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 Acronyms 
 

ANDI  National Industrial Association 

ASOBAM Association of Banana Growers of Magdalena 

ASOBANARCOOP Cooperative of Small-scale Producers of Rio Frio 

ASOCOOMAG  Association of Banana Traders of Magdalena 

ASOPROBAN Cooperative of Land tenants and Small-scale producers  

AUC United Self-defense of Colombia 

AUGURA Colombian Banana Growers Association 

BANAFRUCOOP Cooperative of Small-scale Banana Producers  

BANACOL  Associated Banana Growers of Colombia 

BANAFRUT  International Traders BANAFRUT S.A. (exporter)  

BANASAN United Banana Growers of Santa Marta S.A. 

CENIBANANO  Banana Research Center 

CMLS Current Minimum Legal Salary 

CODER Corporation for Rural Business Development 

COMFAMA  Family Compensation Fund of Antioquia 

COMFENALCO  Family Compensation Fund of the National Federation of Retailers 

COOBAFRIO  Banana Cooperative of Rio Frio 

COOBAMAG  Multi -active Banana Cooperative of Magdalena 

CORBANACOL  Corporation of BANACOL 

CORFATRA  Future Vision Fair Trade Corporation 

DANE National Administrative Department for Statistics  

EAT Associative Work Enterprises   

ECV Survey on Quality of Life (DANE) 

ELN National Liberation Army  

ELP Patriotic Liberation Army 

EMPREBANCOOP Cooperative of Small-scale Banana Businessmen 

EPS Health Service Providing Company  

EXW Ex Works  

FARC-EP Armed Revolutionary Forces of Colombia ï Peopleôs Army  

FISA Social Investment Foundation of ASOPROBAN 

FLO Fairtrade Labeling Organization 

FUNDABANASAN BANASAN Foundation 

FUNDAFRUT Social Foundation of BANAFRUT 
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FUNDAUNIBAN  UNIBAN Foundation 

FUNTRAJUSTO Fairtrade Workers Foundation 

Fyffes Leading importer and distributor of tropical products with operations 

in Europe, USA, Central America and South America 

GAP Good agricultural practices 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

ICA  Colombian Agricultural Institute 

IDS Institute of Development Studies  

IPS Health Service Providing Institute  

ISEAL  International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labeling 

PIVD Project for Induction  to Life in the University  

PPE Personal Protection Equipment  

QMS Quality Management System  

SENA National Learning Service   

SGC Quality Management System 

SINTRAINAGRO  Independent Agricultural Workers Union  

SISBEN Subsidized Health System 

UNIBAN  Banana Growers Union of Urabá 

USA United States of America 

TECBACO Baltime Techniques of Colombia S.A. 

 
 

Exchange Rate (COP to USD)  
 

 

 

 

Year Exchange rate (average) 

February and March 2013 1,791 

2012 1,793 

2011 1,845 

2010 1,889 
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Executive Summary 
   

 Max Havelaar Netherlands, in close collaboration with Fairtrade International, the Fairtrade 

Foundation, and the Dutch Embassy in Colombia, commissioned a study on the impact of Fairtrade 

certification for banana-growing smallholders and their cooperatives in the Magdalena Department 

and for hired workers in banana plantations in the Urabá region, in northern Colombia.  The study 

assessed the impact of Fairtrade (production and trade norms, prices and Premium, certification, 

support to producers and market access) on economic, environmental and social development 

conditions of participating smallholders and hired workers; smallholder and hired-worker 

organizations; the ability to organize and strengthen the organization; development at the family 

and community level, and the impact on the smallholderôs position in the banana production chain 

at the national level.    

 

 In the year 2013, there are 36 Fairtrade-certified banana organizations in Colombia.  Six of 

them are small-farmer cooperatives in the Magdalena Department, while two are associated 

working cooperatives in the Urabá region.  The rest of the partners are hired-labour plantations in 

the Urabá region.  Most organizations sell their bananas in the Fairtrade system through the 

international trader UNIBAN, one of the largest banana exporters in Colombia, and Fyffes, a 

leading importer and distributor of tropical products.  Fifteen certified plantations are associated and 

sell their fruit to BANAFRUT, a vertically-integrated company that also exports, and one 

cooperative sells through BANASAN.   

 

 Structured questionnaires were applied to smallholders in cooperatives and hired workers in 

plantations; semi-structured interviews were applied to other individuals such as leaders, managers 

and technical staff of cooperatives and plantations and to buyers and service providers; and focus 

group sessions were conducted with a sample of smallholders, of hired workers in farms and 

plantations, and of family members.  In addition, seven mini-case studies for smallholders and hired 

plantation workers were prepared.       

 

 Main conclusions of the Fairtrade impact study for the smallholder banana sector   
 

 The study confirmed that Fairtrade has had a very positive impact in the last three years at 

the level of smallholder households and farms, smallholder cooperatives, and neighboring 

communities.  Premium investment has been an essential factor for achieving this impact.  On 

average, 35% of the Fairtrade Premium is invested in on-farm productivity and lowering banana 

production costs; 15% is spent to cover administration costs; 12% is used to pay for Fairtrade-norm 

maintenance; and 10% is expended for social welfare in the community.      

 

 Fairtrade has contributed to increasing the standard of living of smallholdersô households in 

three ways.  Sales of Fairtrade-certified bananas at the minimum price has increased household 

income and stability; the investment of the Fairtrade Premium in services for smallholders, 

including loans, has facilitated housing improvement, purchase of household assets, and better 

access to medicine and education; and part of the Premium is being invested in enhancing on-farm 

productivity and lowering banana production costs.  However, 23% of smallholder households 

mentioned that they still have food security constraints.  This farmer segment has lower per capita 

income because their farms are quite small.  Fairtrade has improved smallholder cash flow because 

it has increased incomes and income stability, promoted a savings culture, lowered banana-

production costs, and improved access to credit and emergency funds.          

 

 All smallholders believe that Fairtrade is a great contributor for making family agriculture 

more attractive because it has enabled cooperatives to support them with respect to market access, 
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innovation and technology transfer, transparency and justice, on-farm production assets, and various 

services.  They value the fact that cooperatives are now sharing with them the risk and benefits of 

banana production.  

 

 Fairtrade has contributed enormously to the strengthening of smallholder cooperatives.  

Total banana sales volumes are increasing, as well as the proportion of bananas sold on Fairtrade 

terms (80%).  Since cooperatives are the liaison with Fairtrade and exporters that represent an 

attractive market, smallholders appreciate their membership much more.  Four of the six 

cooperatives studied have increased their membership in the last three years.  The Premium has 

funded better-qualified administrative personnel with a greater business orientation and has allowed 

cooperatives to provide a broad portfolio of services that are greatly valued by their members.  

However, the study evidenced that cooperatives have several management weaknesses, mostly 

related to their inadequate handling of Fairtrade- and banana value chain-related information, 

information systems, and communications with members.   

 

 Cooperative leaders and managers mentioned several Fairtrade-related concerns.  

Insufficient market demand in European Fairtrade markets forces exporters to buy on average only 

80% of their Fairtrade-certified banana production.  The Fairtrade minimum unit price for bananas 

is equal or less than its unit cost of production, which endangers the sustainability of smallholders 

in the banana business.  Smallholders are assuming a minor trade logistical cost that should be 

covered by one of the exporters.  The cooperatives are founding a second-level organization 

(ASOCOOMAG), to improve their bargaining power and margin in the Fairtrade banana value 

chain.   

 

 Fairtrade has contributed much to the revitalization of the regional economy in the 

Magdalena banana zone, through higher incomes, investment of the Fairtrade Premium, and job 

creation, and by means of the multiplier effect of this incremental income that has stimulated local 

demand for goods and services.  Smallholders consider that their linkage to Fairtrade helped them to 

overcome the social and economic crisis left by the armed conflict.   

   

Main recommendations of the Fairtrade impact study for the smallholder banana sector   
 

 As the Fairtrade market is very important for the operations of smallholders, it is 

recommended that the Fairtrade System intensify its market penetration, market development and 

market awareness strategies in European countries to favor market expansion for Fairtrade-certified 

bananas and price increases.  To make smallholders better understand how the Fairtrade banana 

chain operates, it is necessary that Fairtrade International explain to cooperative leaders and 

managers the context and process by which sales prices are defined and to emphasize the great 

power that supermarkets have.  It is suggested that Fairtrade International facilitate the process to 

support cooperatives in determining banana production costs accurately.   

 

 It is important that Fairtrade International  lead the planning of a banana chain meeting 

with the participation of cooperative leaders, exporters and Fairtrade, to improve price and cost 

transparency, and to clarify responsibilities and commitments of the different participants in the 

banana value chain.  It is recommended that Fairtrade International support smallholder 

cooperatives in the establishment of a new trade contract policy that can favor their economic 

growth and support their initiative to establish ASOCOOMAG as a direct exporter of Fairtrade-

certified bananas to international markets.   

 

 Some cooperative members have tiny farms that are hardly economically viable.  It is 

recommended that cooperatives execute a strategy so all members can maximize banana yields on 
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their farms.  It is necessary that cooperatives develop integrated strategies targeted to 15% of their 

members in poverty, focused on raising household incomes and food security.  As the average age 

of members is high, it is important that cooperatives develop a strategy for generational renewal 

among their members, which could include stimuli for participation of youngsters on farms and in 

the cooperative.   

 

 It is recommended that cooperatives clearly demonstrate that the Fairtrade minimum price 

is not covering real banana production costs.  It is important that cooperatives establish a new trade 

contract policy that can favor their economic growth.  It is suggested that cooperative leaders and 

managers prepare a feasibility plan for ASOCOOMAG as a direct exporter of Fairtrade-certified 

bananas to international markets.   

    
     Cooperatives depend much on the Fairtrade Premium, but their operations should be viably 

run without this extra income.  It is necessary that cooperatives implement viable business models 

that can permit them to self-finance more of their operation without having to depend so much on 

Fairtrade-Premium funding.  It is important that cooperatives improve their management 

information systems and communication with their members, and update Fairtrade-certified banana 

production costs using appropriate accounting methods.       

 

 Cooperatives tend to use the Fairtrade Premium more for internal use, while a lot of 

members stress other needs as well.  It is therefore recommended that cooperatives look for 

mechanisms to increase the impact in communities in their area of influence that could include 

strategic alliances to secure counterpart funding for key community projects.  Regional projects 

could include the design and implementation of business models for offering low-cost drinking 

water and toilets for rural communities and also for supplementing or improving the inadequate 

health-care services offered by SISBEN and EPS to cooperative members and their relatives.       

 

 As cooperatives expressed some confusion as to whom should bear certain trading costs, it 

is recommended that exporters participate in work meetings with Fairtrade International members, 

cooperative managers and leaders to discuss and improve price and cost transparency, and to clarify 

responsibilities and commitments of the different participants along the Fairtrade banana value 

chain 

      

Main conclusions of the Fairtrade impact study for hired workers in plantations    
 

 Fairtrade has had a significant impact on hired workers in Fairtrade-certified banana 

plantations in the last three years, at the level of hired-worker households, plantations, hired-worker 

organizations and nearby communities.  The Fairtrade Premium of all affiliated plantations in Urabá 

was invested in 2011 in workersô housing construction and improvement; in recreational and 

cultural programmes, medical assistance, and community assistance; and in education and training 

programmes.  The main project for hired workers and Joint Bodies is to achieve home ownership 

for all workers.  52% of workers improved their housing in the last three years.  Joint Bodies 

invested a relatively low Premium percentage on community projects.  Most investment in workersô 

and community well-being is funded by the Premium and as a much lesser proportion by the private 

sector.    

 

 Fairtrade impact at the hired-worker and household level includes better labour conditions 

such as higher salaries, payment of legal and extra social benefits, and greater job stability.  Only 

16% of the Control plantation workers have indefinite-term contracts versus almost 100% for 

Fairtrade plantation workers.  All the workers think that their quality of life with Fairtrade is better 

and most think the same about their current economic situation.  No worker mentioned having food 
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security problems.  Wage levels of indefinite term- and fixed-term contracts in the plantations 

studied reached a peak in 2011 but were lowered in 2012 and remained the same in 2013.    

 

 Fairtrade has contributed to workersô health improvement by expanding access to personal 

protective equipment, occupational health, adequate sanitary services, and dining halls at the 

workplace.  They also receive training on health-related topics and benefit from the lesser use of 

agrochemicals and reduction of work-related sickness and accidents.  Hired workers also receive 

training, recreational, social support, and credit services.  They also have access to educational 

support, enjoy freedom of association, and have increased their personal savings.  Workers at the 

Control plantation have less access to formal loans, scholarships, and request more sick leave than 

Fairtrade plantation workers.   

 

 Fairtrade affiliation opens preferential markets for plantations because of the resulting good 

quality of the fruit.  Fairtrade impact included increased sales volumes and higher prices for 

Fairtrade-certified bananas.  Although banana sales volume decreased in the last three years, the 

percentage of boxes sold on Fairtrade terms actually increased, to 78%.  Managers interviewed 

lacked a consensus on Fairtrade effects on plantation profitability.  Managers did agree that the 

minimum price for Fairtrade-certified banana was equal or lower to its production cost, so 

profitability levels are minimal for plantations.    

  

 The three companies invested in the last three years around USD 167,400 to comply with 

Fairtrade requisites, mainly by improving plantation and water treatment infrastructure, and also 

spent USD 891,000 to reinforce their business structures and cover increased labour costs.   

Fairtrade affiliation has also resulted in a notable reduction of direct investment in workers by the 

plantations, because many services demanded by workers are now channeled through the Joint 

Body and are covered by Premium funds.  

 

   Fairtrade has also supported improvement of banana-production technology, greater 

environmental protection and rational use of agrochemicals.  However, annual average banana 

yields for all three cooperatives have been decreasing due to climate changes and due to problems 

with manual weed control.   

 

  Fairtrade impact on Joint Bodies has resulted in greater worker participation in decision-

making and strengthening of leadership and human capital of worker representatives.  An Annual 

Plan is prepared for the adequate administration of the Fairtrade Premium.  Workers express a solid 

credibility of workers in the Joint Body, and finally the Joint Bodies have developed a service 

portfolio directed to workers, including credit, training and educational aid.   

 

 Fairtrade has generated jobs in the region by contributing to the reactivation of banana 

exports, by the implementation of Fairtrade standards and by Fairtrade Premium investment.  This 

has resulted in higher, stable workersô incomes.  Premium investment in housing construction and 

improvement, and household appliances, among others, raise the local demand for goods and 

services, which in turn stimulates employment in local commerce.  All of the above has a multiplier 

effect that stimulates the regional economy and generates further employment.   

 

 Labour conditions in the banana sector of Urabá are generally good.  There is uniformity in 

terms of wage payments, because 98% of the workers are under the same Collective Bargaining 

Agreement led by AUGURA and SINTRAINAGRO.  Therefore, the difference in salary between 

Fairtrade and non-Fairtrade workers is minimal.  Fairtrade has contributed to this because now more 

workers have labour contracts and are paid the legal social benefits.   
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 FUNTRAJUSTO, a collective initiative of most of the Joint Bodies in Urabá, was constituted 

to work together with municipalities and other local development agencies in the planning and 

execution of larger community projects.  Some municipalities and family compensation funds like 

COMFENALCO and COMFAMA are also supporting local activities and services for workers and 

their families.  Colombia tends to have a weak government presence in rural areas and small 

municipalities tend to have scarce funds.  Hence, most of the current services would not exist 

without the Fairtrade Premium.  However, the government is providing subsidies for the 

construction of workersô housing and Joint Bodies are advancing in their lobbying capacity to 

obtain subsidies for workers from the local government.      

 

 Main recommendations of the Fairtrade impact study for hired worker in plantations  

  
 It is recommended that Fairtrade International  revise the banana sales price and adjust it to 

reflect realistic production costs according to Fairtrade principles.   

 

 It is also recommended that Fairtrade International carry out some further research as to 

whether services formerly financed by the plantations are now covered by Fairtrade Premium funds, 

suggesting that Premium funds bring in less extra income for workers.     

