DRAFT PIECE

Every time I go shopping I buy bananas.  We eat a lot of them in our household. Tasty, beautifully packaged in their own skin and very versatile.  But buying bananas will never be the same again for me.  It all started when I visited Ecuador recently. Of course I knew about fair trade and I knew it was a “good thing” to do – to buy fair trade produce.  But I had no idea what it really meant to the people at the other end of the food chain. So whilst I was visiting Ecuador on other business I thought I’d find out.
Ecuador is the country of the banana.  The hotel I stayed in Guayaquil was called The Ore Verde – Green Gold – and that is how Ecuadorians see the banana –one of the world’s smallest countries and the biggest exporter of bananas.  But the wealth from the green gold clearly flows into only a few pockets as a staggering 80% of the population live below the poverty level.  I wanted to see how fair trade could make a difference to that.
As I drove south out of the steamy heat of the port of Guayaquil I entered banana country.  For two solid hours we drove past banana plantations. Banana fronds stretched into the distance as far as you could see in every direction .. Huge multi hectare fields on the plain.  Tiny fields perched on the little conical volcanic hills.
Small villages, just a cluster of wooden houses, spread along the road.  The producers in these communities work incredibly long hours and childhood is more about cheap labour than education. The prices  small producers get for the bananas from the middle-men buying for the transnational companies is so low survival is a daily struggle.  It is not surprising that many give up and join the rural exodus which swells the shanty towns along the city boundries. There is no  hope of building up any small capital to purchase basic machinery to help with the job to make it easier or more efficient. They is health cover or to first aid training or facility. Workers have no access to the Social security system.  The agrochemicals they use cause health problems.. Children from these communities have little opportunity to go to school. 
 In 1997 some visionary individuals decided things had to change in their town. Luis Loja  now president  and his Association of Small Banana Producers “El Guabo” has changed lives – thousands of them.

We arrived in the town of El Guabo where the Association has its headquarters.  Set up with Dutch help it serves some fifteen  communities.    Situated on the first floor over a shop the tiny basic offices are the heart of an organisation that is a world leader in the export of bananas to the fair trade market.  It exports about 30,000 boxes per week to Europe and the USA.  Lianne Zoeteweij, office director has her work cut out. It is a logistical nightmare – getting produce in from all the tiny farms, grading, packing and sending it out to be shipped to dozens of buyers in many destinations.  All this as the picked banana slowly ripens.  Take too long and it is past its sell by moment.. I heard how crucial this  moment is -  buyers pay $7 per box for good fruit but where it is overripe and unsaleable they charge $10 to throw it away!
Pride in the product is the overwhelming memory I have of the producers I met as we left the town and drove to a small village – Tenguel –  where the producers from that village had built themselves a packing station. Anita Aviles and Cecilia Manzanilla  are a two woman powerhouse of motivation organising and coordinating.  The packing station includes a meeting room, an office and a packing area and they have plans for expansion. Juanita Torres gave me a presentation of how they had got this far then thirty or so producers who joined us explained the difference the Association has made to them and to their workers.
Now, they said, they receive a fair price for their bananas. In that small phrase are children who now go to school, health care, affiliation to the social security, food baskets for those who need them.  In that small phrase is a totally new way of looking at the environment.  
“We used to fight against nature and spray everything, kill the snakes and the birds.  Now we work with nature we know when we see a snake it is eating pests. “

The health benefits of reducing pesticide use are very apparent to the association members. (A fact I come to see even more when back in Guayaquil I talk to a plastic surgeon concerned with the number of babies born with difficulties such as a cleft palette).  Crippled backs were another feature of life as a banana worker from carrying the huge clusters of bananas from tree to packing station.  Now the Association has installed some high wire cables that shoot the bananas from the tree to lorry.
The Association is a model of democracy too.  Run by a Board which is elected every two years each producer I met clearly felt they have a big stake in the success of the whole and the personal ability to make a difference to themselves, their children and their community.  A proportion of the profits go into community projects, as decided by each community, and in Tenguel that is a school.  

In a country wracked by crisis of democracy, unemployment and financial instability the Association of El Guabo is an oasis of  self  help  and hope .  However they need one thing.  They need us, the consumers, to buy the product.  
For us to buy fair trade bananas we need them to be widely stocked.  And the mark up that supermarkets or corner shops put on fair trade bananas needs to be proportionate to what they paid for them.  The difference between the wholesale price of fair-trade or conventional bananas on an 18 kilo box in Ecuador is about $1.50. They really should not be that much more expensive when we come to buy a kilo – about 5p. Or half a pence a banana.

 Every time I see a wrist wearing a “Make Poverty History” band reach out over the fair trade bananas and grab a bunch of bananas that are not fair trade I am reminded of what a big gap there is still between the rhetoric and the action. 
