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Abstract
The notion of Fair Trade is a unique idea conceptualised historically in Northern countries 
to advance equitable and just trading processes that could provide an alternative to the 
mainstream trading system in the world. Northern activists working with producers, 
labourers and other impoverished sectors of the Global South are using market-based 
strategies to mobilise consumer awareness in order to bolster incomes and empower 
Southern producers and workers (Murray & Raynolds, 2007, p. 4). Fair Trade as a system 
is seen as a progressive attempt to transform the global exchange of products in a way 
that ensures ethical and socially just methods of production. Barrientos, Conroy and 
Jones (2007, p. 54) point out that in the United States Fair Trade’s dramatic growth 
has accentuated underlying differences in the movement and tensions between the 
movement-based Alternative Trade Organisations (ATO)-led Fair Trade, and certified Fair 
Trade in mainstream outlets. The limits of the project of Fair Trade are well documented 
and critiqued by scholars with an appreciation of its limitations. The South African context 
of Fair Trade needs to align to the social conditions within which agricultural production 
takes place and the politics of social justice, equity and empowerment. For a South African 
product to be considered ‘fair’ while the social formation of the country and practices in 
various sectors still resemble historical inequalities – reflective of South Africa’s colonial 
and apartheid history – should be seen as contradictory. The Fair Trade system is not as 
yet well entrenched in South Africa’s political and social culture. For it to be embraced by 
a wider section of constituencies it needs to go beyond a business-driven process to one 
that reaches out to civil society. In this article I illustrate what the missing questions are in 
the South African context of Fair Trade and issues that need serious consideration for Fair 
Trade to have a wider impact.
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Introduction
I am returning to the subject of Fair Trade after a ten-year (see Raynolds & Ngcwangu, 2009) hiatus during 

which I have been focusing on other research areas related to the sociology of development, political economy, 

education, skills development, sociology of work, inequality and social justice in South Africa. This does not 
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mean that I have not remained concerned with the subject of Fair Trade but my official research work has 

veered into other areas of interest. In this period my research has pointed to the depth of the socio-economic 

crisis in South Africa and the urgency of addressing the challenges of development within the society.

Murray and Raynolds (2007, p. 4) state that the Fair Trade movement is comprised of a set of groups which 

are linked through membership associations: the Fairtrade Labelling Organisations (FLO), the International 

Federation of Alternative Trade (IFAT), the Network of European Worldshops (NEWS) and the European Fair 

Trade Association. Together these organisations are identified as the FINE network, a name created from the 

first letter of each of the four association’s names. These associations aim to advance Certified Fair Trade 

benefits to marginalised producers and workers in the Global South. This raises a few questions about the value 

of the change that Fair Trade brings in a South African social context wherein a myriad social inequalities 

continue to exist, reflecting the country’s colonial and apartheid past. The meaning of ‘fairness’ in the sense 

that the Fair Trade movement advances it is questioned, taking into account the ongoing challenges of 

transformation in South Africa. The South African case is not necessarily exceptional. Similar questions arise 

about the Fair Trade proposition in other contexts, such as the one of Indian tea, for example, where caste, 

gender and class inequities are relevant.

The Fair Trade proposition is contradictory and questions our assumptions of ‘fairness’ and solidarity 

between North and South, as well as about further conflictual relations between owners and workers, co-op 

leaders and members, smallholder farmers and seasonal labour, consumer and ‘producer’ within the respective 

countries where the Fair Trade movement operates. Fair Trade relies on both a moralistic vision and a set of 

institutional processes like labelling to advance what it believes is an alternative to Free Trade. As many 

scholars have pointed out, this vision is itself flawed because it is steeped in the belief in reforming capitalist 

relations by subscribing to the free market principles which are themselves inherently unjust. Fair Trade 

initiatives from a South African point of view need to be questioned in so far as they align to the broader vision 

of social transformation and redress of the historical imbalances brought about by apartheid and colonisation. 

Any narrative of change that does not account for the historically skewed and racialised social formation in 

South Africa will be seen as ‘vanity’ and presenting a sanitised narrative of the political transition in the society. 

My concern is not whether Fair Trade has potential or good intentions but how do the promises of Fair Trade 

relate to the broader development context of South Africa.

By inserting Fair Trade within the milieu of South Africa’s development challenges a more urgent set of 

questions comes to mind: what is the potential of Fair Trade to contribute to the amelioration of the above-

mentioned challenges in the country? With its market-based logic, will Fair Trade not reinforce or reproduce the 

already existing inequalities in South Africa? Who stands to benefit from Fair Trade? What does the imperative 

of building an equitable system in an inequitable world tell us about the shape of social transformation in a 

context of widening class, gender and racial inequalities?