 

 It is suggested, to stimulate household income diversification, that Joint Bodies establish 

ñbusiness incubatorsò to advice, coach and fund microenterprises with the participation of interested 

women and youngsters.  It is recommended that a greater percentage of the Fairtrade Premium be 

invested in pertinent community-level projects and that Joint Bodies and FUNTRAJUSTO continue 

to develop strategic alliances to attract counterpart funding for these projects.  It would be 

appropriate to explore possible counterpart funding by the banana plantations and their foundations 

for community projects.      

 

 It is important to continue training programmes for Joint Body workersô representatives, to 

reinforce their participation and leadership in meetings, and to encourage them to take note of 

workersô household membersô ideas on how to spend the Premium.       

 

 It is recommended that plantations request Fairtrade International to revise the banana 

sales price and adjust it to reflect realistic production costs according to the Fairtrade principle: 

ñFairtrade prices respond to the real production valueò.  In addition, to determine precisely the 

effect of Fairtrade affiliation on plantation profitability, it is suggested that a cost/benefit analysis be 

conducted of the Fairtrade banana business of different plantations with different production scales.     

 

 It is important that plantations continue to fund projects to promote the social well-being of 

hired workers, relatives, and the community in general.  It is important that the direct investment by 

plantations be supplementary to Premium-funded investments.    

 

 It is suggested that the plantations or AUGURA approach CENIBANANO, the national 

banana research center, to request additional research on alternative ways to control banana weeds, 

pests and diseases in large banana plantations to reduce dependence on agrochemicals.     
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1.  Introduction  
 

 Max Havelaar Netherlands, in close collaboration with Fairtrade International, the 

Fairtrade Foundation, and the Dutch Embassy in Colombia, commissioned CODER
1
 a 

study on the impact of Fairtrade banana certification for smallholders and their cooperatives 

in the Magdalena Department and for hired workers and plantations in the Urabá region of 

the Antioquia Department, in northern Colombia.  This study was appointed because the 

banana sector is very important for the economy of the two regions mentioned and because 

these Colombian smallholder organizations and plantations are currently one of the main 

suppliers of bananas for the Fairtrade markets in the United Kingdom and The Netherlands. 

In addition, this research supplements an earlier 2010-11 banana-sector study prepared by 

IDS in 2010 in the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Ghana and the Winward Islands, in 

which Colombia was not included.    

 

 The study assessed the impact of being part of Fairtrade (production and trade 

norms, prices and Premium, certification, support to producers and market access) for 

banana-growing smallholders and their organizations, and for hired workers in plantations 

of Colombia.  The following areas were taken into account to measure impact: the 

economic, environmental and social development of participating smallholders and hired 

workers; smallholder and hired worker organizations; the ability to organize and strengthen 

the organization; development at the family and community level, and the impact relative to 

the smallholderôs position in the banana production chain at the national level.  The study 

also analyzed how these impacts contribute to the achievement of Fairtradeôs development 

objectives, such as sustainable livelihoods, individual and collective empowerment, and to 

make trade more just for poor farmers and workers.   

 

 In the year 2013, there are 36 Fairtrade-certified organizations in Colombia.  

Six of them are smallholder cooperatives in the Magdalena Department, while two are 

associated working cooperatives in the Urabá region.  The Magdalena cooperatives are 

COOBAMAG, ASOPROBAN, EMPREBANCOOP, BANAFRUCOOP, 

ASOBANARCOOP and COOBAFRIO, all located in the towns of Zona Bananera and 

Ciénaga in the Magdalena Department of northern Colombia.  The rest of the partners are 

hired-labour plantations in the Urabá region.  Most organizations sell their bananas in the 

Fairtrade system through the international trader UNIBAN, one of the largest banana 

exporters in Colombia, and the importer Fyffes.
2
  Fifteen certified plantations are associated 

to BANAFRUT and one cooperative sells through BANASAN.   

 
 The Magdalena Department has an agricultural sector where bananas are mainly 

produced in the towns of Santa Marta, Zona Bananera, Ciénaga, El Retén, Fundación and 

Aracataca.  In 2012, there were approximately 13,200 hectares under banana cultivation, of 

which 80% were grown by large- and medium-scale producers and the remaining 20% 

grown by nearly 700 smallholders in small farms with an average area of 3.21 hectares.  

                                                      
1
 Corporation for Rural Business Development.  

2
 Leading importer and distributor of tropical products with operations in Europe, USA, Central America and 

South America. 
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The Urabá region in the Antioquia Department is also largely agricultural, and produces 

mainly bananas, plantains and cassava.  In 2012, this region had 35,200 hectares under 

banana cultivation, mostly in plantations, with 90% of its economy dependent on banana 

and plantain exports.  Fruit that does not meet quality standards is sold in the domestic 

market.    
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2.  Methodology of the Impact Study 
 

 This impact study has two main objectives.  First, to determine the key 

socioeconomic characteristics of smallholders and their cooperatives, and of hired workers 

and their plantations in Colombiaôs Fairtrade banana sector; and secondly, to identify 

Fairtrade impact on (a) smallholders, their cooperatives, workers they hire, and in the 

community, and (b) hired workers in plantations, their organizations, plantations, and in the 

community (see Annex 1 for Terms of Reference).  The research questions (see Annex 2), 

the corresponding indicators and the several research instruments addressed the research 

objectives.  To provide an understanding of the counterfactual, one recently certified 

plantation in Urabá and five individual non-Fairtrade smallholders in Magdalena were also 

studied.    

 

 As a planning tool, two matrices were prepared with the support of Max Havelaar, 

Fairtrade International and ISEAL
3
; one for cooperatives and another for plantations, 

indicating the level of analysis, impact themes, indicators and their sources, units of 

measurement, and data collection methods.  Due to time, budget and logistical constraints 

such as distance between farms, availability for survey, and climate, CODER adjusted its 

data-collection procedure by inviting managers to group interviewees in comfortable, 

central locations.        

 

Sources of inform ation 

 

 Secondary information was reviewed on the Fairtrade banana chain in Colombia, 

including documents provided by Max Havelaar, Fairtrade International and other material.  

Primary information was collected from smallholders in the six Fairtrade-certified 

cooperatives and five individual non-Fairtrade farmers in Magdalena, and hired workers in 

four Fairtrade-certified plantations in Urabá (including one recently certified plantation as 

control).  Information was also collected from smallholdersô and workersô family members, 

managers and leaders in cooperatives and plantations, technical staff and service providers 

and buyers, including personnel from Fairtrade International and private banana-sector 

foundations.  See Annex 3 for a list of research instruments used in this study and Annex 4 

for a list of interviews conducted with other organizations and support institutions.   

 

Data collection methods  

 

 CODER obtained primary information in February-March 2013 by using structured 

questionnaires to survey smallholders and hired workers; several semi-structured guides to 

interview other individuals like leaders, managers, technical staff, and buyers, and several 

guides to conduct focus group sessions with smallholders, hired workers and family 

members.  Each focus group session involved 5-8 participants.  Furthermore, seven mini-

case studies of smallholders and hired workers were prepared.  These instruments covered 

all main research questions as highlighted in the Terms of Reference (ToR).  It should be 

noted that CODER sent a format in advance to cooperative and plantation managers and 

                                                      
3
 International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labeling. 
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leaders, requesting key quantitative and financial data.  This gave these key informants 

enough time to gather accurate information.   

 

 Cooperative managers were contacted several weeks in advance of the fieldwork, 

and were informed of the dates and exact number of representative individuals (sample) to 

be surveyed.  These individuals, mostly smallholders and some relatives were invited by 

the cooperative to a comfortable, quiet room at the cooperative headquarters.  Here the 

CODER research team interviewed them, both individually and in focus group sessions.  

Managers or cooperative leaders were not in the room when smallholders and relatives 

were interviewed.  This centralized procedure was necessary to avoid wasting time 

travelling from farm to farm and to accelerate survey application, taking into account that 

the sample was large (230 smallholders).  Although the representative sample of 

smallholders was invited well in advance, some did not arrive, for several reasons.  In this 

case, CODER had to ask cooperative administrators to complete the target sample required 

with other smallholders.  Since 77% of the smallholder population was being interviewed, 

this procedure was considered to be adequate.          

 

 Likewise, in the case of plantations, managers were contacted several weeks in 

advance of the fieldwork, and were informed about the exact number of hired workers 

required for the representative sample and to be summoned to an appropriate central 

location.  CODER decided to randomly select interviewees from among the workers 

available during its visit to plantations.  Plantation managers were not in the room when the 

chosen hired workers were interviewed.             

  

 Managers and leaders were contacted with two objectives; firstly, to provide general 

basic information on their organizations and, secondly, to respond to the structured 

questionnaire with the research questions.  Most of the questions in structured 

questionnaires were multiple-choice to speed up data-recording and processing.  The 

objective of the focus group sessions was to obtain in-depth information on certain selected 

topics.   

  

Sample used 

 

 To select the sample, the following criteria were used:  

 

Å   A representative section of smallholders and plantations.  All of the six Fairtrade-

 certified smallholder cooperatives and four plantations (one used as control) were 

 selected.  The ToR demanded that a high percentage of the smallholder population in 

 Magdalena be surveyed; this was also due to the importance for the Public Private 

Partnership (PPP) programme of the Dutch Embassy.   

Å  Coverage of the different supply chains.  The UNIBAN, BANAFRUT and BANASAN 

 channels were included.  Four plantations were chosen as follows; two for UNIBAN, 

 one for BANAFRUT, plus the control group and the six smallholder organizations, five 

 related to UNIBAN and one to BANASAN, since smallholders are not linked to 

 BANAFRUT.
4
   

                                                      
4
 BANAFRUT is vertically integrated. 
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Å  Duration of the Fairtrade certification: Enough time is needed to perceive a significant 

 impact due to participation in Fairtrade.  For these reasons, only plantations that 

 had been Fairtrade-certified for three years or more participated in this study. 

 Smallholder organizations were all included.   

Å  Volumes traded in Fairtrade: In order to compare, the plantations selected exhibit large 

 and small volumes of Fairtrade bananas.     

                  

 Table 1 summarizes the sample chosen for this Fairtrade impact study.  In total, 

more than 440 individuals were contacted in the two regions, of which more than 70% are 

from Magdalena.  It should be pointed out that the smallholder sample from Magdalena 

(230) represents 77% of total smallholders that produce Fairtrade bananas (300).  The 

hired-worker sample was 46, out of a population of 636 hired workers in the three 

plantations studied.  Another 40 workers and relatives were interviewed in six focus group 

sessions.  Table 2 provides sample details for each of the ten banana organizations 

involved in this Fairtrade impact study.   

 

 

Table 1.  Summary of the sample used for the Fairtrade impact study in the  

  Colombian banana chain 

Instrument  Magdalena Urabá 

Fairtrade-linked 

Individual  surveys, smallholders and workers 230 46 

Interviews of other chain participants 42 21 

Focus group sessions, smallholders and workers 3 3 

Focus group sessions, family members 3 3 

Focus group sessions, hired workers in smallholder farms  2 0 

Interviews with smallholders and workers 4 3 

Controls (not linked to Fairtrade) 

Instrument  Cooperatives Plantations 

Individual surveys, smallholders and workers 5 6 

Interviews of other chain par ticipants  0 7 

Focus group sessions  0 2 

Interviews (managers, key informants) 3 1 
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Table 2.   Details of the sample used in the ten Fairtrade banana organizations in  

  Colombia 

 

  

                                                      
5
 There are three types of focus group sessions; with farmers or hired workers, with family members, or with 

workers hired in the smallholder farms. 
6
 With smallholders and hired plantation workers (mini-case studies). 

7
 Includes managers, leaders, technical staff interviewed individually, plus the number of smallholders, hired 

workers and relatives who participated in the focus groups sessions. 
8
 The sample for the plantations permits a maximum Error Margin of 10% at a 90% Confidence Level.   

Organization 
# of 

individuals 

# 

individuals 

in sample 

% 

# of focus 

group 

sessions
5
 

Inter-

views
6
  

Sample of 

other 

actors
7
 

Smallholder cooperatives in Magdalena 

ASOPROBAN 80 57 71 2 1 15 

ASOBANARCOOP 44 38 86 1 0 8 

COOBAMAG  40 32 81 0 0 8 

COOBAFRIO  42 34 81 1 0 8 

BANAFRUCOOP 33 26 79 2 1 15 

EMPREBANCOOP 59 43 73 2 1 15 

Non-Fairtrade 

smallholders (Control)  
N.A. 5 0 0 0 3 

Total 300 230 77 8 3 72 

Hired plantation workers in Urabá
8
 

Bananeras de Urabá 458 34 7.4 2 1 15 

Los Cedros 155 8 5.2 2 1 8 

Marta María  23 4 17.4 2 1 15 

Plantation (control) 43 6 12.0 2 1 15 

Total  679 52 7.7 8 4 53 
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Limitations while collecting primary i nformation 

 

 In general, the logistical support (transportation of CODER team, contacting of 

interviewees, coordination of interviews) provided by both cooperatives and plantations 

was good.  However, with respect to delivery of reliable information, cooperatives showed 

some deficiencies, probably caused by their weak management information systems.  All of 

the four plantations contacted handed over only part of the quantitative information 

requested by CODER; one of the plantations supplied little financial information.   
 

 Other limitations were encountered during collection of primary information, as 

follows:  
 

¶ The questionnaires for smallholders and hired workers were long.  Each smallholder 

questionnaire took, on average, one hour to complete and hired-worker questionnaires 

took somewhat less, 45 minutes.           

¶ The banana importer did not provide requested commercial information, with the 

excuse that it was confidential; one of the exporters supplied information related to 

Focus group session with relatives 

of hired workers at Bananeras de       

Urabá  

Focus group session with 

EMPREBANCOOP smallholders 
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cooperatives but not to plantations; while another exporter was briefly interviewed 

personally, but did not sent the completed questionnaire that had been requested.        

¶ Few non-Fairtrade smallholders living near some cooperatives were available for 

interviews because they were not summoned in advance, as had been requested.  It 

should be noted that many non-Fairtrade farmers are not small-scale.  So the sample of 

non-Fairtrade smallholders remained small.    

¶ Cooperative smallholders and leaders do not differentiate between expenditure related 

to Fairtrade and GlobalGap
9
 certification, so it was difficult to link conclusions to the 

specific individual certifications.          

¶ Cooperative and plantation managers and staff sometimes provided irregular or odd 

data with respect to banana yields, costs of production, and additional certification-

related expenses, which suggests that management information systems are weak. 

¶ During the individual interviews, smallholders had difficulties recalling accurate data 

on banana volumes and production costs, and interviewers had to support them when 

making calculations. 

¶ Since gaining access to a non-Fairtrade plantation as a control group was difficult, it 

was decided to select a recently Fairtrade-certified plantation where impact had not 

taken place yet. 

 

Data analysis  

 

 The CODER research team conducted a quantitative analysis of the data collected 

through structured questionnaires, including the calculation of parameters such as 

frequencies, averages and percentages.  Data gathered in the focus group sessions and 

interviews was treated qualitatively.  All of the information was processed and analyzed for 

each research question proposed in the ToR.   

 

 Eleven Fairtrade-impact reports by organization were prepared in Spanish, as 

follows: six cooperative reports, four plantation reports, and one report on the small, non-

Fairtrade smallholder sample in Magdalena. These reports were sent to the organizations 

for their feedback, but the response was scarce.  Subsequently, a draft final general report 

was developed in Spanish and English versions, and was shared by the Max Havelaar study 

coordinator with several Fairtrade International members and the PPP programme for their 

feedback.           

 

 

 

  

                                                      
9
 Gap stands for Good Agricultural Practice and GlobalGap is the worldwide standard that assures it. 

GlobalGap is a not-for-profit organization promoting safe, sustainable agricultural production worldwide that 

sets voluntary standards for the certification of agricultural products around the globe.  More and more 

producers, suppliers and buyers are harmonizing their certification standards to match. 
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3.  Context of the Banana Sector in Colombia 
 

Colombia, the second most biodiverse country in the world, has an area of 

1,141,000 km
2
 and a multicultural population of 47.2 mill ion

10
, 55% of which is less than 

30 years old.  Colombia has seven metropolitan areas with a population of more than one 

mill ion inhabitants.
11

  In 2012, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) grew by 4% and the per 

capita GDP was USD 8,000.
12

  The Colombian economy is based on the production of 

primary goods for export and consumer goods for the domestic market.  Coffee production 

in Colombia has been a traditional economic activity, and it is still an important global 

exporter, but the importance of coffee has declined in the last three years.  In 2011, 7.8 

mill ion 60-kg bags were produced, a 12% decrease relative to 2010.
13

  Colombia is also an 

important producer of flowers and fruits, including bananas and plantains.  The importance 

of oil for the Colombian economy has been growing in the last decades, and in 2012 it 

produced nearly one million barrels of oil daily
14

, making it the sixth largest producer in the 

continent.  Coal production is also prominent, with an output of 85 million tons in 2011
15

, 

plus the production and export of gold, emeralds, and diamonds.  The main industrial 

outputs in Colombia include textiles, automobiles, chemicals and petrochemicals.  

