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In our last issue, For A Better World featured an 
article entitled Challenges of Certifi cation for 
Fair Trade Crafts - Part 1, written by Tony Hall.  

Today we continue our exploration of why the 
diff erent craft stakeholders—including produc-
ers and artisan groups, wholesalers in the US, 
and small and large retailers—would or would 
not want to participate in the certifi cation of fair 
trade crafts. 

We interviewed Rudi Dalvai, president of the 
World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO), to learn 
about fair trade craft certifi cation from the per-
spective of WFTO member producers/artisans 
and businesses. The WFTO is a global represen-
tative body of over 450 members committed to 
100% Fair Trade, operating in 75 countries across 
Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin & North America and 
the Pacifi c Rim.  With elected global and regional 
boards, WFTO creates market access through 
policy, advocacy, campaigning, marketing and 
monitoring.   

We also asked three U.S. fair trade craft businesses 
of diff erent size to share their perspectives of fair 
trade craft certifi cation: SERVV, with $8.5million in 
2011 sales, Global Crafts with $1.87million in 2011 
sales and World Shoppe with under $250,000 
sales in 2011.   

Interview with Rudi Dalvai, President of 

the WFTO

Dana Geff ner: What do 
you mean when you say 
crafts? 

Rudi Dalvai: First craft 
has to do with tradition; 
tradition of technique and 
tradition of culture.  There 
are also crafts being de-

veloped that are transforming local material into 
items used daily in the fi elds, like baskets. Crafts 
are made by hand and are part of the traditional 
life of people. Crafts were developed thousands 
of years ago before there were machines.   I do 
not defi ne machine made products as a craft. 
 
Dana Geff ner: Do all your members want fair 
trade craft certifi cation?  Who does and who does 
not?

Rudi Dalvai: No, not at all, there is a clear diff er-
ence between the desire for a fair trade craft certi-
fi cation from our producer members in the south 
and traders in the north.
 
Producer members in the south are very keen to 

have a certifi cation. Many of them think that, with 
the label or a certifi cation mark, markets will open 
up for them. There are people telling them that 
if their products had a label they would sell like 
hot cakes. They are not telling them that other 
qualities as well are necessary to have success in 
the marketplace, such as a product needs to be of 
high quality, delivered on time and priced right 
so that people will buy it.  Therefore, our mem-
bers in the south have false expectations that a 
certifi cation label will automatically provide them 
with access to  more  markets.  I am not saying 
that the label will not help to sell the product but 
it cannot be compared with certifi cation labels on 
food products such as cocoa and coff ee.  There is 
a huge diff erence between the market for com-
modities such as coff ee, and niche markets such 
as baskets and jewelry.
 
In the North several members don’t see that a 
label will help increase sales because most prod-
ucts are selling to fair trade shops and not in the 
mainstream.  A lot of people have tried to go into 
the mainstream with handicrafts but very few 
have succeeded.  Several northern companies 
are in favor of the label because they understand 
producers want it.  They mainly support it for this 
reason.  Some of them feel the label could help; 
for example I had a conversation with the owner 
of People Tree, a UK Fair Trade clothing company. 
She talked about needing the FLO label for her 
products if she wanted to sell her clothing as fair 
trade and get them to the mainstream market. It 
depends a lot on the country, in the UK it is re-
quired on textiles, but for musical instruments - 
even in the UK - it does not matter much.  

Dana Geff ner: In your view point, what are the 
benefi ts and downfalls of implementing a certi-
fi cation? 

Rudi Dalvai: In commodities, not handicrafts, 
producers have seen volumes increase substan-
tially through FLO certifi cation.  They benefi t from 
increased market access and in some ways they 
are a little more protected.  In the early years, Fair 
Trade Organizations (FTOs) worked in partner-
ship with producer organizations.  Today the big 
players are coming into the fair trade market with 
no clear regulations to monitor and inspect them 
and mostly their main objective is to make profi t.  

Generally profi t is what you make when you buy 
cheap, sell high and keep wages low.  Selling high 
is not easy and so you have to buy cheap and 
pay low wages. For example: a big cocoa buyer 
in Europe was buying about 50 containers of 
conventional cocoa from one producer organiza-

tion in Latin America.  The buyer wanted access 
to the fair trade market in Europe and started 
to buy 10 containers under fair trade conditions 
from the same producer organization.  He had to 
pay the fair trade price to be certifi ed by FLO. He 
then went to the producer and asked for a dis-
counted rate on the 50 containers since he paid 
such a high price for the 10 fair trade containers.  
I can tell you a lot of similar stories.  On one hand 
certifi cation has contributed to increased sales 
for fair trade producers and on the other hand it 
has reduced the advantage that fair trade brings 
to them.   FTOs are idealists; they still make mis-
takes and are not always effi  cient, but normally 
they don’t deliberately try to exploit people in the 
name of fair trade.

