flirting with the idea of coffee, it was years before I became aware of the larger story of coffeea story in which I was an unknowing participant, the story of coffee’s origins and the people who produced it for my consumption. Once I encountered that story, I began to see how my coffee-buying habits were actually ethical actions. And that, to use the cliché, is what changed everything.


  The Coffee Story


  In the world today an estimated twenty-five million people make their living growing coffee.[1] To these farmers coffee is much more than a cultural trend or a status symbol; it is their livelihood. Unfortunately, many of these farmers barely make a livingdespite devoting their lives to growing coffee. As many of us make a social habit of dropping four dollars for a cup of coffee, the typical farmer sees little or none of that money. To complicate matters, as the popularity of coffee exploded, the price per pound of coffee paid to the growers plummeted.


  Prior to 1989, Western nations abided by the International Coffee Agreement, which held steady the price per pound of coffee.[2] This agreement was a product of the Cold War and was based on the assumption that, if coffee growers received a decent wage, the cultural instability that the communists might take advantage of would never develop. At the same time, as the trendiness of coffee increased (in what the media often refer to as the “Starbucksification” of America), demand for one of the world’s already largest commodities grew, and international banking organizations encouraged developing countries to produce more coffee to meet that demand which, predictably, resulted in a surplus of supply. With the end of the Cold War, the United States abandoned the International Coffee Agreement, and the twin effects of supply surplus and loss of government protection sent prices plummeting. So while many farmers toiled full time, they didn’t have enough money to feed, house or educate their families.


  For instance, Tatu Museyni, a widow and small coffee farmer in Tanzania, recently saw a return of fifteen dollars for her entire yearly crop. She knows that education would provide a better life for her children, but with annual school fees running an average of ten dollars per child, this poor return makes it impossible for her to afford to send her children to school. To merely survive and pay basic medical bills, she must sell even the food she grew for her children to eat, and she has to spend more time away from her six kids by working odd jobs. She laments, “Education is very important. It will help my children to have a better life. That is why I struggle so hard to find the money they need to go to school.”[3] She and her children are part of the story about the coffee we drink, and they are suffering because of it.


  Farmers like Tatu Museyni, desperate to make any money at all, had to sell the fruits of their labor at prices far below the cost of production. They had no choice except to keep producing their crop and trying to survive. In fact, many of them were locked into growing coffee by government mandates or lived on land where the soil and terrain limited their crop options. Options didn’t really exist for them. But in a broken economic system, their well-being mattered far less than profit for others.


  The five companies (Nestlé, Kraft, Procter & Gamble, Sara Lee and the German Tchibo) that control 50 percent of the global coffee market set the demand and determine the prices.[4] They are the ones who choose how much coffee to buy and what they will pay for that coffee. Smaller companies look to the standards the big companies set when they go to buy coffee. After years of falling prices, the market hit an all-time low in 2001, devastating the lives of coffee growers around the world. While the farmers struggled to survive, consumers in 2001 didn’t see a drop in the price of their lattes. Instead the coffee production companies saw a huge increase in their profits.


  While making a profit is the basic goal of most companies, the question arises whether making a profit justifies the ongoing harm done to coffee growers around the world, forcing hard-working farmers deeper and deeper into poverty. This is the system that we, as consumers, support each time we spend our money on coffee, and this is where economics and ethics start to collide. Numbers and statistics about supply and demand can tell part of the story, but to fully understand the immensity of the problem, we need to see the effects on the lives of real people.


  The Coffee Farmers


  The coffee crisis directly affected Lawrence Seguya, a Ugandan coffee farmer. He wishes that Western coffee consumers understood “that the drink they are enjoying is the cause of all our problems. We grow it with our sweat and sell it for nothing.”[5] Coffee growers around the world echo his sentiment. Coffee continues to sell for less than the cost of production. In some areas of Vietnam, coffee sells for merely 60 percent of what it costs to produce.[6] And in areas of Mexico, the farmer can often see a return of less than a third of his production costs, leaving him with an annual income of less than six hundred dollars.[7] While that amount hardly covers the annual cost of a daily latte habit, these farmers must struggle to simply survive on that income.


