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W
ith the moonstruck air of 
an inspired dreamer, the 
first lady of fair-trade fash-
ion, Safia Minney, swished 

into a new Oxfam Boutique thrift shop in 
London. Standing amid racks of organic 
jeans, handwoven tunics, and restyled 
handbags, Ms. Minney beamed as she 
signed copies of her new book, “By 

Hand,” and recounted her work training 
poor, rural communities to develop hand-
crafted apparel and jewelry. After nearly 
two decades of work, her company, People 
Tree, is an entrepreneurial success, with 
more than 50 producers in 15 countries 
across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
Their goods are sold online, by mail order, 
and through a wholesale business that  
has taken hold in Britain.

Now, People Tree faces perhaps its big-

gest challenge. In the midst of the largest 
global recession in postwar history, will 
cash-strapped consumers keep snapping 
up the company’s premium-priced fair-
trade apparel?

It’s a question the entire fair-trade 
industry is asking. The whole premise of 
fair-trade goods  hangs on the idea that 
first-world consumers will pay a little extra 
to give third-world artisans and farmers a 
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FAIR-TRADE CLOTHES 
ARE A HIT IN EUROPE. 
BUT SOME WONDER IF 
AMERICANS WILL BUY 

INTO THIS TREND.
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Indian workers (above) carry organically 
grown cotton. Entrepreneur Sa!a Minney 
(left) sells organic clothes made from such 
crops under the People Tree label.
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living wage. A deep recession could stop 
fair-trade companies in their tracks.

So far, that hasn’t happened here 
in Britain. By this summer, Cadbury 
expects all its Dairy Milk bars in Britain 
and Ireland to be made from fair-trade 
cocoa. By year end, Starbucks plans to 
serve only fair-trade coffee in the United 
Kingdom. In 2008, sales of fair-trade cer-
tified cotton doubled from 2007 levels to 
20 million units.

“Fair trade can compete if it comes in 
at a slightly higher price, or even a sig-
nificantly higher price,” says Vanessa 
Paar, business development manager 
at Fairtrade Foundation, which grants 
fair-trade status to products sold in 
Britain and is one of 20 national certify-
ing groups operating under the umbrella 
of the Fairtrade Labeling Organizations 
International. “It depends on the aesthetic 
of the garments, economies of scale, and 
the business strategy.”

Minney’s strategy is to weave environ-
mental as well as fair-trade standards into 
her high-fashion clothes. She charges 
a premium to cover the extra costs of 
sourcing 50 percent of her line with 
organic cotton and working exclusively 
with hand weavers, who don’t contribute 
the carbon emissions that power looms 
do in conventional garment factories.

Other retailers, concentrating solely 
on fair-trade payments to farmers, don’t 
charge extra.

“If we convert a garment to fair trade, 
say, a white T-shirt, and previously that 
style cost £7 ($10.31), the fair-trade 
version will cost £7,” says Lucy Kelly, a 
spokeswoman for the Marks & Spencer 
supermarket chain. 

As Britain’s leading garment retailer 
by volume, Marks & Spencer has sold 
4.8 million fair-trade gar-
ments since launching 
the program in 2007. With 
sales up by 105 percent 
in the first six months of 
2008, the retailer believes 
it’s on track to move an 
additional 15 million 
items by 2012.

 A company like 
Marks & Spencer can 
stay competitive because the cost of the 
cotton fiber in the finished garment is 
very small – typically less than 5 percent 
of the entire cost, according to Damien 
Sanfilippo, a cotton project manager at 
Pesticide Action Network, an interna-
tional coalition advocating ecologically 
sound farm practices.

Although British Fairtrade certifi-
cation sets a standard for how cotton 
farmers are paid, it doesn’t distinguish 
whether their goods are grown organi-
cally or what labor practices were used 
in their processing or manufacture. But 
overlapping consumer concerns may 
bring them together.