Another negative point is that fair trade certifi ca-
tion gets extremely complicated for small pro-
ducers and some times it is not easy to fulfi ll fair 
trade criteria.  When you have certifi cation in ac-
cordance with ISO standards, it can be too strict 
because the world is a little bit more complicated 
than a set of standards and criteria.  When you 
certify based on ISO standards with closed eyes 
you sometimes expect something from produc-
ers that is unrealistic. This can make life much 
more diffi  cult especially for small producers.  An-
other negative is that certifi cation is too expen-
sive and bureaucratic for small producer organi-
zations, but not for big plantations. 

Traders in the mainstream market can gain ac-
cess to new markets if they start selling fair trade 
certifi ed products.  Fair trade certifi cation also 
protects FTOs from unfair competition.  Costs 
are higher for traders that are fulfi lling all the fair 
trade standards.  Therefore, if someone claims to 
be trading using fair trade criteria but is not, their 
costs are lower because they are not paying for 
such things as fair wages, training and supporting 
community development.  Therefore certifi cation 
reduces unfair competition and puts all people 
that are certifi ed on the same level. 
  
Similar to the negative mentioned to producers, 
certifi cation is also a burden for the traders for the 
same reasons,  it takes alot of money and also alot 
of extra work.  

For the consumer it is a bigger guarantee.  Be-
fore FTOs were very small and comprised of very 
committed people.  People knew each other in 
the movement and the guarantee was based on 
trust.  People don’t trust any longer because there 
are big players on the fi eld. The consumers are far 
away from the traders and even farther from the 
producers.  It is not a coincidence that the con-
sumer organizations are asking for a label for a 
certifi cation to give a guarantee for the consum-
ers. 

By Bob Chase, CEO of SERVV 

In the early days of the 
movement, fair trade 
was a niche market at 
best with few importers 
and distributors. The en-
tire supply chain shared 

a common commitment to reducing poverty 
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through trade, guided by fair trade values. Almost 
all of the participants in this process were non-
profi t organizations with clear developmental 
agendas. Artisans and customers knew and trust-
ed these organizations and their leaders, whom 
they often knew personally.  Most of the custom-
ers were far more interested in supporting social 
change and economic justice than in the actual 
products they were purchasing. 

The organizations which made up the fair trade 
community during its early years were part of a 
close knit community, one which met informally 
often, shared information openly and which held 
each other accountable to their shared values. 

But Alternative Trade has become Fair Trade 
and the movement has grown, attracting the 
attention of a growing number of producers, 
importers, distributors and retailers. As a result 
established organizations with long resumes and 
strong credentials fi nd it increasingly diffi  cult 
to diff erentiate themselves from organizations 
which may be making unsubstantiated claims re-
garding their adherences to fair trade principles. 

Discerning consumers can certainly verify the 
credentials of the organizations from which they 
purchase through their membership in the Fair 
Trade Federation and the World Fair Trade Orga-
nization and they should expect these organiza-
tions to provide them with detailed information 
about how they adhere to all 10 fair trade prin-
ciples. 

But the reality is that as interest in fair trade 
grows, consumers will require and deserve third 
party verifi cation of fair trade claims. Some con-
tinue to say that it is not possible to establish 
measurable standards for handmade products. 
Others feel that requiring home based artisans to 
be paid a fair hourly wage will price their prod-
ucts out of the market. And some feel that the 
systems necessary to assure compliance to a cer-
tifi cation system will leave poor producers and 
small importers at a disadvantage in competing 
with much larger organizations. 

These are the same arguments which have been 
made consistently to oppose minimum wage 
laws and fair labor standards in our own country. 
Developing meaningful certifi cation systems will 
require ingenuity and creativity and there will 
be costs involved in adopting and ad-
hering to a certifi cation system. But 
these costs should be seen as an 
investment in insuring the integ-
rity and sustainability of the fair 
trade marketplace. 

Handmade products gave birth to 
the Fair Trade movement and have 
changed the lives of millions of poor 
artisans in dozens of developing 
countries. The market has changed 
off ering new opportunities to 
tens of thousands of artisans. 
Certifi cation is a small price to 
pay to assure that these arti-
sans, and not the intermediar-

ies, truly reap the benefi ts from the purchases of 
consumers desiring to support economic justice 
with their purchasing dollars.