  After years of taking a loss on their crop, the farmers face tough choices. Without income, families must cut back on food and basic medicines, as well as cut other corners wherever possible. For many this means that children, especially the girls, must be withdrawn from school, since in most countries, there is no such thing as free public education.[8] As the cycles of poverty and debt increase, farmers eventually end up losing their land and must go looking for work elsewhere.


  The typical first resort for these farmers is to move into the already overcrowded cities where jobs are scarce. In Mexico this is the common plight of coffee farmers and others who’ve seen their livelihoods undermined and lives ruined by “free” trade and the influx of tariff-free, subsidized U.S. goods. While in theory, free trade is good for all, in reality there is nowhere in the world where free trade actually exists. Instead, unequal trade agreements mean that someone, generally the poor and powerless, suffers while others prosper. When governments subsidize crops it is meant to help out farmers, but issues arise when subsidized goods (which can sell at lower prices because of the subsidies) come into direct competition with unsubsidized goods. So, for instance, when the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) allowed subsidized U.S. goods that were not being subjected to an additional tariff to flood the Mexican market, many Mexican farmers could no longer afford to compete. They often lost their farms as the price awarded their labors steadily dropped.[9] Shantytowns sprung up on the outskirts of Mexico City, full of farmers no longer able to survive in what, usually, had been their family’s profession for centuries. Yet there are only so many jobs available in the cities, so to feed their families, some displaced farmers consider last-resort options: start growing well-paying (but illegal) crops or immigrate (often illegally) to the United States where jobs that pay a steady income are more readily available.


  When faced with markets that pay nearly nothing for conventional crops like coffee, some farmers choose to grow crops with guaranteed high-monetary yieldsnamely illegal drugslike coca, from which cocaine is derived, or chat, an amphetamine-like stimulant.[10] It is, of course, dangerous to grow such crops, but it ensures that a person earns a living wage on the crops he or she grows. When the trend for coffee growers (and other types of farmers) is to lose money every year as more and more crops flood the market, the allure of actually getting paid for one’s work is hard for some to ignore. This, of course, does not justify the production of illegal drugs, but it does reveal that there is always a bigger picture, a story even behind the things we don’t like. And while some farmers are attempting to succeed with other high-return crops, like avocados, there remain very few legal crops that can still provide farmers with a living wage. That’s why some choose to abandon farming altogether and seek work elsewhere.


  The search for work with a steady income leads many to choose to immigrate, both legally or illegally. Although immigration has always existed, since the passage of NAFTA in 1994, immigration to the United States has tripled (according to government numbers; relief groups say it increased tenfold).[11] The mass migration of these farmers stems from the U.S. trade policies (originally intended to help the average worker) that made their former livelihood impossible. In Guatemala, for example, coffee was once the nation’s primary source of income. These days more money arrives from émigrés sending cash back from the United States.[12] These immigrants represent the human side of economic policies. To them the main issues aren’t politics or increasing profit margins for multinational corporations; it is simply doing whatever they can to provide for their families.


  The ongoing implications of illegal immigration continue to spark much debate in the United States, but unfortunately very little discussion occurs regarding these issues underlying illegal immigration. However, regardless of our political opinion, people like the coffee farmers who died in a 2001 border crossing in the Arizona desert[13] are our neighbors, and we are called to love them. These farmers paid a “coyote” (a smuggler) to transport them to the United States in search of better jobs. What they didn’t know was that his drop-off point was sixty miles from the nearest road, in the middle of the deserta desert that, on average, claims the life of one immigrant a day. Fourteen of these farmers (including young teenagers) died from dehydration and exposure to the elements, an incident that prompted national shock and outrage. Local churches banded together to form the group Humane Borders, which assures that the thirsty (regardless of their legal status) always have something to drink by maintaining water stations scattered around the desert.[14] This group took to heart Jesus’ statement, “I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink” (Mt 25:35). Although they faced criticism for their actions, they prioritized love by deciding to serve Jesus by serving “the least of these” (Mt 25:40).


  Hearing these stories challenged me into awareness about the coffee I drank. It is a strange thing to attempt to enjoy a latte when you know that it was, essentially, stolen from the people who labored to produce it for you. My four dollars didn’t help the coffee farmers; it just strengthened the quarterly earnings of the corporations who took advantage of them. I don’t oppose capitalism or think any other system would necessarily work better, but I find myself disturbed by economics without ethics. Any system that forces people to treat others as if their needs are less important, or as if they don’t deserve proper payment for their work, seems to have strayed from the command to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 19:19).