Colombian exports in 2012 amounted to USD 60,667 million, and the main destinations 

were the USA, China, Spain and Venezuela.
16

    

 

The banana sector in Colombia 

 

Colombia produces and sells two types of bananas; bananas for export and local 

bananas (murrapo) for local consumption.  Production of bananas for export is concentrated 

in the Urabá region and the Magdalena Department in northern Colombia, whereas bananas 

production for the domestic market is widespread but exhibits a much lower crop area and 

volume.  The history of bananas for export in Colombia began in 1885 in the Department of 

Magdalena, where the first ñGross Michelò banana varieties were planted, brought in from 

Panama.  In 1889, the export of bananas to New York began.  In 1900, the first banana 

plantations were established in Urabá with investment from a German company.  In 1960, 

the United Fruit Company expanded commercial banana production in Urabá, partly due to 

the crisis in the Magdalena banana zone where banana production was steadily decreasing.  

The banana agroindustry has developed as a traditional agro-exporting chain, and exports 

94 million boxes annually, amounting to USD 746 million; this amount is equivalent to 3%  

of the total export volume and contributes 0.4% of the GDP.
17

  Bananas occupy 1.5% of the 

Colombian land area planted in permanent crops.
18

   

                                                      
10

 Source: DANE, Forecast 2013.  EIU.  
11

 PROEXPORT Colombia, 2013. 
12

 ANDI, 2012. 
13

 El Colombiano: Coffee production in the country decreased 12 percent in 2011. 
14

 El Espectador: Colombia to produce one million barrels of crude oil daily ending 2011. 
15

 El Colombiano: Coal production will probably increase 14 percent this year. 
16

 PROEXPORT Colombia, 2013. 
17

 AUGURA: http://www.augura.com.co/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=11&Itemid=21 
18

 http://www.caracol.com.co/noticias/economia/huelga-en-las-fincas-bananeras-de-

uraba/20090508/nota/808335.aspx 

http://www.elcolombiano.com/BancoConocimiento/P/produccion_de_cafe_en_colombia_bajo_12_por_ciento_en_2011/produccion_de_cafe_en_colombia_bajo_12_por_ciento_en_2011.asp
http://www.elespectador.com/economia/articulo-296496-colombia-espera-producir-un-millon-de-barriles-de-crudo-diarios
http://www.elcolombiano.com/BancoConocimiento/P/produccion_de_carbon_en_colombia_podria_aumentar_14_por_ciento_en_2012/produccion_de_carbon_en_colombia_podria_aumentar_14_por_ciento_en_2012.asp
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 In 2012, Colombia had more than 48,400 hectares under banana production for 

export, 73% (35,200 hectares) located in the Urabá region and 27% (13,200 hectares) in the 

Magdalena Department.  Most of the population in these two regions is poor, suffers social 

exclusion, and belongs to the lowest income strata (SISBEN 1 and 2).  In general, they have 

a high level of unsatisfied basic needs and still depend on government and international 

cooperation investment for their socioeconomic development.   

 

In the Urabá region, with a population of 600,000 of which a high proportion are 

immigrants, banana production is located mainly in the towns of Chigorodó, Carepa, 

Apartadó and Turbo.  Here, 24,000 direct and 72,000 indirect jobs are generated, mostly in 

agricultural and other support services and trading logistics, plus another 3,000 jobs in 

factories producing boxes, seals, plastic, shipyards, air fumigation services, and other agro-

industrial goods and services.  In 2012, Urabá exported 65 million boxes of bananas, a 

7.6% decrease over 2011, mainly to the European Union and the USA, generating an 

income of USD 576 million.
19

   

 

In Magdalena, the main banana production is located in the towns of Santa Marta, 

Zona Bananera, Ciénaga, El Retén, Fundación and Aracataca, where 8,000 direct and 

22,000 indirect jobs are generated.  In 2012, Magdalena exported 25.4 million boxes of 

bananas, a 7.5% increase over 2011, principally to the USA and the European Union, 

generating an income of more than USD 170 million.
20

   

 

However, the banana production structures are very different in these two regions. 

In Urabá, banana production is conducted in 350 medium- and large-scale commercial 

farms or plantations with an average size of 80 hectares.  Permanent and temporary 

workers, mostly men living in the area, are hired to perform agricultural and packing tasks.  

In 1990, the ownership of banana plantations was transferred from the large multinational 

exporters to large national commercial farmers.  The main producers are mostly companies 

with several large farms, such as Bananeras de Urabá; the BANAFRUT economic group 

which is vertically integrated (produces, processes and exports bananas) with certified and 

non-certified farms; and medium- and small-scale companies with one or more farms, such 

as Antonio Jairo Jaramillo Sossa, which owns the Marta María farm.   

 

These plantations are production- and labour-intensive, have access to better 

technology, roads, infrastructure (irrigation and fruit transportation) and exhibit higher 

productivity levels (41 tons/hectare).  They also have good information systems, 

traceability and logistical management.  Their main objective is to maintain acceptable 

profitability levels by maximizing banana-yield levels and minimizing their production 

costs, without damaging the environment or exploiting their hired workers.  However, 

plantations face challenges such as market uncertainties, exchange rate variations 

(devaluation of USD versus COP), climatic changes, the high cost of controlling Black 

Sigatoka
21

 and higher input prices.  Finally, the principal challenge of hired plantation 
                                                      
19

 Augura: http://www.augura.com.co/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=13&Itemid=31 
20

 Augura: http://www.augura.com.co/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=13&Itemid=31 
21

 Black Sigatoka, a leaf spot disease of banana plants caused by a fungus, was discovered in 1963.  Plants 

with leaves damaged by the disease may have up to 50% lower yield of fruit and control can take up to fifty 

sprays a year.  
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workers is to defend their wages and labour rights, taking into account that banana retailers 

(supermarkets) are putting strong pressure on their suppliers to keep prices low.        

 

In sharp contrast, banana production in Magdalena is conducted in 1,000 large and 

small farms.  Large farms are profit-driven and their areas range from 50 to 100 hectares, 

whereas small farms combine subsistence farming and profit-driven production, and their 

area ranges from 0.5 to 8 hectares, with an average of 3.2 hectares.  Smallholders work on 

their farms but also hire workers, mostly temporary and male.  The smallholder 

cooperatives linked to Fairtrade only own approximately 7.5% of the land planted in 

bananas in Magdalena, sell a similar percentage of the banana boxes, and own only 2% of 

the total banana area in the two regions studied, Urabá and Magdalena.   

 

Smallholder cooperatives have limited access to technology, land and credit, and 

they also lack funds to invest in infrastructure (irrigation and fruit transportation).  In 

consequence, their productivity is lower (36 tons/ hectare) and they have higher banana 

production costs than plantations in Urabá.   Smallholders also have lower education levels, 

weak negotiation skills and are sometimes subjected to exclusivity contracts by buyers.  

Hired workers in smallholder farms are sometimes poorly paid.  Smallholder cooperatives 

face challenges related to market uncertainty, exchange rate variations, meeting quality 

standards, access to resources, and high production costs and competitiveness in general.   

 

The banana value chain  

 

The banana value chain includes input suppliers (boxes, seals, plastic, fertilizers, air 

fumigation), river and maritime transporters, ports, container terminal, trade associations,  

labour unions, banana growers enterprises, large- and small-scale banana farmers, 

smallholder cooperatives, exporters, importers, retailers (mostly supermarkets in the 

European Union and the USA), private-sector foundations, and agencies providing 

technical and social support services.   

 

The trade organization, AUGURA, groups 100% of the Urabá banana producers and 

70% of Magdalena banana producers.  AUGURA represents 160 companies and 340 

banana farms altogether.  The other key operator is SINTRAINAGRO, which was created 

in 1998 and represents 98% (18,999) of the agro-industry workers in Urabá of which 2,250 

work in the Fairtrade-certified banana plantations.  By the end of the last century, the first 

Collective Bargaining Agreement in the Industry was signed between AUGURA and 

SINTRAINAGRO, involving all members of the union and companies associated with 

AUGURA, a unique case in the banana history of Latin America.
22

  In addition, hired 

plantation workers formed Worker Committees and Corporations in each plantation when 

Fairtrade entered the banana sector in Urabá.   Each Corporation has a Joint Body, 

comprising both hired-worker and management representatives, which administers the 

Fairtrade Premium.  In addition, the banana exporters have created foundations that support 

the well-being of hired workers and communities in general, such as FUNDAUNIBAN 

(UNIBAN Foundation), CORBANACOL, the Rosalba Zapata Cardona Foundation, 

FUNDAFRUT, among others.   

                                                      
22

 Quesada, V. H.  What can we learn from the banana experience in Colombia?  FLO.  March, 2013. 
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The six smallholder cooperatives in Magdalena, all Fairtrade-certified, are 

COOBAMAG, ASOPROBAN, EMPREBANCOOP, BANAFRUCOOP, 

ASOBANARCOOP and COOBAFRIO), located in the towns of Zona Bananera and 

Ciénaga.  The main banana traders in Colombia and their respective export share (2012) 

are: UNIBAN (42.5%), BANACOL (16.4%), BANASAN (11.3%), TECBACO
23

 (8.3%), 

BANAFRUT (6.9%), Tropical (5.8%), Conserba (4.6%), and others (4.2%).
24

  In 2012, 

82.2% of the Colombian banana was exported to the European Union.  

 

 Most of the bananas, including Fairtrade-certified fruit, exported to the European 

Union from Colombia are sold in supermarkets; for example, 80% of bananas sold in the 

UK are through supermarkets.  This means that supermarkets hold considerable power over 

their suppliers.  Over the past few decades, the big UK supermarkets have cut prices of 

bananas in efforts to compete for customers, and have priced bananas as loss leaders.
25

  In 

general, there is a downward pressure on prices, production costs and workersô wages in the 

banana sector.  

 

 Several supermarket chains in UK and The Netherlands have decided to sell 

Fairtrade bananas exclusively, which has resulted in increased consumer demand for 

Fairtrade bananas.  These supermarkets that sell only Fairtrade bananas are also playing the 

price wars, although they also have Fairtrade minimum price and Premium commitments.  

One of them has even been reported as using its considerable commercial clout to keep 

Fairtrade minimum prices from increasing to reflect rising costs of production.
26

  The 

downward pressure on banana prices is due not only to the aforementioned price wars, but 

also to banana oversupply caused by the European Union trade liberalization and by new 

banana-growing players.  Therefore, the blame for poor, decreasing wages of workers in the 

banana sector cannot be placed solely on plantation owners.   

 

Fairtrade in the Colombian banana sector  

 

 Between 2009 and 2010, Colombia was reported as the country with the third 

highest Fairtrade income, with approximately USD 62 million.  The number of Fairtrade 

certified banana farms in Colombia increased from 4 in 2007 to 35 in 2013.  This increase 

stems mainly from the opportunity offered by the supermarket chains in UK and The 

Netherlands, which exclusively sell Fairtrade bananas.  Both Colombia and the Dominican 

Republic are the ones that benefit the most from that exclusivity.  In the Urabá region, 

according to Fairtrade International, there are 27 farms certified under the Fairtrade 

Standard for Hired Labour, totaling 2,254 jobs.  In 2012, Colombia exported 6.2 million 

boxes of Fairtrade-certified bananas, which represents 35% of the worldôs Fairtrade 

bananas.  
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 Baltime Techniques of Colombia S.A. 
24

 Augura, Coyuntura Bananera Colombia, 2012. 
25

 This means that bananas are sold at a low cost to attract customers who will buy other, more profitable 

items. 
26

 www.bananalink.org.uk 
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Public Private Partnership (PPP) Programme 

 

 AUGURA and the Dutch Embassy in Colombia established a partnership several 

years ago and have invested more than USD 5 million through the social foundations 

CORBANACOL and FUNDAUNIBAN in the banana-growing regions of Colombia.  The 

following achievements in the Magdalena banana zone can be highlighted:   

 

¶ GlobalGap certification for smallholders so they can export 

¶ Infrastructure improvement in smallholder farms  

¶ Improvement of Fairtrade-sales processes  

¶ Improvement of the standard of living of smallholders and their family members  

¶ Social investment in education, sports, and cultural activities    

 

The Armed Conflict 

 

 Since 1960, Colombia has experienced an armed conflict in which the main 

protagonists are the army, leftist guerrillas and rightist paramilitaries (demobilized in 

2006), and is currently conducting peace negotiations in Cuba.  Both the Urabá and 

Magdalena regions were seriously affected by this conflict.    

 

 In Magdalena, the leftist FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) and 

ELN (National Liberation Army) guerrilla groups were active in the period from 1980 to 

2000 where they extorted and kidnapped mostly large-scale farmers and ranchers.  In 1997, 

rural insecurity increased, caused not only by the guerrilla groups but also by common 

delinquents.  In response, affected trade associations and landowners invited and funded 

existing self-defense or paramilitary groups from neighboring regions to neutralize the 

guerrilla and delinquency.  Initially, these paramilitary groups acted as watchmen and 

guards in rural areas, then initiated operations in urban areas, and soon were involved in the 

murder of potential guerrilla fighters and their collaborators.  After expelling the guerrilla 

groups, the paramilitary units took military control and started to make alliances with local, 

regional and national politicians.  The objective was mostly to steal public funds.  This 

terror setting that endured until 2006 greatly harmed agricultural production in the banana 

zone because many farmers abandoned their farms or could not visit them.  The 

government policy that promoted and facilitated paramilitary demobilization at that time, 

coupled with the reactivation of the agricultural-based economy and the social investment 

by the government and private sector, helped normalize the security situation again.  

Fairtrade entry reinforced this economic and social recovery in the banana zone.    

 

Violence in Urabá dates back to the beginning of the 20th century, when banana 

workers struggled against terrible living and labour conditions inside the United Fruit 

Company.  In 1928, the government supported this transnational during a workersô strike 

and killed more than 3,000 banana workers.
27

  Although the United Fruit Company 

disappeared in the Sixties and banana-production operations were handed to national 

landholders, conflicts continued and several leftist guerrilla and political parties were 

                                                      
27

 Revista Credencial Historia. Edición 190.  October 2005. 
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formed and took control of the workersô labour organizations.  Urab§ôs banana zone 

became the center of revolutionary movements and the government responded with violent 

repression.  When the pacification efforts by the Colombian government failed in the 

Eighties, mostly due to the FARC-ELP
28

 guerrillas, banana landholders (and with the 

tolerance of Army chiefs in the region) supported and funded the so-called ñPeasant Self-

Defense of Cordoba, and Urabáò paramilitary unit.  The result was widespread violence and 

the death of 8,000 people in less than seven years, of which 800 were union leaders and 

members.  In 1998, two labour unions merged to form SINTRAINAGRO, as a pro-peace 

action group but also with the conviction that an economic reactivation in the region was 

necessary to improve the living conditions of banana workers.  After removing the army 

commanders in Urabá, the army started to combat the paramilitary groups which soon 

demobilized to take advantage of the amnesties offered by the government in 1991 and 

2006.  In retrospect, the pacification of Urabá depended not only on ending the armed 

confrontation, but also on the reactivation of the banana sector, based on productivity and 

respect for human and labour rights.    