By Kevin Ward CEO and owner of Global 

Crafts 

Certifi cation is often held 
up as the panacea of fair 
trade.  Following the suc-
cess that labeling of agri-
cultural products, such as 
coff ee, has undoubtedly 
had on the sale of fair 
trade products, handi-
craft producers are ea-
ger to see similar results. 
Handicrafts are funda-
mentally diff erent and 
even if we were to take 
the success of fair trade 
labeling at face value, it 

would not transfer to the handicraft sector. Fur-
thermore, the success of fair trade labeling in 
commodities has also caused some signifi cant 
and largely unavoidable problems that we in the 
handicraft sector may be best avoiding.

For now, let’s assume that the certifi cation and 
labeling of commodities has been a success that 
we should seek to emulate.  The question shifts to 
one of results; would a craft certifi cation and label 
have the same positive eff ect in the marketplace?  
I am a coff ee drinker and a passionate believer in 
fair trade. The act of buying groceries and making 
the decision to buy fair trade over other coff ees 
is fairly straight forward.  I am not a coff ee afi cio-
nado; I am a coff ee drinker who buys fair trade 
coff ee.  

Will consumers buy one bracelet over another 
because of a label as I do with coff ee? No, the la-
bel is just one small part of a much larger decision 
making process based around, quality, aesthetics 
and an array of other factors. 

Even if you disagree and believe consumers will 
choose to buy that bracelet because of a label, 
is the price we will pay for a reliable certifi cation 
system worth it?  The craft sector is lucky enough 
to see from our commodity-based friends the 
negative impacts of fair trade certifi cation and 
labeling.

For a label to have meaning it must be trust-
ed and backed up by a strong certifi cation 

system. The cost of these systems is high. 
Others will argue that it can be done at 

a lower cost, but frankly, you get what 
you pay for. If we want a system that 

is credible it will be expensive. 
The cost of coff ee certi-

fi cation excludes small 
scale farmers from the 
system, leaving them 

to try to sell their fair 
trade coff ee with-
out the label next 
to the big brands 
that have the label. 
New businesses fi nd 

entry much more complex and expensive, with 
the added burden of attaining certifi cation.  Fair 
Trade has long been criticized by those on the 
outside of membership organizations as an exclu-
sive club. Certifi cation will only make this worse.  

Finally, it is relatively easy to cost commodity pro-
duction.  Craft production is a very diff erent story.  
A model that establishes fair pricing for jewelry 
making in India has no relevance to basket mak-
ing in Uganda.  Craft production is simply much 
more diverse and in many ways complex than 
commodities.

By Megy Karydes, Owner of World Shoppe 

Ideally, one certifying 
body would oversee a 
craft business from be-
ginning to end and pro-
vide (or not) its stamp of 
approval. Similar to what 
occurs in the organic 
movement. The appeal 
of such certifi cation is 
tantalizing. 

In our case, craft certifi -
cation would benefi t us 
because it would allow 
us to legitimately put 
our stake in the ground 
and say, yes, our prod-

ucts are fairly traded. We work directly with our 
artisans, ensure they are paid a fair wage, work 
with them on a long-term basis and treat them as 
partners. Right now, our best option is member-
ship in the Fair Trade Federation.

When we began wholesaling our jewelry from 
South Africa and Kenya, well-meaning retailers 
asked us if we were certifi ed, incorrectly assum-
ing that all fair trade products could be certifi ed. 
I would explain, best as I could, that while we are 
an active member of the Fair Trade Federation, we 
were not “certifi ed” as such because we are not a 
commodity-based business. One retailer showed 
me TransFair’s logo on a bar of soap. Try having 
that conversation with a retailer who isn’t in-
volved in fair trade daily, how that’s not the same 
thing. She doesn’t care. She wants to see that logo 
so she can show her customers. 

But what is happening in the fair trade movement 
nationally and internationally with regards to cer-
tifi cation frightens me. Organizations are splitting 
off  and creating their own certifi cation criteria. 
National and international media is paying even 
more attention and providing more airtime and 
ink space on the topic of fair trade certifi cation 
and what it really means. Consumers are becom-
ing even more confused. 

Craft certifi cation from a legitimate organization 
which has the artisans’ best interests in mind 
would be ideal. It would be powerful for them to 
be recognized for more than just making stuff . 
Fair trade is so much more than that. 
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