  Fair Wages in the Bible


  Scripture speaks often of how God desires his followers to treat others, and making sure workers receive the wages they deserve is strongly emphasized as one of these concerns. The book of Malachi, for instance, mentions the day of the Lord’s coming, when he will be like a refiner’s fire, sitting in judgment over his people and demanding acceptable offerings.


  “So I will come to put you on trial. I will be quick to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive the foreigners among you of justice, but do not fear me,” says the LORD Almighty. (Mal 3:5)


  The Bible is clear that God opposes schemes to defraud laborers of their wages. These practices subvert the call to love and result in people denying the image of God in others. God called his people to standards of living that made provisions for the poor and demanded the fair payment of wages. God insisted on an economic system that cared for all of its members. In God’s economy, increasing a profit margin is far less important than making sure everyone is cared for and treated rightly.


  Unfortunately, it is also a common theme in Scripture for God’s people to forget how they should treat others. Over and over again, God calls the Israelites to account for their failure to care for the poor and the marginalized, and he sets up guidelines to prevent further exploitation. God’s expectations aren’t limited to the Israelites in the Old Testament either. James reminds Christians of how God hears the cries of the oppressed and those cheated of their wages.


  Look! The wages you failed to pay the workers who mowed your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty. You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. (Jas 5:4-5)


  God is aware of how our economic system harms and cheats workers, and Scripture is not silent about his indignation.


  God appears most incensed when his followers participate in worship as normal while engaging in oppressive economic practices. At one point in Isaiah the people wonder why God doesn’t seem to hear their prayers or respond to their humble fasts. In response, God questions how they could expect him to accept their worship when they willingly participate in the exploitation of others. God, apparently, doesn’t want their worship if they are incapable of worshiping him with their entire livesincluding how they treat their workers.


  
    “Why have we fasted,” they say,

    “and you have not seen it?


    Why have we humbled ourselves, and you have not noticed?”


    Yet on the day of your fasting, you do as you please

    and exploit all your workers.


    Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife,

    and in striking each other with wicked fists.


    You cannot fast as you do today

    and expect your voice to be heard on high.


    Is this the kind of fast I have chosen,

    only a day for people to humble themselves?


    Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed

    and for lying in sackcloth and ashes?


    Is that what you call a fast,

    a day acceptable to the LORD? (Is 58:3-5)

  


  This passage serves as a harsh reminder that true worship doesn’t merely involve enacting the cultural rituals of worship or personal piety, but more importantly, it involves how we treat others. God set up systems of fasting, personal humility and sacrifice, but those things were never to supersede or replace the commands to live justly and deal with others fairly. Following God in full obedience is an act of worship, which means that acting justly is part of what it means to worship God. As the Isaiah passage continues, it describes the sort of worship and fasting God prefers:


  
    Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:


    to loose the chains of injustice

    and untie the cords of the yoke,


    to set the oppressed free

    and break every yoke?


    Is it not to share your food with the hungry

    and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter


    when you see the naked, to clothe them,

    and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood? (Is 58:6-7)

  


  Worship coupled with exploitation of workers is not acceptable to God. Taking care of the needy, and treating others with love and fairness, are central attitudes and actions in the type of worship God insists on. Yet how often during our Sunday morning worship services do we even think about such things? As we clap our hands in rhythm with the latest uplifting worship song, does it ever cross our minds whether or not the coffee served out in the lobby came from farmers who received a fair wage for their work?


  Those might seem like strange questions, but they haunted me as I watched the documentary about Ethiopian coffee growers, Black Gold. At one point the film shows a family praying that they can sell their coffee for a fair price so that their children can attend school. It seemed strange to me that our churches can participate in worship as usual while at the same time depriving these workers of their wages. If I could be the means through which God answers their prayers, by paying a fair price for my coffee, why wouldn’t I do that?