 

Current conflicts in Magdalena 

 

 Although it is not a generalized problem, in focus groups sessions with smallholders 

and family members conducted as part of the impact study, it was discovered that some 

members of ASOPROBAN are having conflicts with large landholders in the zone 

(Cadavid and Vives), who are taking over water sources, and leaving smallholders 

waterless.  Some smallholders have been forced to sell their farms, and this seems to be a 

landholder strategy to expand their plantations.  Smallholders expressed their interest in 

denouncing this situation to Fairtrade International, to obtain support in order to avoid, as 

they put it, that ñthe small-scale farmer be crushed by the large farmerò. 
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 ELP stands for Patriotic Liberation Army. 
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4.  Characterization of Smallholders and their Cooperatives  
 

This section first presents a brief overview of each of the six Fairtrade-certified 

cooperatives in Magdalena that were part of this study.  It summarizes the main 

socioeconomic characteristics of the cooperatives and their members, investment of the 

Fairtrade Premium and highlights important differences among the cooperatives.   

 

4.1  Cooperatives: location and history 
 

In Colombia there are six Fairtrade-certified banana cooperatives, all of whom were 

evaluated in this impact study: COOBAMAG, ASOPROBAN, EMPREBANCOOP, 

BANAFRUCOOP, ASOBANARCOOP and COOBAFRIO, all located in the towns of 

Zona Bananera and Ciénaga in the Magdalena Department (see Figure 1).  They are 

located in the middle of two strategic ecosystems, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta and the 

lake complex Ciénaga Grande of Santa Marta.  The cooperatives are dedicated to the 

production and processing of bananas for the international and domestic markets, and they 

also provide members with services such as training, credit, input-buying unions, air 

fumigation, quality control and supervision of Fairtrade-norm compliance.      

 

Figure 1.  Geographical location of the Fairtrade banana smallholder organizations 

 under study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Cooperative A was constituted in June 1997 as an initiative of a group of 28 small-

scale banana producers in the town of Zona Bananera in Magdalena, who had suffered a 

negative experience due to the inadequate financial management of their previous 

association.  It has been linked to an exporter since February 2011 and obtained GlobalGap 

and Fairtrade certification in 2007 and 2008, respectively.  Five full-time employees (three 

women and two men) work in its offices.   

Zona Bananera 

Ciénaga 

Departament of  

Magdalena 
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 Cooperative B was constituted in December 1984 by 28 members who sold their 

fruit to a local trader and started its commercial relationship with another major exporter.  

In 1998 it became a cooperative, obtained Fairtrade certification and started to export 

directly to the European market after signing a contract.  In 2006, the smallholder 

organization became insolvent, ceased exports and did not comply with the contract.  This 

was mainly due to a profound economic crisis, mismanagement and the serious security 

situation and social emergency in the region.  In 2008, thanks to the support from a major 

exporter, through fertilization and air fumigation subsidies, the cooperative started the 

recovery of its membersô banana farms.  In week 45 of 2008, banana sales were reactivated, 

but the name of another legal organization was used, because of the high debt level.  The 

cooperative continues with the process of organizational and business recovery.     

 

 Cooperative C was founded in March 2010 by 35 smallholders who were 

producing 3,000 boxes weekly.  Before this, they had initiated an organizational process 

through an EAT
29

 but with no success.  It has been linked to an exporter since 2010 and 

received GlobalGap and Fairtrade certification in November 2010 and July 2011, 

respectively.  Six full-time employees (four men and two women) work in its offices.   

 

 Cooperative D was established in March 2007 in the city of Santa Marta, an 

initiative of the smallholders with less than 10 hectares.  It has been affiliated to an exporter 

since 2007 and obtained GlobalGap and Fairtrade certification in 2008 and 2009, 

respectively.  Ten full-time employees (seven men and three women) work in its offices.   

  

 Cooperative E was constituted in November 1987 as an association with 16 farms 

that started selling through an exporter, and became a cooperative in 2002.  It has had 

GlobalGap and Fairtrade certification since 2007 and 2006, respectively.  Five full-time 

employees (three men and two women) work in its offices.   

 

 Cooperative F was founded by smallholders in December 1999.  When a local 

trader closed its operation, the smallholders were left with no alternatives for selling their 

fruit.  The cooperative experienced administrative problems when selling conventional 

bananas, which almost led to its closure in 2003, when only 15 members remained.  During 

the years 2009 and 2010, it was reactivated thanks to its relationship with another exporter 

and started the Fairtrade certification process.  Thanks to the Fairtrade Premium, the 

cooperative started a process of organizational and business strengthening.  The cooperative 

started selling Fairtrade fruit in week 13 of 2011, with 3,303 17-kg boxes.  It obtained 

GlobalGap and Fairtrade certification in 2010 and 2011, respectively.  Nine employees 

(five men and four women) work full-time in its offices.   
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 Associative Work Enterprise.  
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4.2  Basic characterization of cooperatives  
 

 This section describes social and economic aspects of the six cooperatives and 

points out the major differences among them.  

  

Socioeconomic information  

 

 Table 3 presents key basic socioeconomic information (year 2012) of the six 

cooperatives and their members. Some aspects are highlighted below.  Farm areas vary a 

lot, from a minimum of 0.3 hectares to a maximum of 16; annual household incomes show 

a great variation (from USD 2,393 to USD 60,245) as well as annual per capita incomes 

(USD 464 to USD 18,640).  These figures illustrate that cooperative membership is diverse, 

a blend of farmers with a wide range of incomes, including some who are living in poverty. 

The average farm area in Cooperative D is 71% larger than the average for all six 

cooperatives; its members also boast average schooling that is 50% above the average for 

all six cooperatives; and the average annual household income of its members is 62% 

higher than the average for all six cooperatives.  This clearly indicates that Cooperative D 

has an important segment of members that has a much higher standard of living than the 

most of the members of the other cooperatives.  In addition, the average age of all 

smallholders is 47, but itôs 60 years for Cooperative E members.  Annual average 

cooperative banana yields range from 30-38 tons/hectare. 

                    

 It is important to note that Table 3 presents net income (not gross income) from total 

banana sales (Fairtrade and non-Fairtrade) and so the respective production costs have been 

subtracted.  However, this information was obtained directly from smallholders and the 

interviewers had to quickly guide the step-by-step calculation.  Accuracy of the information 

collected depends on the ability of each smallholder to recall the volume of bananas sold, 

production costs and other expenses incurred related to cooperative membership.  The 

CODER research team considers that the value of the latter deductions tended to be 

exaggerated, and thinks that net incomes from banana sales were somewhat 

underestimated.     

 

 It is important to note here that although the minimum price for a Fairtrade-certified 

banana box in 2012 was USD 6.70, in fact 20% of the total banana volume was sold in the 

conventional market at a heavy discount.  CODER calculates that the net income obtained 

by individual smallholders from total banana sales ranges from 35-45% of gross income. 

The average annual net income from bananas for 2012 presented in Table 3 (USD 13,068) 

is approximately twice Colombiaôs minimum legal salary.   
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Table 3.   Basic socioeconomic aspects of the six cooperatives and their members, 

 annual information for year 2012 (USD) 

Information  COOP A COOP B COOP C COOP D COOP E COOP F 
Total or 

Average 

# members 40 80 59 35 44 42 300 

Total hectares  117.0 216.0 161.4 195.0 135.5 137.4 962.3 

Average has/member 2.93 2.70 2.74 5.57 3.08 3.27 3.21 

Largest farm area 10 16 11 16 8.5 10.3 12 

Smallest farm area 0.5 0.3 0.8 1.0 0.7 0.8 0.6 

Total boxes sold 181,946 428,567 351,809 353,326 284,396 268,180 311,371 

% boxes sold on 

Fairtrade terms 
93% 72% 78% 84% 73% 86% 80% 

Average annual yield 

(ton/ha) 
30.0 34.1 38.0 30.9 36.0 33.0 34.1 

Average age of 

members 
41 41 51 51 60 41 47 

Average years of 

schooling of members 
8 7 8 12 7 9 8 

Average # of 

members in hh 
5 6 5 5 6 6 6 

% of members with 

food security 
84% 68% 77% 88% 88% 70% 77% 

Average annual hh 

income 
16,548 14,735 13,426 26,249 15,859 15,137 16,284 

Maximum hh income 32,393 49,080 49,767 50,753 42,476 60,245 47,780 

Minimum hh  income 3,904 2,393 5,220 5,187 4,176 4,495 4,032 

Average per capita 

income 
3,868 3,176 2,819 6,204 3,893 4,057 3,782 

Maximum per capita 

income 
11,712 10,485  12,442 16,650 18,640 16,241 13,755 

Minimum per capita 

income  
465 791 746 1,037 464 694 706 

Average net income 

from bananas 
13,863 11,862 11,265 20,987 11,353 12,336 13,068 

Maximum net income 

from bananas  
30,117 42,270 49,767 49,671 39,041 40,167 42,219 

Minimum net income 

from bananas  
3,012 2,142 2,030 4,350 2,320 2,900 2,626 
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 Table 4 shows the penetration of basic services in the homes of cooperative 

members.  It highlights that household access to health services is high, although 

smallholders mentioned that the SISBEN (national subsidized health service system) and 

EPS (national non-subsidized health service system) services were mediocre; in focus 

group sessions with smallholders and family members, they mentioned that the health 

centers in their communities lack the adequate conditions for addressing an emergency 

properly.  SISBEN health services, targeted at poor people, are mostly free of charge, 

whereas the cost of EPS services depends on the memberôs income.  Access to basic 

sanitary services in households is also high, but the availability of drinking water is still 

low, because water usually comes from natural wells, some of which are contaminated.  

These results suggest that cooperative managers could explore practical ways to improve 

health services and access to drinking water with Fairtrade Premium and/or government 

funding.      

 

Table 4.  Percentage of smallholder households from banana cooperatives with basic 

 services  

Services  COOP A COOP B COOP C COOP D COOP E COOP F Average 

% with health 

services 
100% 100% 100% 97.1% 100% 100% 99.6% 

% with SISBEN 64.5% 56.1% 72.1% 23.5% 19.0% 39.4% 48.9% 

% with EPS 35.5% 43.9% 27.9% 73.5% 81.0% 60.6% 50.6% 

Distance to 

health center 

(km) 

1.8 2.0 1.7 8.8 2.3 5.0 3.4 

% with water 

from a natural 

source  

87.1% 84.2% 93.0% 79.4% 42.3% 57.6% 77.0% 

% with treated 

water 
12.9% 15.8% 7.0% 20.6% 57.7% 42.4% 23.0% 

% with WC  71.0% 78.9% 95.3% 94.1% 96.2% 100% 88.2% 

% with latrine  41.9% 33.3% 14.0% 17.6% 7.7% 3.0% 21.1% 

% with sewage 71.0% 75.4% 72.1% 85.3% 92.3% 75.8% 77.6% 

% with cement 

floor 
96.8% 95.5% 97.7% 100% 100% 97.0% 97.5% 

% with garbage 

disposal 
96.8% 100% 100% 97.1% 100% 100% 99.1% 

% with insect 

control 
74.2% 89.5% 88.4% 70.6% 73.1% 60.6% 78.5% 

 

Cooperative differences  

 

 The most prominent differences between the six cooperatives are presented below, 

which are important to note.  Cooperative A exhibits the highest agricultural 

diversification index, its members are the most interested in expanding their crops, and it 

presents the highest percentage of members with a motorcycle.  On the other hand, it 



CODER 

Evaluation of Fairtrade Impact in the Banana Sector in Colombia 29 

presents the highest index of informal sources of credit, has a segment of members with the 

lowest annual per capita income, the lowest penetration of WCs in households, and the least 

number of permanent hired-workers with contracts.  It is also the cooperative with the 

lowest proportion of female members.     

 

 Cooperative B has the lowest food security index (68%) versus an average of 78% 

for all six cooperatives.  It is also the organization whose members rate it below the average  

for all six cooperatives with respect to sharing costs and risk with its members, 

transparency in operation, service provision and support to members by means of 

agricultural assets.     

 

 Cooperative C has members with the lowest average annual per capita income, the 

greatest proportion of members affiliated to SISBEN, its members hire the least number of 

permanent workers, and it shows one of the lowest agricultural diversification indexes.  It is 

also one of the organizations with the least number of female members.                     

 

 Cooperative D has members who on average belong to a higher socioeconomic 

stratum than the members of the remaining cooperatives, reflecting higher per capita 

incomes, greater access to EPS and other basic services, superior vehicle ownership and 

savings capacity.  It is also the cooperative with the largest proportion of female members 

(31% versus an average of 19% for all six cooperatives).  

 

 Cooperative E is the cooperative where women are most important in terms of 

income generation, exhibits a high EPS access level, the greatest savings value among 

members who save money, and shows large Fairtrade- and GlobalGap-related investments.  

On the other hand, its members live the farthest away from health centers, have the lowest 

number of loans from formal banks, exhibit the lowest income and agricultural 

diversification levels, and it has a segment of members with the lowest per capita incomes.     

 

 Cooperative F is the cooperative that made the greatest Fairtrade and GlobalGap 

certification-related investments in 2012, all of its members have a WC, boasts an above-

average agricultural diversification level, and has the least proportion of households with 

relatives who have migrated.  However, it also shows the lowest food security level and 

only 64% of its members save money.    

 

4.3 Banana sales volumes, sales prices and production costs  
 

Banana sales volume  

 

 Table 10 in Section 5.1 of this report shows total volume of banana boxes sold by 

cooperatives in the last three years, including the percentage sold on Fairtrade terms. 

As already mentioned, four of the six cooperatives increased total banana sales volume in 

this time period and five of the six cooperatives also increased their volume sold on 

Fairtrade terms.  The average percentage volume of bananas sold on Fairtrade terms 

increased from 71% in 2011 to 80% in year 2012.   

 Figure 2 displays the average annual banana production per farm (tons/year) in the 

cooperatives of Magdalena from 2010 to 2012.  The average annual volume of bananas 
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sold on Fairtrade terms across all cooperatives was 49 tons in year 2010, 61 tons in 2011 

and 93 tons in 2012, or an increase of 52.4% in the last two years.  Cooperative D has the 

highest annual average farm production, 159 tons, because its members have the largest 

farms, tend to have higher incomes and more schooling, which allows them to invest more 

in banana production.   

   

Figure 2.  Average annual banana production per farm (tons/year) in the  

 cooperatives of Magdalena (2010-2012) 

 
  

 

 Figure 3.  Average banana yield (tons/ha) per cooperative (2012) 

 
 

 Figure 3 shows the average banana yield (tons/ha) of cooperatives in 2012; this data 

was provided by cooperative managers.  The average yield according to managers last year 

was 34.1 tons/ha, and Cooperatives C and E show the highest yields.  The average yield of 
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non-Fairtrade farms surveyed was 10-15% lower than in Fairtrade farms.  On the other 

hand, data collected directly from smallholders point to higher yields; the average in year 

2010 was 29 tons/ha, 30 tons/ha in 2011, and 37 tons/ha in 2012.  However, it is considered 

that this data is somewhat exaggerated, because smallholders surveyed had to recall the 

average amount of boxes they sold per week.  Hence, it is recommended to use the official 

yield data offered by the managers.   

 

 Cooperatives sell an average of 94% of their banana production to exporters, 4% to 

buyers in the local market, and 2% is given away to hired workers or consumed by 

household members.  An average annual Fairtrade banana sale per cooperative was USD 

727,000 in 2010; 1,357,000 in 2011; and 1,964,000 in 2012.  Figure 4 shows the income 

per cooperative from sales of bananas sold on Fairtrade terms in the last three years.   

   

 

 Figure 4.  Cooperative income from sales of banana sold on Fairtrade  

   terms, 2010-2012 (USD)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Table 5 shows annual banana sales to the conventional export market per 

cooperative from 2010-2012.  Cooperative-reported average annual banana sales to the 

conventional export market were USD 586,554 for year 2010; USD 309,485 in 2011; and 

USD 128,277 during 2012.   

 

 

 

  COOP. A COOP. B COOP. C COOP. D COOP. E COOP. F 

2010 682,372 518,793          - 2,061,938 1,753,309          - 

2011 596,206 1,650,407 687,805 2,564,228 1,718,157 1,080,217 

2012 1,136,085 2,496,375 1,926,938 2,433,910 1,799,777 1,569,994 
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Table 5.  Annual banana sales to the conventional export market per 

 cooperative, 2010-2012 (USD thousand) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Figure 5 displays net income for cooperatives from 2010-2012.  Total average net 

income per cooperative last year was USD 393,000; Cooperatives A, C, and F exhibited the 

highest incomes.     