“Fair trade can provide a stepping 
stone for farmers to convert to organic 
because it’s easier to become fair-trade 
certified,” says Mr. Sanfilippo, “Once 
they have access to a premium market 
[through higher fair-trade prices], they 
can decide to use the premium to finance 
the training that they need to move 
towards more sustainable practices  – all 
the way up to organic.”

Fair trade and organic are highly 
dependent upon income and price, so 
retailers may see decreased demand, 
notes Saqib Jafarey, an international 
trade economist with the City University 
of London. But if they keep prices in 
line it’s possible some companies could 
expand their fair-trade offerings – even 
in a recession.

“The recession may actually shift the 
balance from the usual kinds of trade 
to a more ethical trade,” says Professor 
Jafarey, “if people begin to take into 
account the environmental impact in the 
production of these items.”

Indeed, more than 70 percent of the 
British populace recognize the fair-trade 
mark, whereas consumer recognition 
in the United States is only 28 percent, 
according to recent surveys.

TransFair USA, the nonprofit that 
licenses products to carry the fair-trade 
certified label on agricultural products, 
says it is looking into establishing stan-
dards for apparel. But fair-trade fashion 
faces significant hurdles in the US.

“It’s quite easy for the fiber industry 
to develop their own weak ecolabels 
in order to pull the wool over the eyes 
of consumers,” says Craig Minowa, an 
environmental scientist with the Organic 
Consumers Association. 

American fair-trade fashion has 
already arrived, says 
Lynda Grose, a sustain-
able fashion design 
pioneer, although it’s 
not yet advertised as 
such. Companies like 
Eileen Fisher, Levi’s, and 
American Ap  parel all 
incorporate elements of 
fair trade.

In the US, organic 
products crowd out the fair-trade mes-
sage, but the biggest hurdle remains in 
making the link between individual pur-
chases to development work and wages 
in far-off countries, says Carmen Iezzi of 
the Fair Trade Federation in Washington, 
D.C. 

In one study, fewer than 6 percent of 
Americans could name a fair-trade orga-
nization unaided, according to a report 
last month by the federation. 

“In an economic climate where nearly 
55 percent of consumers are said to be 
trimming what they consider to be dis-
cretionary spending ... it is clear that 
Fair Trade Organizations have not yet 

engaged a potentially receptive audience 
in their work,” the report concluded. 

Even in Europe, fair trade has not yet 
become mainstream. The average con-
sumer in Switzerland, which has seen 
more penetration of fair-trade products 
than any other nation, still buys only 
¤21 ($28) worth of such goods per year, 
according to a December report by the 
Dutch Association of Worldshops.

Ultimately, the fringe quality of its 
customer base may be what insulates 
fair-trade apparel from the chill winds 
of recession. If the customers are mostly 
well-educated professionals, then per-
haps they’re less likely to lose their jobs 
and cut back on purchases.

That’s not the customer base that most 
fair-trade advocates want, however.

“I think it’s important it [fair trade] 
isn’t just a nice cozy middle-class thing 
to do,” says Minney, who links up with 
hot young designers and supermodels 
willing to collaborate for the cause. 

But the key to her success is her years 
in the field working with farming coop-
eratives and slum-based activists, as well 
as garment workers and jewelrymakers.

For example, Minney and her design 
team are working with a community 
project employing 2,000 low-caste hand 
weavers in the remote Katmandu Valley 
in Nepal. 

Few ethical labels have yet figured out 
how to scale up to that size, fair-trade 
consultants say. Consequently, only a 
few companies have begun developing 
cohesive, full-bodied fashion labels – the 
prerequisite to brand recognition which 
Minney has seemingly achieved.

“It’s a tricky thing to cover technical 
assistance and the capacity building and 
campaigning work that goes into build-
ing a market,” says Minney, “but [this] is 
a different model, one that can make an 
enormous difference in people’s lives.” !
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‘Fair trade can 
compete if it comes 

in at a slightly higher 
price, or even a signifi-

cantly higher price.’ 
– Vanessa Paar,  

Fairtrade Foundation 

Women work on clothing made with organi-
cally grown !bers at a factory in Managua, 
Nicaragua. Such items appeal to ‘green’ buyers. 