  Questions like these led me to seek out alternative options for how I shop. These farmers are directly affected by my consumer choices. In providing my coffee, they are, in effect, workers under my employment. Treating them with love is part of the attitude of worship God seeks. When I started shopping for alternatives, I recognized I inhabit a particular economic system that has its good and bad aspects. Opting out of the system isn’t a feasible, or even desired, possibility, but I couldn’t ignore the plight of the farmersor God’s words about the treatment of workers. I wanted to, as one activist put it, “never voluntarily put someone in a situation of poverty, exploitation and debt just to enjoy a cup of joe.”[15] My exploration of these questions led me to discover fair trade.


  Treating Workers Fairly


  Simply put, fair trade seeks to work within our current economic systems in ways that respect the dignity of the people involved and ensure that they receive fair compensation for their labor. This isn’t charity, but a means of ensuring that people are treated with dignity and aren’t exploited for profit. Fairly traded products receive a certification label, generally given by independent third parties that ensure certain standards for consumer goods.[16] Products that meet the fair-trade guidelines display a “Fair Trade Certified” label. These guidelines are fairly strict, but they serve to protect the worker and guarantee the consumer that fair practices were employed in producing those products.


  So what do these guidelines include? First, the fair-trade label ensures that farmers receive a guaranteed minimum price for what they produce. For example, the 2008 minimum fair-trade price for coffee was set at $1.26 per pound (as compared to the average rate of $0.60-$0.70 per pound typically paid).[17] This price is a minimum, and often companies that trade fairly pay more, but at the very least, this price covers the cost of production for most farmers and is a decent living wage for many. Setting a minimum price helps ensure that the workers are not cheated of their wages.


  However, the standards of fair trade are not just limited to fair wages. The certification also insists on fair treatment of the workers as well. Workers must be ensured safe working conditions, child labor must not be utilized, workers must be free to unionize (a necessity in countries with lax labor laws), and workers must have a democratic say in the functioning of the farming cooperative. Additionally, most organizations are set up to employ environmentally sustainable practices. The farmers often trade directly with the buyers, so as to eliminate costly (and often unscrupulous) middlemen from the process. It is a system that serves to protect the farmer and help consumers know that their money supports practices that treat people like neighbors who deserve respectnot faceless cogs in an economic machine.


  When I first discovered fair trade, I appreciated having an alternative way to shop. Although the fair-trade certification for food in the United States only extends to coffee, tea and herbs, cocoa and chocolate, fresh fruit, nuts, sugar, rice, and vanilla, it is nice to know that in purchasing at least these staple items I could be assured that I wasn’t supporting systems of injustice or cheating a worker of his wages. That is, I could be, if I could manage to find such items.


  Coffee was the first item to receive fair-trade certification in 1988, but I had a hard time finding it back in 2001 when I first started to look. The large supermarket chains in my area had never heard of the term “fair trade,” and even at my local Whole Foods (the nation’s largest natural grocery food chain) an employee told me that they didn’t see the need to carry stuff like that. Starbucks claimed to carry a fair-trade coffee, but it was never in stock in any of the stores in my area. Eventually I started purchasing my coffee at Ten Thousand Villagesa gift store run by the Mennonites that sells fairly traded handicrafts and consumer goods from around the world.[18] I discovered that the coffee did cost more than the vacuum-sealed cans I had previously been purchasing at the grocery store, but it cost less than other specialty coffees and tasted far superior. Since then, as awareness of fair trade has grown, I can regularly find fairly traded coffee and tea at my local grocery store and at big-box chains like Target. Other items like sugar, vanilla and spices are now in some supermarkets, as well as at specialty stores like Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s. But even if you don’t live near stores that carry fair-trade items, you can find them online at places like Equalexchange.com or even Amazon.com.


  Fair trade certification isn’t a perfect system. It doesn’t claim to solve all the injustices in our economic system today, and like any system, it can be abused. As the public becomes aware of the availability of fairly traded goods, more and more corporations jump on the bandwagon, trying to capitalize on the idea. You can even find fair-trade lines put out by the major coffee companies like Nestlé. Some people balk at the idea of giving any more money to the companies that caused so much of the problem in the first place, but others see it as an opportunity to send a message to those companies that consumers support fair labor practices. Fair trade is simply one way to work within our given economic system to care for others, and whatever its problems, it makes huge differences in individual lives.