 

Figure 5.  Net income for cooperatives, 2010-2012 (USD) 

   

Sales price of bananas  

 

   Smallholders negotiate prices as EXW.
30

  The minimum EXW price defined by 

Fairtrade International
31

 for bananas is USD 6.70 and the FOB
32

 price is USD 9.10 per 

                                                      
30

 The acronym EXW (Ex-Works) is an international trade clause that means, in this context: ñthe seller will 

place the product in the cooperative plant or banana plantationò.  Bananas have to be packed and labeled by 

$0,000

$100,000

$200,000

$300,000

$400,000

$500,000

$600,000
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2010 $591,848 $57,702 $0 $316,750 $323,981 $203,282

2011 $500,813 $202,168 $248,780 $333,333 $337,669 $311,111

2012 $478,528 $302,287 $426,659 $355,828 $379,810 $470,759

Cooperative 2010 2011 2012 

Cooperative A 273,690 433,062 77,524 

Cooperative B 940,709 462,331 105,968 

Cooperative C  0 41,734 38,483 

Cooperative D 552,144 7,046 117,122 

Cooperative E 294,336 272,087 184,049 

Cooperative F 1,370,037 569,648 294,479 

Weighted average 586,554 309,485 128,277 
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18.14-kg box of Fairtrade bananas.  All Fairtrade-certified banana smallholder 

organizations receive a USD 1.00 additional Fairtrade Premium for each box sold on 

Fairtrade terms for investment in production and community/social development.  An 

important finding of the study is that the current Fairtrade minimum price does not leave a 

margin for profitability, mainly because of the dollar fluctuation and the high costs of 

banana production.  Respondents perceive that the real Fairtrade benefits are the Premium, 

price stability and market assurance.    

 

Most smallholders and managers surveyed know what the current price is for a box 

of bananas for the Fairtrade and conventional export markets.  However, some smallholders 

offered irregular data, and for this reason this report uses official information reported by 

the cooperative managers.  The current average price that a banana cooperative receives for 

a box of Fairtrade bananas is USD 7.24 and in the conventional market the price is USD 

6.96.   

 

 Table 6 shows the detailed sales price of a box of bananas per cooperative.  It 

should be clarified that the prices for a box of bananas from Cooperative A are different 

because of its particular terms of negotiation with the exporter.     

 

 Table 6.  Current sales price of a box of bananas for Fairtrade and   

  for the conventional export market (USD)  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 Cooperative directors believe that value distribution along the banana value chain 

should be more transparent, and that smallholders should have greater bargaining power 

with the buyers, and they expect support from Fairtrade in this sense.   

                                                                                                                                                                  
the seller, but the buyer has to cover all subsequent expenses after product delivery, including loading the 

product into the ship.   
31

 Table of Fairtrade minimum prices and Premium, Version 2013. 
32

 FOB stands for ñFree On Boardò, and is always used in conjunction with a port of loading.  The seller pays 

for transportation of the goods to the port of shipment, plus loading costs.  The buyer pays subsequent costs, 

such as marine freight, transport, insurance, unloading, and transportation from the arrival port to the final 

destination. 
33

 The current (year 2013) Fairtrade sales price for five of the six cooperatives is above the minimum price 

because one of the buyers unilaterally increased it.   
34

 Average annual price for a 20-kg box.  The price was USD 7.27 in Semester I and USD 6.27 in Semester II.   
35

 The Fairtrade box has 17.5 kg, whereas the conventional box has 20 kg.  

Cooperative Fairtrade
33

 Conventional 

Cooperative A 6.60 6.60 

Cooperative B 7.26 6.50 

Cooperative C 7.26 6.77
34

 

Cooperative D 7.34 7.13 

Cooperative E 7.63 7.26 

Cooperative F 7.26 7.29
35

 

Weighted average 7.24 6.96 
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 Smallholders surveyed expressed their dissatisfaction with the current price, 

because it was not raised in 2013, which evidences their lack of knowledge of Fairtrade 

policy that established, in October 2012, that the minimum price would be revised every 

two years.
36

   
  

 Nevertheless, in the case of one of the exporters, the purchasing price for year 2013 

was raised within the minimumïmaximum price range, a situation that did not occur with 

another exporter that has not raised prices for two years now.  In spite of this, it was 

detected that Cooperative A members are satisfied with their commercial relationship with 

this exporter, as the buyer has supported them in times of crisis, the one-year trade contract 

was signed by the cooperative and not by the smallholders, and it has provided support to 

smallholders in terms of technical assistance, certification processes and transportation of 

inputs.   

 

Costs of production 
 

 This impact study revealed that few of the actors in the banana value chain really 

know what the costs of production are for a box of bananas.  Production cost information 

for this report was obtained directly from cooperative managers, who did mention that the 

current Fairtrade minimum price was not fully covering the cost of production for bananas.    

 

 

Table 7. Current (2013) cost of a box of bananas for Fairtrade and for the  

  conventional export market (USD)
37

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
36

 Reference document for Fairtrade partners.  Review of the price for bananas 2013.  Page 6. 
37

 All exporters mentioned that they did not have precise information on the banana production costs for 

smallholders.  Thus, data on banana production costs were supplied by cooperative managers but it seems that 

they lack a uniform method for calculating these.      
38

 Yield data provided by both managers and smallholders is inconsistent.  Yield data shown are CODER 

estimates after analyzing yield data in boxes and tons obtained from several sources during the study.  

Confusions may arise because bananas are sold in boxes with four different weights, ranging from 17 to 20 

kgs.  
39

 In this cooperative, the production cost for the conventional market is greater because the box sold in this 

market contains more fruit.   

Cooperative Fairtrade Conventional 
Yields (ton/ha), 

2012
38

 

Cooperative A 7.88 7.88 30 

Cooperative B 6.00 6.20 
39

 34.1 

Cooperative C 7.25 7.25 38 

Cooperative D 7.26 7.26 30.9 

Cooperative E 8.64 8.64 36 

Cooperative F 7.25 7.25 33 

Weighted average 7.21 7.26 34.1 



CODER 

Evaluation of Fairtrade Impact in the Banana Sector in Colombia 35 

 Table 7 shows current (2013) costs of production and yields (tons/ha) per 

cooperative for year 2012.  The cost of production of a box of bananas is the same for the 

Fairtrade and conventional export markets, except for Cooperative B (please see footnote 

38).  The current production cost of a box of Fairtrade bananas is on average USD 7.21 

(approximately COP 12,927), similar to the cost for the conventional market (USD 7.26).  

 

 Of the cooperatives studied, Cooperative E had the highest cost of production; both 

for the Fairtrade and conventional markets, the cost is USD 8.64, or COP 15,492.  

Managers mentioned that the University of Magdalena advised them on how to calculate 

production costs correctly.  It cannot be discarded that some cooperatives are making 

methodological errors when calculating production costs.  

 

 As already mentioned, cooperative managers asserted that the sales price does not 

fully cover production costs, and they also mentioned that when calculating variable or 

direct costs, they sometimes excluded the cost of the smallholderôs labour, nor did they 

consider the full cost of fertilizers, fuel or agricultural activities such as ñrecaba and 

trincheoò, the latter costs partially or fully covered by Fairtrade Premium funds.  

Furthermore, they also sometimes exclude fixed or indirect costs such as administrative 

expenses.     

  

 The following is a list of investments and costs of production subsumed by 

smallholders:  

 

¶ Investment in the crop and infrastructure, such as land preparation, drainage, 

planting, irrigation systems and cableways 

¶ Costs of washing, disinfection and packaging 

¶ Cost of transportation of boxes to the port, although this amount is reimbursed by 

the buyers
40

 

¶ Port charges (USD 0.40 per box) 

¶ Costs of crop agronomic and maintenance practices (irrigation, manual weeding, 

disease control, fertilization, crop maintenance, and drainage cleaning) 

¶ Costs of harvesting and packing material (glue, coding ink, pallet) 

¶ Fixed or indirect costs, such as Fairtrade-norm maintenance and administrative 

expenses 

 

 One of the exporters covers packing inputs and ship loading, but does not pay 

transport to the port, which it should, because it is selling on EXW terms.  For example, it 

charges the cooperatives USD 0.40 for transporting each box to the port.  In addition, it 

provides services like credit, technical assistance, input supply, air fumigation for Black 

Sigatoka control and social support to smallholders.  Likewise, the other exporter transports 

inputs to the Cooperative A warehouse and bananas to the port, provides backstopping with 

respect to quality control and management of Fairtrade and GlobalGap certification, 

                                                      
40

 Some cooperative managers said that one of the exporters does not reimburse this cost, which means it is 

not complying with EXW terms of sale.    
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supports projects for improvement of farm infrastructure, sells and distributes inputs such 

as fertilizers, plastics, packages, and air fumigation for Black Sigatoka control. 

 

 According to managers, in 2012 cooperatives invested an average of USD 30,927 to 

comply with Fairtrade and GlobalGap requirements.  It should be underlined that 

smallholders do not differentiate between Fairtrade and GlobalGap expenses.  Table 8 

presents the approximate amount of investments and expenses, the Premium amount 

received, and net incomes for the Magdalena cooperatives in year 2012.  

 

Table 8. Investment and approximated expenses, value of the Premium and net 

 income of cooperatives in Magdalena, 2012 (USD) 

Cooperative 
Fairtrade 

certification-related 

investments 

GlobalGap 

certification-related 

investments 

Fairtrade 

Premium amount 

received 

Net 

income 

Cooperative A 7,100 9,838 305,187 478,533 

Cooperative B 1,980 9,286 246,107 302,560 

Cooperative C 9,593 14,389 255,304 426,531 

Cooperative D 5,165 12,052 204,685 355,934 

Cooperative E
41

 57,513 - 239,041 379,782 

Cooperative F 43,157 32,002 358,438 480,608 

 

  

4.4  The Fairtrade Premium concept and its investment 
 

 Fairtrade is working with a minimum price for certified banana boxes, which was 

USD 6.70 EXW or USD 9.10 FOB in 2012.  In addition, there is a Fairtrade Premium.  

This is an extra payment of USD 1.00 per box of Fairtrade bananas
42

 that is made to the 

cooperatives upon sale of each box under Fairtrade terms.  This additional payment has to 

be invested in the economic, social and environmental development of the organizations 

and community.   
 

 Fairtrade International is the agency in charge of defining the Premium value, a sum 

that is not negotiable and ranges from 5-30% of the minimum price, depending on the 

agricultural product involved, and is paid per each unit of product sold.
43

  Therefore, when 

consumers buy Fairtrade products, they are contributing to increased incomes for 

smallholder organizations.      

  

 The investment of the Fairtrade Premium is decided according to criteria and needs 

as defined by the organizations themselves.  Nobody can impose how to invest it, although  

                                                      
41

 The cooperative does not separate investments related to Fairtrade or other certifications (mainly 

GlobalGap).  
42

 Table of minimum prices and Fairtrade premium.  Version 2013. 
43

 http://www.fairtrade.net/price-and-premium-info.html 
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Table 9.  Fairtrade Premium received and investment distribution in the six 

 cooperatives, 2012 (USD) 

Cooperative  Project %  Premium  

Coop A 

Investment in farms (irrigation, recaba
44

, trincheo
45

, fuel and motors  30 

305,187 

 

Education  20 

Training 20 

Audits  20 

Others 10 

Coop B 
Decrease in prices of fertilizers and improvement of processing plant 50 

246,107 
Social activities and certification  50 

Coop C 

Construction of cooperative headquarters  40 

255,304 
 

Fertilization programme 30 

Certification 5 

Education Committee 5 

Social Welfare Committee  5 

Solidarity Committee 5 

Housing and Health Committee  7 

ASOCOOMAG fee 3 

Coop D 

Financing cooperative administration 40 

204,685 
 

Irrigation project (18 smallholders with GAP) 15 

Productivity 12.5 

Solidarity Committee 9 

Certification 8.4 

Planting of noble weeds programme for environmental balance 7.35 

Social investment 5.75 

Committee of Education and Transportation 2.8 

Coop E 

Certification and internal and external audit 38 

239,041 

Infrastructure and irrigation 35 

Emergencies and events 15 

Cultural activities 3.5 

Social investment and Education Committee 7.5 

Solidarity and Social Welfare Committee 5 

Coop F 

Improvement of productivity 44 

358,438 

Certification 18 

Debt guarantees 10 

Support for hired workersô social security  12 

Administrative support 5 

Social Welfare Fund 4 

Education Fund 4 

ASOCOOMAG fee 3 

                                                      
44

 Elimination of water deposits in banana plantations to avoid fungi and lower the relative humidity 
45

 Soil perforation around the plant to facilitate the absorption of water, oxygen and fertilizers.     
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it is required that project selection and handling of funds ñbe conducted by means of 

processes that are transparent, participatory and democraticò.  Projects can promote the 

development of the community or of the pertinent business at hand.  The six cooperatives 

studied in Magdalena assess their needs, analyze how to best employ the funds, make 

proposals, and then vote in the General Assembly to prepare the annual Premium plan or 

budget, a document that has to be approved by all of their member smallholders.    

  

 Table 9 shows the Fairtrade Premium received in 2012 and its budget distribution 

for the six cooperatives.  It confirms the independence of cooperatives when distributing 

the Premium budget; for example, Cooperative C spent 40% of the Premium in the 

construction of its headquarters and Cooperative B invested 50% in social activities.  

 

 On average, all of the cooperatives invested the Premium in the following way in 

2012: 35% to improve farm productivity; 15% to cover administrative costs (although itôs 

hard to make an accurate estimate because administrative expenses are sometimes óhiddenô 

in other budget items); 12% for audits and Fairtrade compliance; 10% for social welfare; 

7% for emergency funds for households; 6% for building cooperative headquarters or 

offices; 5% for education; 3% to fund ASOCOOMAG (a second-order organization 

recently founded by the smallholder cooperatives in order to promote their commercial 

activities); and 7% for other items (funding of social benefits for hired workers, debt 

payment, training, cultural events, etc.).  See Figure 6.     

 

Figure 6.  Average distribution of Fairtrade Premium by the six cooperatives (2012) 
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 It is important to highlight the strong relationship between Fairtrade impact in the 

banana chain at the household, cooperative and community levels with the Premium 

investment.  For example, on average, 35% of the Fairtrade Premium is invested in 

enhancing ófarm productivityô (lowering the cost of inputs such as fertilizers and fuel, of 

on-farm infrastructure such as drainage and irrigation, and of key on-farm agricultural 

activities).  This strategy is a direct response to the general assertion by smallholders and 

managers that the cost of producing bananas is equal or higher than its sales price.  In other 

words, a significant part of the Premium is being used to lower the cost of banana 

production in the smallholder farms, which in turn is raising the smallholder household 

income, a key Fairtrade impact.  In addition, an estimated 15% or more of the Fairtrade 

Premium is spent to cover administration costs of the cooperatives, because cooperatives 

lack sound business models to cover all or most of their administrative costs.          
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5.  Impact of Fairtrade on Cooperatives 
 

5.1  Socio-economic impact of Fairtrade on smallholder households  
 

Smallholdersô household income and standard of living  

 

 All of the smallholders surveyed said that their affiliation to Fairtrade had resulted 

in an important increase in their annual household income.  The average increase calculated 

was 34%
46

, ranging from 7-64%.  96% of the smallholders affirmed that their economic 

situation had improved since joining Fairtrade.     

 

 The average annual smallholderôs household income in 2012 was USD 16,280 

(USD 1,357 per month), and the annual average per capita income was USD 3,781.  It 

should be noted that many smallholder households receive additional non-agricultural 

incomes from other jobs, pensions, own business, and others.  In 2012, the average annual 

net income from bananas reached USD 13,068
47

, fluctuating from an average minimum of 

USD 2,621 to an average maximum of USD 42,214.
48

  This income from bananas 

represented on average 83% of total household income, oscillating from 23-100%.   

 

 This income level allows many smallholders not only to maintain and replace tools 

and means of production, but also to make investments and save money.  On average, 85% 

of the households save an average of USD 1,729 annually, which represents 11% of total 

annual household income.  In the focus group sessions, smallholders mentioned that all 

cooperatives encourage, and sometimes require, that members save money, an amount that 

is generally deducted from weekly payments for banana sales.   