 Models wear fair-trade  
clothing that ‘s also made 
from  organic cotton. 
The garments are sold by 
London-based People Tree. 
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T
he famous American philanthropist 
Andrew Carnegie believed inherited 
wealth spoiled the heirs. “I should as soon 
leave to my son a curse as the almighty 

dollar,” he said more than a century ago.
Most of the rich apparently have a different 

view today. They do not want Uncle Sam to take 
a sizable chunk of their wealth after 
they pass on.

Before the end of this year 
Congress must decide what to do with 
the estate tax, known by its critics as 
the “death tax.” The Bush tax cuts of 
2001 shrank the estate tax year-by-
year, until it was to fully disappear 
in 2010, only to be resurrected at the 
higher 2000-year rate in 2011. This 
freaky plan was an end run around a 
Senate rule that tax cuts must be paid 
for in future revenues.

“Nobody wants to see how people 
respond to an estate-tax holiday,” says Leonard 
Burman, an economist at the Urban Institute, a 
Washington think tank.

All sorts of scenarios are being imagined, such 
as people putting sick relatives on life-support 
machines late this year, or next year somehow 
hastening the departure of their rich beloved.

In his budget for fiscal 2010, President Obama 

assumes that the estate tax will be frozen at the 
2009 level. Only estates worth more than $3.5 mil-
lion would be taxed at the rate of 45 percent and 
only on sums above $3.5 million. Widows and wid-
owers would continue to be exempt from paying 
the tax on the estates of their spouses.

Under that regime, an estimated 15,400 
executors would need to file returns, 
according to a study by Mr. Burman 
and two other experts for the Tax 
Policy Center. And heirs of only 6,200 
multimillionaires would have to pay 
any estate tax at all. Because of the 
basic exemption, charitable giving, 
and other exemptions, the effective 
average tax rate on an estate would be 
much lower than the marginal 45 per-
cent. Only about 550 small-business 
owners or farmers faced the estate-tax 
burden last year.

Despite the tiny number of estates 
subject to this tax, it is already rousing consider-
able opposition. Chuck Collins, a scholar at the 
progressive Institute for Policy Studies (IPI), sus-
pects that six or seven Democrats in the Senate 
may join Republicans in attempting to weaken the 
Obama estate-tax proposal when it comes up for a 
vote, perhaps in the fall.

Of course, the Senate itself often has been 

dubbed a “millionaires club.” Further, many mem-
bers of Congress depend hugely on the wealthy 
for campaign donations.

One reason for opposition, besides self-interest, 
may be ideology – a desire to keep the govern-
ment’s hands off estates. But Mr. Collins suspects 
that politics and pragmatism could overwhelm 
ideology this year.

The current financial crisis with its scandals 
over bonuses and extremely high executive pay 
has diminished the popularity of the wealthy.

Sam Pizzigati, a colleague of Collins at the IPI, 
sees a “demystification of the super-rich in the 
past 12 months,” with much of the blame for the 
crisis laid on Wall Street traders and bankers.

Second, the estate tax is one source of revenue, 
perhaps at least $30 billion a year, that could make 
a dent in the $1 trillion-plus deficits seen ahead. 
The Joint Committee on Taxation of Congress 
estimates complete repeal of the tax would cost 
Washington $670 billion through 2018.

Mr. Pizzigati calls the Obama proposal “weak” 
and its 45 percent marginal rate a “bargain.” He 
figures the estate tax, which is more progres-
sive than the income tax in its higher burden on 
the really wealthy, would moderate the 25-year 
trend for concentration of wealth at the top of the 
income scale and help cut down the “American 
aristocracy” of the rich to a democratic size.

Tax the heirs of the rich (at least a few of them)

economicscene
 BY DAVID R. FRANCIS



MOTIVES BEYOND PROFIT





Is America ready for eco-fashion?
Fair-trade clothing is a hit in Europe. But some wonder if American will buy into this trend.