  For example, as the Rwandan village of Kizi struggled to rebuild from the 1994 genocide that ravaged the country, a fair-trade coffee co-op helped the town survive. This co-op currently employs over a thousand farmers and helped them earn 30 percent more for their labors than they did growing conventional coffee.[19] The establishment of the coffee co-op helped transform the village from one of the poorest in the world to a community with a functioning and hopeful economy. Besides giving the farmers fair wages, the co-op has also contributed to the town by building a school and providing shoes for the children. As one farmer commented, “It has helped with everything, the money for school fees, the kids. I’m 100 per cent for it. . . . The co-op is . . . like a mother with enough milk to feed all her children.”[20]


  These are people helped by fair trade. Many of the farmers were children during the genocide and witnessed their countrymen treating each other as worthless objects to be destroyed. Then they faced a global economy that treated producers as worthless pawns in the game of increasing corporate profit. But finally they found a system that would treat them as people and help them rebuild their lives.


  Even if fair trade doesn’t solve every problem, it is still effective in improving the lives of workers, and it is a worthwhile endeavor. Of course, many farmers still struggle under unfair labor conditions and don’t receive a fair wage for their work. If we are to take seriously the command to love our neighbor, we need to find ways to treat these workers with love, and that includes refraining from participating in unfair practices. Similarly, if we as Christians seek to engage in worship that God deems acceptable, then we (as individuals and as churches) must cease exploiting workerswhether directly or complicitly. Fair trade offers us one way to do just that.


  Supporting fair trade. Here are a few ways that you can support fair trade.


  1. Buy fair trade. Okay, I know it’s the obvious suggestion, but it needs to be said. By purchasing fairly traded items, we not only ensure the producers were paid fair wages for their work but we also send a message to corporate entities that we care about how people are treated. We are, in a sense, voting with our money for the fair and ethical treatment of workers. Yes, it will most likely require some sacrifices from average consumers as they adjust their budgets to buy slightly more expensive productswhich are generally more expensive because workers actually get paid for their work! As is often the case, our savings usually come out of someone else’s pocket. However, the extra expense is worth it to subvert exploitation. Next time you buy coffee (or tea, sugar, spices, vanilla, rice, fruit or nuts) look for the fair-trade label and choose to consume ethically.


  2. Ask your local stores to carry fairly traded items. Most companies are eager to meet the demands of their customers, so tell them of your interest in purchasing fairly traded items. If you don’t ask they will never know that there is local demand. Get your friends to ask as well: more voices mean greater demand. And of course, if they start carrying the items you asked for, be sure to buy them there.


  3. Get your church to serve fairly traded coffee and tea during the fellowship time. If worship acceptable to God means that his people are not exploiting workers, it just makes sense to care about what kind of labor practices the church supports with the coffee it serves. Check out Equal Exchange’s Interfaith Program (http://interfaith.equalexchange.com) that helps churches extend their fellowship to coffee farmers by providing churches with educational resources, information regarding how to promote fair trade and opportunities to purchase fairly traded goods in bulk.


  4. Raise awareness. Talk about fair trade with your friends and family. Write about it for your local newspaper or church newsletter. Post information on your website or blog. Write to the major coffee companies and tell them that you support fair-trade practices. Write to your government representatives and let them know that their constituents care about how trade policies affect the lives of real people. The more you talk about it, the more people you can help get onboard to support alternative economic practices that value loving people more than loving money.


  Fair-trade labeling. In one way, buying fair trade is easy, especially when the items are labeled. However, many other ventures out there practice fair trade but, for one reason or another, are not fair-trade certified. Finding these options will require being a conscientious consumer who takes the time to discover the story behind what you are buyingeven if you have to read more online. Many companies that care enough to put the money and effort into an ethically produced product will want you to know about it, so get into reading labels and researching more about the products you like.


  I recently heard Christian author Brian McLaren speak on justice issues at a local bookstore. At one point he suggested labeling products with “ethical facts,” similar to the “nutrition facts” already found on food products. The nutrition label is required so that consumers know (for the most part) what the food they are about to eat contains. A similar kind of ethics label would serve to inform the consumer regarding the history behind what they are buying. Were the workers paid fair wages? Are they being treated humanely in the workplace? Were hazardous pesticides and other chemicals used on this product? Was it grown in sustainable ways? Those desiring to make informed and ethical choices as they shop would then have more resources to help them make decisions.