 

 Increases in household income from sales of Fairtrade bananas come from two 

sources.  The first source is the minimum price (USD 6.70 EXW or USD 9.10 FOB in 

2012), a Fairtrade tool that seeks to provide greater stability to smallholders in case of 

market fluctuations and to guarantee that their banana production cost is covered.
49

  This 

price results in additional income due to the higher price of bananas in the Fairtrade 

channel versus the conventional market; the price difference is low the first semester but 

increases substantially in the second semester of each year.  Price decreases in the second 

semester in the conventional market are a result of the lower demand for bananas in Europe 

at this time of the year.  In 2012, each cooperative member sold an average of 5,114 boxes 

of Fairtrade bananas.   

                                                      
46

 This percentage was obtained by calculating the annual smallholder household income (agricultural and 

non-agricultural) and then asking respondents what they thought their annual household income would be if 

they were not affiliated to Fairtrade.  As is obvious, Fairtrade mostly affects agricultural income.      
47

 As previously mentioned in this report, the CODER research team thinks that this figure is undervalued by 

approximately 15%.  
48

 Net income from banana sales has such a wide range because farm areas and yields differ a lot, and some 

smallholders have suffered climatic-related emergencies.     
49

 The minimum price is only a guide for buyers, and should not become the absolute price for buyers. 
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The second source is derived from the Fairtrade Premium, which is transferred to them in 

the form of farm improvement and yield increases, lowering of banana-production costs 

(inputs, manual labour, drainage, irrigation, etc.), and health and educational aid.   

 

 Table 10 shows the percentage of banana boxes sold on Fairtrade terms by 

cooperatives, 2010-2012.  These cooperative sales allow smallholders to capture the 

aforementioned Fairtrade benefits derived from the minimum price and Premium.  Four of 

the six cooperatives (Cooperatives A, B, C and F) have increased their total banana sales 

volume in the period 2010-2012, whereas Cooperatives D and E display a minor decrease.  

All cooperatives show an increase of banana volume sold on Fairtrade terms except for 

Cooperative D.  The average percentage volume of bananas sold on Fairtrade terms 

increased from 71% in 2011 to 80% in year 2012, with variations from 72ï93% in the latter 

year.         

     

Table 10.  Percentage boxes sold on Fairtrade terms by cooperatives, 2010-2012 

Coop 

2010 2011 2012 

Total 

boxes 

sold 

Boxes 

sold as 

FT 

% 

Total 

boxes 

sold 

Boxes 

sold as 

FT 

% 

Total 

boxes 

sold 

Boxes 

sold as 

FT 

% 

Coop A 151.850 97.183 64% 159.990 87.665 55% 181.946 169.202 93% 

Coop B 251.935 96.989 38% 91.728 84.552 92% 428.567 308.568 72% 

Coop C N/A N/A N/A 278.963 101.809 36% 351.809 276.110 78% 

Coop D 358.763 264.801 74% 329.412 281.668 86% 353.326 297.685 84% 

Coop E 315.844 269.817 85% 302.853 255.774 84% 284.396 206.877 73% 

Coop F 227.442 N/A N/A 199.237 152.130 76% 268.180 229.396 86% 

Total boxes/Average % 1.362.183 963.598 71% 1.868.224 1.487.838 80% 

 

Regarding their standard of living, 98% of smallholders consider that their quality 

of life has improved since joining Fairtrade.  All cooperative members, thanks to the 

Fairtrade Premium, have received loans to buy household appliances and also quality 

technical assistance; 90% received agricultural inputs, 75% obtained credit for family 

education and 8% received credit to buy a house.   

 

 All smallholders have access to health services, 49% to SISBEN and 51% to EPS.  

On average, health centers are 3.4 km away from smallholdersô homes.  77% of the 

members get their water at home from natural wells, whereas 23% have drinking water 

because they live in a village.
50

  88% of the members have a WC in their homes, 21% have 

a latrine, 78% have sewage, 98% have a cement floor, 99% have garbage disposal, and 

79% control insects (see Table 4).  45% of the Fairtrade households have children aged 6-

12 years and 99% of them go to school.  Additionally, Fairtrade smallholders enjoy more 

access to training than non-Fairtrade smallholders.    

 

                                                      
50

 Smallholders live either in their farm, in a village near their farm, or have houses in both places.  Some 

towns have drinking water, but natural wells are common in both towns and farms.   
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 Table 11.  Asset ownership level among banana cooperative members (%) 

 

 On average, members declared that they had increased household assets by 30% 

since joining Fairtrade, with a range of 4-73%.  Table 11 describes ownership levels of 

assets such as household appliances and vehicles in cooperative member households.  To 

compare, the corresponding average data for Colombia is presented.  It can be observed that 

ownership levels in smallholder households is above the national average, according to the 

National Administrative Department for Statistics (DANE) Survey of Quality of Life 

(ECV), a situation that confirms that Fairtrade has improved smallholdersô quality of life.   

 

In addition, 76% of members improved their house and basic services in the last 

three years, mostly floors (41%), roofs (32%), WC (30%), kitchen (28%), household assets 

(17%) and others (51%, including walls, sidewalks, home expansion, etc.), with an average 

investment of USD 2,231 per house.  In contrast, none of the non-Fairtrade smallholders 

had improved their houses in the last three years.   

 

Fairtrade has improved the standard of living of smallholder households in three 

main ways.  Firstly, sales of Fairtrade-certified bananas at the minimum price has increased 

household income, enabling basic housing improvement, the purchase of key household 

appliances, and improved access to non-subsidized health services and to education for 

children and youngsters.  Secondly, the investment of the Fairtrade Premium in services for 

smallholders has also facilitated basic housing improvement, the purchase of key household 

appliances, and better access to medicine, education, training and emergency funds.  

Thirdly, more than one-third of the Fairtrade Premium is being invested in on-farm 

                                                      
51

 Source: DANE ECV 2011 ï ECV 2012.  Data expanded with population projections, based on the 2005 

Census results. 
52

 Press release DANE: ñBasic information and communication technology indicators/Use and penetration of 

TIC in households and persons aged 5 or more, Bogotá, D. C., 25 March 2009. 

 

Assets Coop A Coop B Coop C Coop D Coop E Coop F Average 

Country 

average
51

 

% with 

radio/sound 

equipment 

83.9% 68.4% 67.4% 70.6% 88.5% 72.7% 73.5% 47.9% 

% with TV  100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 91% 

% with cell - 

phone
52

 
93.5% 94.7% 100% 97.1% 100% 100% 97.3% 83.8% 

% with bicycle 80.6% 77.2% 81.4% 52.9% 69.2% 66.7% 72.5% N.A. 

% with 

motorcycle 74.2% 47.4% 41.9% 50.0% 11.5% 60.6% 47.9% 20.6% 

% with 

refrigerator  80.6% 96.5% 90.7% 91.2% 100% 94.0% 92.5% 78.7% 

% with vehicle 6.5% 8.8% 4.6% 14.7% 64.9% 24.3% 17.3% 13.7% 
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productivity and reduction of production costs, which also impacts positively on 

smallholder household income.            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Food security  

 

 As already mentioned, 77% of the members said that they did not have food security 

problems in their household.  It should be noted that green bananas is a staple food in the 

region and there are many recipes, which possibly facilitates food security.  Additionally, 

most farms have fruit trees and other minor crops for self-consumption, and in some cases, 

for selling.  Food security means that there is access to an adequate amount of food, which 

can be produced on-farm or can be purchased.  As already mentioned, smallholders said 

that their affiliation to Fairtrade had resulted in a 34% income increase, which of course 

facilitates the purchase of food to guarantee food security.   

 

 However, although the average monthly per capita income for a farmer household is 

USD 312, it ranges widely; from USD 61 (quite low) to USD 1,143, and 23% of the 

surveyed households suffer from food insecurity.  These households are generally those 

with less per capita income because they own less land, have more household members, 

and their income depends more on banana sales, since they are less diversified.  There is no 

official food security data for the Magdalena Department but it is highly probable that food 

insecurity levels in non-Fairtrade-linked rural population segments are much higher.  

 

Fairtrade certification -related investment  

 

In the last three years, 92% of the smallholders made Fairtrade and GlobalGap 

certification-related investments averaging USD 5,000
53

, mostly for improving the on-farm 

                                                      
53

 Smallholders do not differentiate between Fairtrade and GlobalGap certification.  

Smallholder and hired worker in a 

banana-growing farm in Magdalena  
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banana-packing infrastructure.  Most of the smallholders financed half of the improvements 

and the Dutch Embassy in Colombia donated the other half.
54

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional expenses due to certification 

 

 In 2012, each smallholder household spent an average of USD 892 additionally to 

comply with Fairtrade and GlobalGap certification, represented mostly in the greater cost 

of weeding (manual weeding with machete versus herbicide application), an expense that is 

directly proportional to the cultivation area.  All cooperatives have decided to continue 

avoiding the use of herbicides for weeding, although this is no longer a Fairtrade standard.  

So strictly speaking, manual weeding cannot be considered as a Fairtrade compliance cost 

anymore, although many smallholders still perceive it that way.  Other additional expenses 

were made for certification-related data recording, increased hygiene in the banana packing 

area
55

, and purchase of personal protection equipment (PPE).   

 

Smallholdersô cash flow     

 

 All smallholders have banana-sales contracts with their cooperatives, to which they 

sell 94% of their fruit, and cooperatives pay them punctually every week.  73% of members 

think that the price for the banana box increased the last year, 25% think it has remained the 

same, and 2% think that the price decreased.
56

  The price for bananas actually increased for 

all cooperatives except for one, where banana prices have not gone up in the last two years 

because they have a different buyer than the rest of the cooperatives.  Furthermore, 

smallholders said that the following cooperative services, which also enhance their liquidity 

                                                      
54

 As part of the successful PPP Programme led by AUGURA and the Dutch Embassy in Colombia.  
55

 A GlobalGap requirement. 
56

 This response is partly explained by the USD devaluation versus the COP, which results in little or no real 

price increase in Colombia.     

An improved warehouse and WC at 

a smallholderôs farm in Magdalena  
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are good; technical assistance (99%), input supply (96%), and financing (95%).
57

  93% of 

the members have access to at least one of the following credit sources; cooperative 

(72%)
58

, formal banks (44%) and informal (12%).    

 

 Smallholdersô cash flow is also favored by cooperatives services, mostly funded with 

the Fairtrade Premium.  83% of the smallholders indicated that their cooperative shares 

with them costs and risks of banana production, because most organizations reduce their 

infrastructure and production costs (fertilizer and fuel prices, irrigation and several 

agricultural activities).  Some cooperatives also lower the cost of fuel used for irrigation, of 

manual labour for recaba
59

 and drainage.  Cooperatives D and E support the establishment 

and improvement of irrigation systems; the latter also purchased pallets.  Cooperative F 

finances hired-workersô social benefits and Cooperative D covers the cost of soil analysis.  

Nevertheless, Cooperative B has lowered its investment in the reduction of production costs 

to smallholders in order to expand its social investment projects (see Table 9).   

 

 It can be concluded that Fairtrade has increased smallholder income and its stability, 

has lowered production and agricultural-service costs, and has improved the access to 

credit, thus reducing their cash flow or liquidity problems.         

 

Maintenance of small-scale agricultur e  

 

 99% of cooperative members declared that Fairtrade is a great contributor for making 

family agriculture more attractive.  Members asserted that the cooperative takes them into 

account and collaborates with them in the following aspects: linking with markets (100%); 

innovation and technology transfer (99%); transparency and justice (87%); access to assets 

for production (87%); access to services (86%); and sharing risk and benefits (83%).   

 

 Cooperatives are providing other types of support to family agriculture, such as: 

technical assistance, construction of a warehouse for agricultural inputs, improvement of a 

banana processing plant, repair of access roads to farms and drainage, coordination of air 

fumigation and banana transportation services, and loans for infrastructure and purchase of 

farming equipment.  Cooperative B is thinking of modernizing irrigation systems and 

building a plant to produce drinking water for its members and for the community.   

Cooperatives C and E have bought land to build their offices, which will allow them to 

expand and improve services for their members.  The latter cooperative also bought a 

vehicle.  Cooperative A subsidizes transportation for youngsters of members who study in 

the National Learning Service (SENA), a public agency for technical training.  Finally, one 

of the exporters offers services to Cooperative A, such as the sale of agricultural inputs, air 

fumigation, transportation of bananas to the port, and supports management of Fairtrade 

and GlobalGap certification.         

  

                                                      
57

 The last two services are mostly due to the existence of the Fairtrade Premium.  
58

 This service is provided with Fairtrade Premium funding. 
59

 Elimination of water deposits in banana plantations to avoid fungi and lower the relative humidity. 
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  Regarding goals and dreams, members think that Fairtrade can contribute much, and 

in many cases has already done so; for obtaining greater incomes (75%), for education of 

children and grandchildren (51%), for making investments (23%), for buying land (21%), 

for diversifying income (6%) and for Others
60

 (51%).   

 

93% of members said that they enjoy more freedom at work, in production and 

selling, and 98% of them think the same about their capacity to control their and their 

familyôs future.  Due to better training and higher incomes, most of them said they now 

have more influence in family and community decisions and can offer fairer treatment to 

temporary workers in their farms.  Non-Fairtrade smallholders think differently, because 

they have greater uncertainty with respect to agricultural production, thus limiting their 

capacity for planning their future. 

  

 Smallholders receive an average of 31 days of training every year, which has 

generated changes in attitude.  Training has been conducted in topics such as sustainable 

banana production, environmental conservation, health and security, keeping agricultural- 

production records, business administration, accounting, plus others.  They have now more 

awareness of the need to protect the environment, whereas non-Fairtrade smallholders 

usually do not know how to protect natural resources in their farms.  In focus group 

sessions with Fairtrade-linked smallholders and hired workers, it was evident that they were 

aware of the most important practices for environmental protection and Fairtrade-norm 

compliance, and they mentioned that there was still a lot to be done in this sense.   

 

5.2  Fairtrade impact on smallholder organizations  
 

This section describes how Fairtrade has influenced the growth and development of 

certified smallholder cooperatives.  Because of its policy that calls for collective action by 

potential beneficiaries, Fairtrade entry into the Magdalena Department contributed to the 

reactivation of several cooperatives that had either been closed or been weakened by 

                                                      
60

 óOthersô includes reforestation, community projects, direct exporting of bananas by the cooperatives, etc.  

Banana packing plant in a 

smallholder farm in 

Magdalena  
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internal corruption and/or the armed conflict.  The latter had seriously restricted economic 

activity in the region in general.   

 

99% of cooperative members declared that they trust their organization and 87% 

argue that Fairtrade promotes transparency in resource handling and decision-making.  In 

addition, because of training received, most smallholders declared that they could now 

readily transmit their ideas and concerns to the organization.  These perceptions are related 

to the fact that the annual General Assembly of smallholders has the final decision on how 

to invest the Fairtrade Premium and that members have similar access to the cooperativeôs 

service portfolio.    

 

Thanks to Fairtrade and the existence of cooperatives, smallholders have assured 

sales of 95% of their banana production, which has improved their incomes and has 

allowed them to generate more and better jobs for hired workers in their own farms, thus 

stimulating the local economy.  The implementation of agricultural practices and 

technology, which are more modern and sustainable, has been promoted, thus consolidating 

a greater and better supply of bananas for export.  It is estimated that, from 2010-2012, 

average banana yields have increased by 13% in the Fairtrade cooperatives studied.  It 

should be noted that yield data in this impact study was collected from two sources; 

cooperative managers (total annual banana production divided by the number of hectares in 

production), and directly from smallholders themselves.
61

  Although the former source was 

deemed more reliable, both sources indicate that yields are improving.   

 

Among cooperatives, Fairtrade has promoted organizational structures that are more 

business-oriented.  This has been the case because many members have received business 

training, there is a need to manage Premium funds adequately, and cooperatives now have 

access to more funds (some derived from the Premium) that enable hiring of qualified 

administrative staff.  However, the study revealed several cooperative management 

weaknesses, as follows; managers, leaders and smallholders do not have a solid knowledge 

of their banana production costs; smallholders lack enough basic knowledge on the 

Fairtrade System; managers, leaders and smallholders have an inadequate understanding of 

the banana value chain, how the price of Fairtrade bananas is determined, and donôt seem to 

be fully aware of the power exercised by supermarkets in this sense; in consequence, it 

seems that cooperative communication mechanisms, information systems and data bases 

relative to Fairtrade and to the banana value chain are rather weak; and despite the fact that 

nearly 50% of cooperative members are 50 or more years old and exhibit low schooling 

levels, there is little or no evidence that management has identified the need for 

generational renewal.       