This article will not answer all these questions but point to the ways in which Fair Trade ought to be 

embedded in a wider set of institutions and public discourse in South Africa for it to be embraced by the 

citizenry as opposed to only by market-based institutions. To emphasise this point I will use two concepts which 

capture the complexity of social change in South Africa: transformation and redress. By this I wish to illustrate 

the importance of the specificities of the social context(s) in which we study Fair Trade.

Transformation and Redress
A study by Keahey and Murray (2017) points to the ‘promise and perils of market-based sustainability’ by 

concentrating on the South African Rooibos Tea industry’s initiatives. Their findings point to three key issues that 

illustrate the need to connect market-based sustainability to transformation and redress in a South African context:

1) Small-scale farmers experienced severe land shortages. In the region experiencing cooperative turmoil, 

an industry informant stated that hundreds of farmers were working small plots of land that in total 

would make up two average-sized estates.
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2) Significant gaps in technical training and support partly derived from a failure to articulate economic 

empowerment in the context of small-scale farmers.

3) Decades of racial conditioning hindered the potential for multistakeholder collaboration. (Keahey and 

Murray, 2017, pp. 155–156)

These findings point to a need to appreciate the anomalies of accepting a criterion of ‘fair trade’ for products 

that are produced in an environment so deeply beleaguered by the legacies of the past. When Fair Trade 

endorses such products it invariably could be seen to be overlooking the systemic problems that Keahey and 

Murray point to. The conditions that are characterised by top-down hierarchical structures and racialised 

inequalities within the Fair Trade labelled farms underline the depth of the challenge confronting the Fair 

Trade movement.

My intention is not to overburden the Fair Trade movement with the responsibilities of transformation and 

redress of historical imbalances in South Africa but to argue that there are limitations to awarding a 

certification for commodities produced in conditions that are not consistent with principles of ethical conduct, 

especially regulated through various authorities in South Africa. The transformation challenge in South Africa 

has many dimensions – from ownership, to land reform, environmental justice and compliance with the legal 

frameworks of labour relations (including the minimum wage and sectoral determinations). In such a context 

what then will constitute ‘fairness’? What value do these local realities add or reduce to the Fair Trade label 

endorsements? Whose Fair Trade is being referred to when the land itself is still not in the hands of the 

historically dispossessed?

Fair Trade and Equity in South African Agriculture
South African agriculture has been influenced by the historical trajectory of the society since colonialism and 

apartheid. South Africa’s land and agrarian question is rooted in a history of dispossession and spatial distortion 

introduced by colonialism; reinforced during 46 years of apartheid, and accompanied by the decline of peasant 

agriculture. The land and agrarian questions are central to the pursuance of equity in South Africa. According to 

DAFF (Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries, 2016), over the past decade the gross value added to 

the South African economy by the agricultural sector has increased by 15 per cent in real terms. Overall growth 

was influenced by a combination of global and macro-economic forces as well as the climate. A period of rapid 

growth, due to the commodity super cycle in 2008, was followed by a period of negative growth induced by the 

global recession. Following the recession, growth in the sector recovered and peaked in 2014 at more than 30 

per cent, before the drought started having an impact from 2015 onwards.

The agriculture sector, as a labour-intensive and rural industry, has an important role to play in job creation 

and poverty alleviation in South Africa. Sadly, employment is on the decline in the commercial farming sector, 

as farms have become larger and more mechanised. According to the 2008 agricultural statistics, the total 

number of farm employees dropped from 1.6 million in 1971 to 628,000 in 2005. Given the population increase 

over that time, agriculture’s contribution to employment dropped from 8.3 per cent to 1.3 per cent in relative 

terms. Employment has also shifted from permanent employment to irregular, temporary employment, 

leaving farm workers and their households vulnerable and insecure (DAFF, 2016, p. 6).

Following the removal of most forms of state support, the number of white-owned farms decreased rapidly. 

By 2007, they numbered only one-third as many as in 1959. As in other OECD economies, a tiny number of farm 

enterprises now dominate marketed agricultural production in South Africa: a total of 237 private companies 

were recorded as owning farms in 2007, but these company-owned farms accounted for over one-third of all 

gross farm income (Statistics South Africa, 2007, p. 4). Most of the farms outside the former homelands, as well 

as those located within those former homelands, are making an insignificant contribution to food availability 

and national output (Sender, 2016, p. 18).