  Of course, just as there are many people who ignore the litany of unhealthy and unnatural products listed on food labels, there would still be consumers who couldn’t care less about the people who produced the product they are consuming. Even still, this could be a useful step in helping raise awareness. We as consumers have the right to ask companies (and the government) to provide such labeling, to let them know that we want to know those facts. If corporations and governments have nothing to hide or be ashamed of, then such labeling would do nothing but boost their sales.


  Fair-trade businesses. The more adventurous and entrepreneurial out there could even start their own businesses that work with farming collectives to help guarantee them a fair price and market for their labors. For example, a ministry group in Douglas, Arizona, was concerned by the political rhetoric regarding immigration. So, with a deep care for their friends across the border, this group decided to help thirty Mexican families achieve their dream: staying in Mexico and farming their own land. A $20,000 loan, secured from a Presbyterian group, helped a handful of Mexican farmers set up Café Justo, “a cooperative venture to harvest, roast, package and deliver their own crop to America’s booming java market.”[21] These farmers take ownership of the entire process from growing the beans to delivering the product to the consumer, and they earn fair prices for their work. It took the commitment of a few caring people who weren’t comfortable witnessing economic injustice and who weren’t satisfied with status quo solutions to realize that they could be the ones to make a difference. For this group, seeking everyday justice became their pursuit, and they made the lives of others better along the way.[22]


  Others, like eight-year-old Lauren in North Carolina, use what resources they have at the moment to help coffee farmers. The Land of a Thousand Hills[23] fair-trade coffee company involves churches in healing and developing Rwanda through fair-trade coffee endeavors, encouraging Christians to “Drink coffee. Do good.” Inspired by their ministry, in November of 2008, Lauren baked 1,250 cookies to sell under the tag line “Eat cookies. Do good.” With the help of her parents, Lauren advertised her bake sale all over town and ended up making $3,600 from her culinary efforts. She then used this money to buy fourteen cargo bikes for coffee farmers in Rwanda to use to safely transport their coffee beans. Everyday things like bicycles and bake sales can make huge differences in individual lives.[24]


  Conclusion


  Becoming an ethical consumer may take creative steps like seeking new labeling systems or starting new businesses, or it could be as simple as tweaking your shopping habits. If we are to attempt to live justly in the everyday, how we shop is one of the most basic habits that we can alter. Where we choose to spend our money affects not just us or the large corporations but everyday people around the globe. If we care for these people and love them as Jesus commanded us to, we need to be aware of the ways our economic choices affect them. Making sure they receive fair wages through programs like fair trade is one way to put love into action.


  For More Information


  Books


  Alvarez, Julia. A Cafecito Story. White River Junction, Vt.: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2004. This story is about a man who leaves the Midwest to explore the roots of coffee and ends up spending his life developing a fair-trade enterprise.


  Cycon, Dean. Javatrekker: Dispatches from the World of Fair Trade Coffee. White River Junction, Vt.: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2007. An introduction to the people who make our coffee; considers the global issues affecting their lives.


  Stiglitz, Joseph E., and Andrew Charlton. Fair Trade for All: How Trade Can Promote Development. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. By an economist who won the Nobel Prize, this book offers an in-depth look at global trade practices and fair-trade options.


  Wild, Anthony. Coffee: A Dark History. New York: W. W. Norton, 2004. This is a history of coffee that explores its connection with exploitation through the centuries.


  Movies


  Black Gold. Codirected and coproduced by Nick and Marc Francis. 78 min., Fulcrum Productions, 2006. A documentary on Ethiopian coffee farmers seeking a fair price for their efforts.


  Buyer Be Fair. Written and directed by John de Graaf. 57 min., Fox-Wilmar Productions, 2006. A documentary overview of fair-trade certification, and how it helps people and the environment.


  Websites


  TransFairUSA


  www.transfairusa.org


  The organization behind the fair-trade certification in the United States


  Equal Exchange


  www.equalexchange.com


  Fair-trade organization that provides resources, runs co-operatives and sells fairly traded goods


  Fair Trade Federation


  www.fairtradefederation.org


  An association of businesses committed to fair trade


  Make Trade Fair


  www.maketradefair.com


  Oxfam International’s advocacy site for fair-trade issues


  Interfaith Working Group on Trade and Investment


  www.tradejusticeusa.org


  Organization of faith groups involved in public discussions on trade issues
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