 

Linkage to Fairtrade has enhanced the growth of four of the six cooperatives, where 

Cooperative B stands out; in 2009, it had 37 members with 75 hectares; in 2011, 64 

members with 161 hectares; and in 2013, 80 members with 214 hectares.  In summary, in 

four years it doubled membership and almost tripled area planted with bananas.  In 

Cooperative E, the banana area increased from 165 hectares in 2010 to 195 hectares in 

                                                      
61

 During interviews, smallholders were asked several questions systematically so that the interviewers could 

calculate their annual banana production.  However, the accuracy of the information depended on the good 

memory of the smallholders.      
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2012, an 18% increase, and the number of members increased by four in year 2012.  In the 

case of Cooperative C, the banana area went from 149 hectares in 2010 to 161 hectares in 

2012, an 8.4% increase, and there was also a net increase of nine members.  Cooperative F 

increased its membership by nine in the last three years.   

 

In summary, Fairtrade has strengthened smallholder cooperatives in several ways.  

Since they liaison with Fairtrade and banana buyers who represent a stable market and 

higher prices, smallholders now perceive cooperatives as being more important and value 

their membership much more.  The administrative structures of cooperatives are now more 

solid because they are partly funded with the Premium.  Using Premium funds, the 

cooperatives now provide a broad portfolio of services, greatly appreciated by 

smallholders, because they increase on-farm agricultural productivity, lower their banana 

production costs, increase their income and purchasing power (loans) and improve their 

education and training.  Member participation is encouraged because they decide on how to 

invest the Premium in the annual General Assembly.    

 

Additionally, institutions such as AUGURA, ICA and FUNDAUNIBAN support 

the social and technical operations of the cooperatives.  It is important to note that the PPP 

programme funded by AUGURA (banana private sector) and the Dutch Embassy has also 

contributed greatly to the well-being of the banana smallholder segment of the population.       

 

Commercial relationships 

 

 The study identified that cooperatives have a low bargaining power relative to 

pricing with the two exporters.  Some managers declared that buyers determine the banana 

sales price, which is generally equal to the Fairtrade minimum price, but this should not be 

the case.  74% of the smallholders surveyed perceive that, in 2012, the Fairtrade price for 

bananas went up, 25% consider that it remained the same, and 2% think that it actually 

decreased.  In reality, for five of the six cooperatives, the price actually increased.  As 

already mentioned, one of the cooperativeôs managers stated that its international buyer has 

not increased prices for the last two years.  Leaders from the other cooperatives said that 

Fairtrade International has delayed the updating of the minimum price, and for this reason 

one of the exporters decided to raise it unilaterally.     

 

All of the Fairtrade cooperatives, as well as smallholders, have signed commercial 

agreements with buyers.  In contrast, not all of the non-Fairtrade smallholders interviewed 

have contracts, and their main distribution channels are intermediaries (for the domestic 

and export markets), and the supermarket chain Olímpica. 

 

Cooperatives are all participating in the formation of a second-order organization 

called ASOCOOMAG, with the objective of improving their negotiating power and the 

sales price for Fairtrade bananas, by means of direct export to international markets.  It 

should be noted that the exporters ask for exclusivity
62

, and, in addition, one of them is 

accustomed to signing contracts involving long-term permanency clauses with smallholders 

for the purchase and selling of conventional bananas.  This limits the possibility of 
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 This means that cooperatives cannot sell their bananas to other traders.  
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smallholders to export directly or to diversify their trade relationships and the creation of 

ASOCOOMAG seeks to end this practice.  All smallholder cooperatives consider that the 

Fairtrade System should offer priority to Fairtrade-certified bananas from smallholders to 

avoid having to sell on the conventional export market, at a lower price and without the 

Fairtrade Premium benefit.  

 

Impact on gender equity 

 

Men generate almost all of the household income in 64% of the smallholder 

households.  However, in 36% of the households, women generate an average of 45% of 

household incomes, in some cases reaching up to 100% when the household head is a 

woman.  It is reminded that 19% of cooperative members are female, and that many 

households have diversified sources of income, where women bring non-agricultural 

income derived from jobs, pensions, and small businesses.  In contrast, in the case of non-

Fairtrade smallholders, participation of women in household income generation is nil.   

 

Nevertheless, the number of women involved in on-farm productive activities is 

low, due mainly to the degree of physical effort required for most of the work.  When 

women do participate, they do so mostly in temporary activities related to fruit packing and 

not as permanent workers.  79% of the permanent workers with signed contracts are male.  

With respect to remuneration, there is no evidence of discrimination against women in 

terms of the value of wages paid.   

 

Womenôs participation in leadership and administrative positions is also low, 

limited to the presence of female members in some of the Committees (for example, 

Premium Execution, Solidarity, Housing, Health, Education, Social Welfare), or in 

Supervisory Boards.  Only in Cooperatives D and F is there a woman on the Board of 

Directors, and in the former organization the Manager is also a woman.  Cooperative B has 

promoted womenôs participation on its Board of Directors, but with little results.  A 

cooperative manager said that he thought there were self-esteem issues present.   

  

In general, there are few specialized services for women, but several cooperatives 

have trained them, using Premium funds, in topics such as food handling, family planning, 

first aid, gender equity, domestic violence, etc.  Some women also go to cultural events and 

attend regular courses on banana production and certification, offered to all of the 

members.  Cooperative C has several projects targeted at women, such as literacy training, 

formation of a gender team, training and production of banana flour.  Most cooperatives 

lack statistics on the number of women, both household heads and other family members, 

who benefit from cooperative services and projects.     
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5.3  Fairtrade impact on local and regional development 
 

Employment and labour conditions 

 

 As already mentioned, Fairtrade supported the reactivation of smallholder 

cooperatives in the Magdalena banana zone, and has also contributed to their growth.  This 

has stimulated employment, since 96% of the smallholder members hire non-family 

workers for on-farm labour, an average of 7 temporary workers per smallholder.  

Depending on farm area, 28% of smallholders hire 1-3 workers, 40% hire 4-6 workers, and 

13% hire 7-9, and 15% hire 10 or more workers.  This labour is mainly for harvesting and 

these worker teams harvest bananas from farm to farm.  35% of smallholders hire an 

average of 1.6 permanent workers.  It should be noted that non-Fairtrade smallholders only 

generate an average of 4 jobs per farm.  In addition, job opportunities for women are higher 

in Fairtrade farms than in non-Fairtrade ones, mainly due to the establishment of washing 

and packing stations.  Since cooperatives continue to prefer manual weeding versus 

herbicides, despite the fact that this is no longer a Fairtrade standard, the demand for local 

unskilled labour has increased.     

 

 Fairtrade has also contributed to improving the labour conditions of hired workers 

in smallholder farms, due to the requirements for obtaining and maintaining Fairtrade 

certification.  According to 93% of smallholders surveyed, Fairtrade benefits workers (both 

hired workers and smallholders themselves) on the farms.  On-farm labour conditions have 

improved because of the payment of daily minimum wages
63

 in accordance with 

Colombian law, the use of PPE, non-exposure to air fumigation, and access to sanitary 

services in good condition.  Smallholders now calculate hired-worker wages based on the 

current minimum legal wage (CMLS) excluding social benefits, depending on the workday 

duration and type of labour.  Sometimes lunch is provided to the worker.  Before Fairtrade 

arrived, daily wages in the region were below the CMLS.  Cooperative B leaders said that 

the value of the daily wage is 10% above the CMLS, but daily wages actually show a lot of 

variation; sometimes they are below, equal or above the CMLS (see footnote 61).  27% of 

smallholders signed contracts with hired workers last year, and on average each cooperative 

has 12 permanent workers with a contract.   

 

Smallholders said that they do not use chemical inputs in their farms (herbicides or 

pesticides).  Only 6% of smallholder workers have suffered any kind of work-related 

accident or disease, which resulted on average in 10.4 days of absence per worker.  In focus 

group sessions, workers hired by smallholders recognized their previous carelessness with 

respect to health and job security in the workplace.  They mentioned their initial reluctance 

to using PPE because they were accustomed to working bare-foot and manipulating 
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 The CMLS in Colombia is COP 589,500 plus COP 400,200 in social benefits, for a total of COP 989,700, 

or USD 552,6 per month.  In rural Colombia, temporary, and sometimes permanent workers, are not paid 

social benefits and the government does little to control this situation.   According to respondents, the average 

daily wage in cooperatives for permanent and temporary hired workers is USD 12.28 and the maximum wage 

is USD 13.96  to USD 16.75 and the minimum wage is USD 11.17.  This wage variation is principally due to 

the different types of work activities and to the several types of agreements between workers and smallholders 

in relation to the supply of food at work.     
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agrochemicals unprotected.  They now recognize the importance of using PPE and are 

grateful for the training and supervision received.   

 

Finally, hired workers and employees in cooperatives and smallholder farms do not 

belong to a labour union that can support them in collective bargaining.  In the case of 

smallholder farms, the reason is that there are few contractual relationships especially for 

temporary hired workers.  It should be pointed out that in rural Colombia, farms of all sizes 

are still highly informal and there is little or no labour union penetration.  Likewise, non-

profit organizations such as cooperatives do not tend to have labour unions.  A typical farm 

owner in Colombia is very reluctant to hire a unionized worker.       

 

Income diversification 

 

Fairtrade promotes the diversification of agricultural and non-agricultural incomes, 

as a strategy to stabilize smallholdersô household income.  However, the study did not 

detect much dynamism in this aspect.  In 2012, 89% of the members did not invest in 

activities for generating alternative income; the 11% that did, invested in new initiatives for 

diversifying non-agricultural income. 6% diversified their income, mostly through retail 

commerce and cattle-raising.  Banana sales still represent an average of 98% of 

agricultural-related household income, since only 8% of the members sell other crops or 

cattle.  The reason is that all of the smallholders think that they are receiving important 

benefits from Fairtrade, which reinforces their trend towards specializing in banana 

production.  In other words, most smallholders do not believe that agricultural 

diversification is a primary issue for them. 

 

Impact on the local banana market  

 

Most smallholders in the region are affiliated to Fairtrade and export their bananas, 

so banana supply for the local and regional markets is relatively low, consisting mostly of 

fruit that does not meet Fairtrade quality standards, equivalent to 4% of the total volume.  

Therefore, it is perceived that there is no oversupply of bananas in the regional market, 

which avoids price depression for the fruit.       

 

Armed conflict, smallholders and Fairtrade  
 

 Public security and order in the banana zones of Magdalena have much improved.  

The study revealed that smallholders and their families were direct and indirect victims of 

the conflict and many have remained psychologically affected.  They still remember the 

presence of outlaw groups such as the leftist FARC-EP guerrillas and the rightist AUC 

(Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, a paramilitary group), which caused fear, uncertainty 

and mass displacements.  Many smallholders were victims of kidnappings, extortion, 

murder and some had to observe homicides of family members or acquaintances, and found 

corpses in the roads.  In fear, many smallholders stopped going to their farms, neglected 

them, which strongly weakened agricultural production and the economy in general.  

Smallholders say that they recovered peace thanks to the ñDemocratic Security Policyò of 

the previous government and to the disbandment of some armed outlaw groups.  
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Smallholders returned to their farms, banana production was stimulated thanks to Fairtrade, 

and their economic situation improved markedly.    

 

 Cooperative leaders and on average 86% of smallholders, think that the intensity of 

the armed conflict has gone down; 8% consider that itôs the same, and 6% believe that it 

has worsened.  The reason why 14% of the smallholders surveyed think that the armed 

conflict is the same or has worsened is that the security situation has changed recently.  

Cooperative managers and some smallholders have started to suffer threats and extortion, 

due to the fact that the presence of outlaw groups has revived, such as the BACRIM
64

.  

Cooperatives, directors and smallholders have reported this to the police and security 

measures have been taken; the police visit cooperatives weekly and are prepared to provide 

security.   

 

 Last year, one of the cooperative managers received extortion threats.  One 

trimester, it could not operate calmly because the cooperative had refused to pay a 

ñvacunaò
65

; smallholders, family members and the community in general leaves their 

homes at night only until certain hours.  Security measures have been taken, like cancelling 

a meeting because of gun shots in the warehouse or decreasing the frequency of auditing 

visits to the farms.   

   

 Smallholders consider that their linkage to Fairtrade helped them to overcome the 

social and economic crisis left by the armed conflict, because it encouraged collective 

action, agricultural production, labour formalization, reactivated technical assistance and 

credit services, and lowered on-farm input and labour costs by using Fairtrade Premium 

funds.  They now believe that the future is better for banana-growing smallholders, and 

banana production occupies the first place as a source of jobs in the region.
66

  In 

consequence, all of the smallholders have the intention of continuing their affiliation to 

Fairtrade.  Smallholders and cooperative leaders think that Fairtrade has been an important 

response to their problems, has created new spaces for their participation, and many even 

believe that ñwithout Fairtrade, we would not exist anymoreò.   

 

Migration levels 

 

    66% of the households do not have any relatives who have migrated in the last two 

years, whereas 33% of households have had an average of 2.2 family members who have 

migrated in this same period of time.  However, migrants have not been youngsters 

necessarily.
67

  It should be underlined that currently each member is generating an average 

of seven temporary or permanent jobs in his/her farm.  30% of family members who 

migrate to urban areas do so due to lack of opportunities in the rural area and 53% because 

                                                      
64

 Emerging criminal bands. 
65

 ñVacunaò (extortive vaccine) is a payment that is demanded from potential victims by criminals to avoid 

being kidnapped or killed.  In Colombia, many business owners and ranchers pay large sums of money to 

criminal bands to avoid attacks. 
66

 Municipal Plan for Management of Emergencies and Disasters 2012-2015.  ñGeneral characterization of 

risk scenariosò. Page 33.  
67

 Colombia is a developing nation where urbanization still continues and is a normal trend.  It can be argued 

that the migration rate could have been higher during the armed conflict due to insecurity and violence.   
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they have obtained better opportunities elsewhere.  It should be noted that migration is also 

partly related to the better education obtained by smallholdersô offspring through 

cooperative support with Fairtrade Premium funding; some members send their teenagers 

to universities in nearby cities and some youngsters obtain better jobs in urban areas 

because they are better educated.        

 

In summary, Fairtrade contributed much to the revitalization of the small-scale 

farmer economy and smallholder cooperatives in the Magdalena banana zone.  This impact 

has been direct, through higher incomes from banana sales and investment of the Fairtrade 

Premium, and indirectly by means of the multiplier effect of this incremental income, 

which has stimulated the local commerce of goods and services and the demand for basic 

services.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CODER 

Evaluation of Fairtrade Impact in the Banana Sector in Colombia 54 

5.4  Conclusions and recommendations for cooperatives 
 

5.4.1  Conclusions on Fairtrade impact 
 

General  

 

 The study confirmed that Fairtrade has had a strong, positive impact on the small-

scale, banana-growers sector of Magdalena in the last three years.  This impact has taken 

place at the level of smallholder households and farms, smallholder cooperatives, and 

neighboring communities.  This favorable impact is the result of the implementation of 

Fairtrade instruments such as the Premium, the minimum price throughout the year, the 

requirement for democratic collective action by smallholders, and the several standards 

related to on-farm labour conditions, environmental protection, and agricultural 

infrastructure and traceability.  

 

Premium investment has been an essential factor for achieving impact at the 

household, farm, cooperative and community level.  For example, on average, 35% of the 

Fairtrade Premium is invested for enhancing on-farm productivity and lowering banana 

production costs; 15% is spent to cover administration costs of the cooperatives; 12% is 

used to pay for audits and Fairtrade-norm maintenance; 10% is expended for social welfare 

within the community; 7% is invested in emergency funds for households and 5% is 

invested in education of household members.    