When the Fairtrade movement integrated agricultural commodities, it was initially limited to improving the 

lives of small-scale and peasant farmers, through certification of their goods. Only the small-scale farmers who 
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were organised in cooperatives or associations qualified for Fairtrade certification (FLO International, 2007, 

cited in Jari, Snowball & Fraser, 2013). Partly due to the growing demand for Fairtrade commodities and the 

recognition of poverty among farm workers, produce from commercial farmers is now being accepted for sale 

under the Fairtrade label. I have shown elsewhere (Raynolds & Ngcwangu, 2009) that the South African 

agricultural sector has a marked duality, comprised of a well-developed commercial sector and a subsistence-

oriented small-scale sector. Fairtrade in the agricultural sector of South Africa mirrors land ownership 

inequalities, where there are more commercial farmers certified for Fairtrade than small-scale farmers. This 

brief overview of the structural inequalities in South African agriculture points to the fundamental question 

about Fair Trade’s insertion within this context. Even if Fair Trade takes a marginal position within South African 

agriculture, it doesn’t evade the vicissitudes of the transformation discourse unfolding in the country. As I have 

stated earlier, given the challenges within the sector, what will inform the ‘judgement call’ on which products 

and in which parts are actually being produced ethically? If so how is that being justified?

Empowerment in South Africa: Wine Industry as an Illustrative Case Study
The deregulation of the wine industry from the co-operatives model of KWV resulted in the emergence of a 

model that integrates a variety of institutional role players that focus on different aspects of the industry. 

KWV model during apartheid operated until 1994. It was based on 52 co-operatives supplying KWV, involving 

pressing of grapes, bulk grape purchases which were bottled and exported from KWV. In 2005 the Wine 

Industry formed the Wine Industry Ethical Trade Association (WIETA). According to McEwan and Bek (2009, p. 

3): ‘Rather than improving farm worker organization and the nature of the labour regime on farms, critics 

argue that commitment to worker interests through BEE (Black Economic Empowerment) is couched in self-

amelioration discourse (education and training) and codification technologies that shift the terrain of 

restructuring from a political to a managerial realm.’ The wine industry provides an important case study to 

evaluate the promise of Fair Trade and an acknowledgement of its limitations given the political dimensions 

of transformation in South Africa.

Deregulation, globalisation and the extension of labour legislation to agriculture have combined to create a 

double divide between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in the South African wine industry. The first divide is between 

those farmers and cellars that are able sell their wine in premium markets and those that cannot. The second is 

between those workers who have been retained as members of the core labour force on the farms and those 

who have been retrenched or fallen victim of externalisation and casualisation (Ewart and Du Toit, 2005, p. 97). 

The ‘New Model’ of deregulation post-1994 resulted in a rise of private sellers after 1995, affecting about 575 

private wine estates producing about 50,000 tons of grapes. The South African Wine Industry Trust (SAWIT) was 

established in 1998 with the mandate to use funding made available by KWV for the transformation of the wine 

industry. SAWIT was mandated with two main objectives: (1) socio-economic transformation and growth of 

historically disadvantaged individuals within the wine industry; (2) commercial development and promotion of 

the South African wine industry to ensure global competitiveness and sustainability.

The restructuring process ran concurrently with the writing of the Wine BEE Charter, itself hailed as an 

inspirational piece of legislation for the Agricultural BEE Charter (‘AgriBEE’) process. The most salient points 

which inform the transformation agenda of the South African wine industry include:

A highly-skewed ownership regime: Land, enterprises and capital are largely in the hands of white entities.

A history of problematic labour relations: The sector has a history of low wages, outsourced/contract 

labour, poor living conditions and the lack of an acceptable minimum wage.

Economically viable and market-driven BEE: Black Economic Empowerment legislation focuses on the 

creation of an entrepreneurial class amongst historically disadvantaged South Africans.

Value chain integration: All levels of the value chain need to be integrated into the empowerment.

Human and social development: The industry is capital, skills, knowledge and management intensive, and 

it is becoming increasingly technology intensive.
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The much publicised worker strikes over minimum wages in De Doorns and the Overberg region in 2012/13 are 

considered to be amongst the most significant in post-apartheid South Africa. The strikes have been equated to 

the Marikana mining sector strikes which occurred in the same period in the Platinum belt of Rustenburg. 

Seasonal labour is a characteristic feature of the wine industry labour market; this is also linked with 

contractual employment or other forms of short-term employment. A greater number of migrant workers are 

employed in the sector. Skilled workers tend to be mostly permanently employed. The range of occupations 

and careers cut across the value chain from primary production to marketing. Specialised fields such as wine 

making do not absorb big numbers but are critical to the functioning of the sector. Wine tourism also accounts 

for a significant number of employment opportunities in the sector.

The establishment of this minimum wage in 2012, set by the Minister of Labour through Sectoral 

Determination Thirteen, left farm workers as some of the lowest paid workers in the formal sector of 

employment. It is important to note that there are also variances in working conditions between farm workers; 

these differences often break down by gender, immigration status, race and employment status. Generally, 

women earn less than men, partially because they make up a higher percentage of the casual or seasonal workers, 

but even in situations where their employment status is the same. There has also traditionally been a divide – if 

uneven or inconsistent in many places – between ‘coloured’ workers, who tend to hold more of the permanent 

jobs, and ‘African’ workers who make up a greater percentage of the casual or seasonal workers. More skilled 

workers, of whom there are fewer, tend to be paid higher wages while migrant or contract workers – workers who 

are sometimes employed by labour brokers – are sometimes paid below the minimum wage and face higher rates 

of vulnerability based on lack of consistent work (Wilderman, 2014, p. 6). Against such a backdrop, what then 

becomes the role of the Fair Trade label? What aspects of a sector characterised by these inequalities is actually 

being labelled ‘fair’? The short narrative above shows the historical and contemporary challenges of the Fair Trade 

initiative in a South African context of racialised forms of inequalities.

Embedding Fair Trade in South African Civil Society and Wider Societal Dialogue
Critics of the Fair Trade logic have pointed to three main issues: (1) It offers Northerners a way to reconcile their 

recognition of possessing disproportionate wealth in the global economic system with their uncertainty of how 

to create structural change in that system (Newhouse, 2011); (2) It is a scandal because ‘Fair Trade is but the 

most recent example of another sophisticated “scam” by the “invisible hand” of the free market. This noble 

endeavour for the salvation of the free market was tamed and domesticated by the very forces it wanted to 

fight’ (Sylla, 2014); and (3) benefits to smallholders and communities are very poorly connected to wider 

societal struggles through which we can see a wider conception of ‘fairness’.

In a South African context closer scrutiny of the ‘two systems’ of Fair Trade is necessary: (1) the commodity 

certification model, a system available to any business to ensure that they buy some of their raw material on 

Fair Trade terms; (2) the enterprise model, where an entire business is verified to prioritise Fair Trade in 

everything they do (Sahan, 2019). South Africa presents a crucial case for an exposition of Fair Trade’s 

limitations, given its position on the continent of Africa as well as the nature of the socio-economic 

environment in the country. The history of South Africa shows a strong sense of militant activism and a culture 

of social dialogue. For as long as Fair Trade is inserted in South Africa through voluntarist arrangements it will 

always be marginal in the broader discourses of change in the country. My view is that there is very little 

engagement in civil society with Fair Trade outside the commercial world of business and pockets of the state.

It is necessary to deliberate on Fair Trade in South Africa across various sectors of the society as it tends to 

be marginal with no organised social movement support of its initiatives. Given the underpinning business 

model of Fair Trade, its advocates in South Africa have to work closely with other organisations especially those 

working with farm workers and the general labour market struggles. Without such alliances Fair Trade will 

continue to operate as an ‘elite’ developmental model driven by Western interests with very little visible impact 

in contributing to the amelioration of the social crises confronting South Africa. Fair Trade also has to build an 
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image of not being only associated with commerce but to communicate its presence in South Africa to wider 

constituency. This is a critical faultline in its model. There are possibilities of looking within the domestic 

environment to advance principles of ethical trade, as opposed to the primacy placed on Western countries 

which perpetuates dependency and the complexity of certification systems creates the impression of a fetish 

for the label of Fair Trade.

Conclusion
South Africa presents an important case study for Fair Trade’s expansion as well as its contradictions. It reminds 

us of the seminal work of Klein’s (2009) No Logo which asked how labelling initiates trade with actors whose 

economic, social and environmental practices are criticised worldwide. As Raynolds and Murray (2007, p. 233) 

point out, in Southern production regions, the key challenge stems from Fair Trade’s expansion into plantations 

where workers cannot be guaranteed to benefit from egalitarian trade unless they are granted ownership 

shares. The future of Fair Trade will depend on its role as a movement as opposed to its functional role as a 

business enterprise initiative. Such a movement would need to be strongly tied to grassroots worker and 

co-operative movements and facilitate dialogue with business on relevant issues related to the local context of 

Fair Trade. By focusing on the movement character it can strengthen ties with broader civil society groups 

which could interrogate in more details the claims that are made about the benefits of Fair Trade in the South 

as well as link it to other initiatives aimed at building an alternative system to the current free market-inspired 

one. Fair Trade alone cannot be a panacea for South Africa’s development challenges but its advocates need to 

realise its limitations and its inconsistency should it not be aligned to other developmental initiatives in South 

Africa. The future of the Fair Trade movement will need to include a vision that is not too tightly connected to 

the reproduction of old colonial relations between North and South. It is a vision that has to start by dealing 

with exploitative and unequal relations within the countries that are in the Fair Trade umbrella as an important 

entry point of working towards a ‘fairer’ trading system.
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