 

Smallholders  

 

Fairtrade has contributed to increasing the standard of living of smallholdersô 

households for three main reasons.  Firstly, sales of Fairtrade-certified bananas at the 

minimum price have increased household income and stability, enabling basic housing 

improvement, the purchase of key household assets, and improved access to non-subsidized 

health services and to education for children and youngsters.  Secondly, the investment of 

the Fairtrade Premium in services for smallholders, including loans, has also facilitated 

basic housing improvement, the purchase of key household assets, and better access to 

medicine, education, training and emergency funds.  Thirdly, more than one-third of the 

Fairtrade Premium is being invested in enhancing on-farm productivity and lowering 

banana production costs, which also has a significant, direct effect on household incomes.   

 

The reasons mentioned above also favored food security among smallholders.  

Although 77% of smallholders do not have food security problems, 23% did mention 

having them.  The latter smallholder segment has less per capita income because their 

farms are smaller, they have more household members, and their income depends more on 

banana sales. A significant proportion of these households are still living in poverty.  In 

addition, 77% of smallholder homes lack drinking water, which is common in the region 

where rural communities obtain their water from wells, which are sometimes contaminated.  

Besides, most smallholders expressed their dissatisfaction with the health services provided 

by the health centers.       
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Fairtrade has also improved smallholder cash flow because it has increased incomes 

and income stability, promoted a savings culture, lowered banana-production costs, and 

improved access to credit and emergency funds.  93% of smallholders obtained loans, 

mostly from their cooperative or a commercial bank.         

 

 Almost all smallholders (99%) believe that Fairtrade is a great contributor for making 

family agriculture more attractive.  They appreciate the support obtained through their 

cooperatives relative to improved access to attractive markets, innovation and technology 

transfer, transparency and justice, on-farm production assets, and services.  They value the 

fact that cooperatives are now sharing with them the risk and benefits of banana production. 

Moreover, smallholders think that Fairtrade can contribute greatly to their goals and dreams 

related mostly to higher incomes and education of their children. Finally, smallholders 

received an average of 31 days of training every year that has generated positive changes in 

attitude, such as improved environmental awareness.     

 

Cooperatives 

 

Fairtrade has contributed enormously to the strengthening of smallholder 

cooperatives for several reasons.  In the first place, total banana sales volumes of 

cooperatives are increasing, as well as the amount and proportion of bananas sold on 

Fairtrade terms (80%).  Secondly, since cooperatives are the liaison with Fairtrade and 

exporters that represent a stable market with higher prices, smallholders appreciate their 

membership much more and are more motivated and committed.  Member participation is 

encouraged because they decide on how to invest the Premium in the annual General 

Assembly.   Moreover, four of the six cooperatives studied have increased their 

membership in the last three years.  Thirdly, the Premium has funded qualified 

administrative personnel with a greater business orientation and improved skills for 

resource management and record keeping.  Also, cooperatives now have better-equipped 

offices and some are in the process of building new ones.  Fourthly, with Premium funding 

cooperatives now provide a broad portfolio of services that are greatly valued by their 

members because they improve on-farm assets and productivity, lower their banana 

production costs, increase their income and purchasing power (loans) and improve their 

education and training.   

 

However, the study evidenced that cooperatives have several management 

weaknesses, mostly related to their inadequate handling of Fairtrade- and banana value 

chain-related information, information systems, and communications with members.  

Managers, leaders and smallholders lack a solid understanding of their banana production 

costs.  Also, despite the fact that nearly 50% of cooperative members are 50 years old or 

more and exhibit low schooling levels, there is little evidence that management has 

identified the need for generational renewal. 

 

 Cooperative leaders and managers mentioned several Fairtrade-related concerns that 

they believe should be addressed in the near future.  Firstly, insufficient market demand in 

European Fairtrade markets forces exporters to buy on average only 80% of their Fairtrade-

certified banana production, which obliges cooperatives to sell the remaining 20% to the 

conventional market at lower prices.  Secondly, the Fairtrade minimum price for bananas is 
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almost equal to its cost of production, which implies that the sustainability of smallholders 

in the banana business really depends on the reduction of production costs by investing part 

of Fairtrade Premium funds.  Thirdly, the study revealed smallholders are assuming a trade 

cost that should be covered by the one of the exporters, as the sale is on EXW terms.  For 

the above reasons, cooperatives are founding a second-level organization 

(ASOCOOMAG), to improve their bargaining power in the Fairtrade banana value chain 

and to increase the sales price of Fairtrade-certified bananas through direct export to 

international markets. 

 

Region 

 

  Fairtrade contributed much, directly and indirectly, to the revitalization of the 

regional economy in the Magdalena banana zone.  Direct impact has been achieved through 

higher incomes from increasing sales of bananas on Fairtrade terms, local investment of the 

Fairtrade Premium, and job creation.  On average, each smallholder farm is generating 

seven jobs, mostly temporary without formal contracts.  Indirect impact has been reached 

by means of the multiplier effect of this incremental income, which has stimulated local 

demand for goods and services in general.       

 

 Smallholders consider that their linkage to Fairtrade helped them to overcome the 

social and economic crisis left by the armed conflict, because it encouraged collective 

action, market access and agricultural production, labour formalization, reactivated 

technical assistance and credit services, and lowered on-farm input and labour costs by 

using Fairtrade Premium funds.  They now believe that the future is better for banana-

growing smallholders, and banana production occupies the first place as a source of jobs in 

the region.  In consequence, all of the smallholders have the intention of continuing their 

affiliation to Fairtrade.   

 

 

5.4.2  Recommendations 
 

Fairtrade System 

 

 Fairtrade is very important for smallholder operations and income, but it cannot 

absorb all of their Fairtrade-certified bananas.  It is therefore recommended that the 

Fairtrade system intensify its market penetration, market development and market 

awareness strategies in European countries that buy Fairtrade-certified bananas that can 

favor the market expansion for Fairtrade-certified bananas and also eventually lead to an 

increase in sales prices.
68

  

 

 The study has shown a lack of understanding about the Fairtrade System, so it is 

necessary that Fairtrade International explain in detail to cooperative leaders and managers 

the context and process by which sales prices are defined in the Fairtrade banana chain, and 

                                                      
68

 A main importer fears that Colombia might become less competitive, as new banana sources in Africa are 

about to enter the banana market (including Fairtrade). These bananas can be offered much cheaper than 

bananas from Colombia. 
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to emphasize the marketing strategies and great deal of pressure exerted by supermarkets 

on their suppliers to keep prices low.  It is suggested that Fairtrade International support all 

cooperatives in determining their production costs accurately.   

 

 It is important that Fairtrade International lead the planning of a banana chain 

meeting with the participation of cooperative leaders, exporters and Fairtrade, to improve 

price and cost transparency, and to clarify responsibili ties and commitments of the different 

participants in the banana value chain.  

 

  It is recommended that Fairtrade International support smallholder cooperatives in 

the establishment of a new trade contract policy that can favor their economic growth, and 

also back their initiative to establish ASOCOOMAG as a direct exporter of Fairtrade-

certified bananas to international markets.   

 

Cooperatives 

 

 Many farms are tiny and hardly economically viable.  It is recommended that 

cooperatives define and execute a strategy so that all members can maximize banana yields 

in their farms.  It is necessary that cooperatives develop integrated strategies targeted at the 

15% of their members in poverty, focused on raising household incomes and food security, 

taking into account their tiny farms. 

   

 As 50% of the members are older than 50 years, it is important that cooperatives 

develop a strategy for generational renewal among their members, which could include 

stimuli for participation of youngsters in farms and in the cooperative, or/and to facilitate 

access to credit for land purchase and establishment of the banana crop.     

  

 It is recommended that cooperatives demonstrate undeniably, if thatôs the case, that 

the Fairtrade minimum price is not covering real production costs of bananas.  It is 

important that cooperatives, with Fairtrade International support, establish a new trade 

contract policy that can favor their economic growth.  It is suggested that cooperative 

leaders and managers, advised by Fairtrade International, prepare a feasibility plan for 

ASOCOOMAG as a direct exporter of Fairtrade-certified bananas to international markets.   

    
     Cooperatives depend much on the Fairtrade Premium, but their operations should be 

viably run without this extra income.  It is necessary that cooperatives design and 

implement viable business models that can permit them to self-finance more of their 

operations without having to depend so much on Fairtrade-Premium funding.  Itôs also 

important that cooperatives improve their information systems and data bases and their use; 

update Fairtrade-certified banana production costs using appropriate accounting methods; 

and improve their internal communication with members on key basic aspects of Fairtrade 

and the banana value chain in general.     

 

 Cooperatives tend to use the Fairtrade Premium more for internal use, while a lot of 

members stress other needs as well.  It is recommended that cooperatives look for 

mechanisms to increase the impact in communities in their area of influence that could 

include strategic alliances to secure counterpart funding for key community projects.  
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Regional projects, for example, could include the design and implementation of business 

models for offering low-cost drinking water and toilets for rural communities and also for 

supplementing or improving the health-care services offered by SISBEN and EPS to 

cooperative members and their relatives.        

 

Exporters 

  

 As cooperatives expressed some confusion as to whom should bear certain trading 

costs, it is recommended that exporters participate in work meetings with Fairtrade 

International members, cooperative mangers and leaders to discuss and improve price and 

cost transparency, and to clarify responsibili ties and commitments of the different 

participants along the banana value chain. 
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6.  Characterization of Plantations and Hired Workers  
 

This section first presents the three commercial plantations studied in Urabá that 

have been linked to Fairtrade for several years now, and also the plantation used as the 

control group, which joined Fairtrade just recently.  Then, the main socioeconomic aspects 

of plantations and their hired workers are summarized.  Due to its great importance as the 

key instrument for Fairtrade impact at the level of hired workers, households, 

organizations, community and region, the Fairtrade Premium concept is explained, along 

with a description of the related budget distribution in the plantations.            

 

6.1  Plantations: location and history 
 

The Fairtrade banana plantations evaluated in this impact study were: Bananeras de 

Urabá S.A. and the Los Cedros and Marta María farms, located in the Municipalities of 

Turbo and Apartadó, in the Urabá region, Department of Antioquia in northern Colombia.  

Additionally, a control plantation was studied as the counterfactual. See Figure 7.    

 

Figure 7.  Geographic location of the Fairtrade banana plantations studied in Urabá  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These plantations are dedicated to production, processing and packing of bananas 

for international and domestic markets.  All of their hired workers live outside the 

plantations, on average 14 km away, and all belong to a Workersô Corporation, 

administered by a Joint Body, in charge of the Fairtrade Premium management. 
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 Plantation A was founded in May 1963, composed of six farms affiliated to 

Fairtrade with a total area of 660 hectares under banana cultivation.  It hires 458 workers in 

the farms, with permanent contracts (45 with one-year contracts and 413 with indefinite 

contracts), of which 427 are men and 31 women.  The plantation exports all of its 

production through an exporter, of which it is also a shareholder.  It has had GlobalGap and 

Fairtrade since February 2004 and November 2005, respectively.  All of its workers belong 

to a Corporation that owns and manages the Fairtrade Premium.  This Corporation started 

operations in March 2008, and although the Fairtrade certification dates back to 2005, a 

Foundation used to manage these resources.  Most of the services offered to workers with 

Fairtrade Premium funding are delivered as loans and with low interest rates, so therefore 

the Corporation is actually accumulating the Premium funds.  The Corporationôs Joint 

Body is composed of 11 worker representatives, 2 management representatives with their 

substitutes, and one representative of the employees.  Worker representatives in the Joint 

Body come from six different banana farms, and each one has his/her substitute.  

Management representatives have voting power, although they are a minority, and their 

position has no time limit.   

 

 Plantation B is part of a larger company owned since June 2007 by an exporter, a 

vertically-integrated company.  Some of its farms are linked to Fairtrade but others are not, 

and each of the Fairtrade-linked farms has its own Corporation.  The plantation exports all 

of its production through the exporter.  It has an area of 216.78 hectares under banana 

cultivation and hires 156 workers with permanent contracts, of which 146 are men and 10 

women.  It has had GlobalGap and Fairtrade certification since 2003 and 2007, 

respectively.  The plantation workers belong to a Corporation, founded in 2007, which 

manages the Fairtrade Premium funds.  The Joint Body is made up of 6 worker 

representatives and 2 management representatives.  Like the previous plantation, most of 

the services offered to workers by Plantation B with Fairtrade Premium funding are 

delivered as loans and with low interest rates, so therefore the Corporation is accumulating 

the Premium funds.   

 

 Plantation C belongs to a larger organization founded in July 1987.  The farm has an 

area of 31.66 hectares under banana cultivation and hires 22 workers, all with permanent 

contracts, of which 20 are men and 2 women.  The plantation sells all of its production to 

one of the main exporters.  It has GlobalGap and Fairtrade certification, the latter since 

January 2005.  Workers belong to a Corporation founded in 2007.  Although Premium 

funds were received since 2005, they were initially distributed directly among the workers.   

Nowadays, Premium funds are managed by the Corporationôs Joint Body.  The Joint Body 

is made up of 4 worker representatives and one management representative.  Like the 

previous plantations, most of the services offered to workers with Fairtrade Premium 

funding are delivered as loans at low interest rates, so the Corporation is also accumulating 

the Premium funds.   

 

 The Control plantation belongs to a bigger company and has an area of 71.5 

hectares, of which 58.33 are planted with bananas.  It has 43 workers on the farms with 

permanent contracts, of which 34 are men and 9 women.  The plantation exports its banana 

production through the same exporter as most of the other certified plantations.  It has 

GlobalGap certification and recently obtained Fairtrade certification.   
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6.2  Basic characterization of plantations 
 

 This section describes social and economic aspects of the four plantations studied 

and points out the major differences among them.  

 

Socioeconomic information 

 

 Table 12 presents basic socioeconomic information of the hired plantation workers.          

 

Table 12.  Basic socioeconomic aspects of hired workers in the four plantations

 studied, annual 2012 information (USD) 

Information  
Plantation 

A 

Plantation 

B 

Plantation 

C 

Total or 

Average 

Control  

Plan-

tation 

Area of plantation (hectares) 660 216.78 31.66 908.44 71.5 

Boxes sold  1,463,765 375,623 68,292 1,907,680 167,926 

% sold on Fairtrade terms 78.9% 74.6% 86.7% 78.3% N.A. 

Average yield (tons/hectare) 40.7 31.4 39 38 42.6 

# of workers  458 156 22 636 43 

# of male workers  427 146 20 593 34 

# of female workers  31 10 2 43 9 

Average worker age  37 39 40 38 50 

Average worker schooling 

(years) 
9 10 8 9 7 

Average # of household 

members  
4 5 4 4 5 

% of workers with food 

security 
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Average household income  10,618 11,344 9,740 10,766 10,767 

Maximum household income 18,958 15,702 12,010 17,919 14,763 

Minimum h ousehold income  6,971 8,840 8,463 7,481 7,935 

Average per capita income 2,822 2,453 2,464 2,720 2,748 

Maximum per capita income  7,404 3,925 3,192 6,405 4,921 

Minimum per capita income  1,267 1,473 1,693 1,333 882 

Average income from job in 

plantation 
8,363 9,652 8,199 8,674 8,355 

Maximum income from job 

in plantation 
11,351 10,610 8,463 11,069 9,231 

Minimum income from job 

in plantation 
6,879 8,840 7,899 7,395 7,750 
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 The following socioeconomic aspects shown in Table 12 can be highlighted; the 

land area of Plantation A is more than 20 times the land area of Plantation C; the average 

yield in the Control plantation is 12% higher than the average yield for Fairtrade 

plantations; most of the plantation workers are male; the Control plantation has a higher 

percentage of female workers; the average age of workers in the three Fairtrade plantations 

surveyed is 38 years versus 50 years for the Control plantation; food security levels of 

workers in all four plantations is 100%; and finally, there is a large difference between the 

minimum and maximum 2012 household incomes (USD 6,971 to USD 18,958) and for per 

capita incomes (USD 1,267 to USD 7,404).  These latter household income variations are 

due to differences in the number of household members that are employed and in the 

number of household members.  In addition, Table 13 shows that the penetration of basic 

services in homes of plantation workers is high, and the difference between Fairtrade and 

non-Fairtrade plantations is small.      

 

Table 13.   Penetration of basic services in households of hired workers of the Urabá 

 plantations studied 

Services 
Plantation 

A 

Plantation 

B 

Plantation 

C 

Weighted 

average 

Control  

Plantation 

% with electrici ty 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

% with gas 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

% with drinking water  97.1% 100% 100% 97.9% 83% 

% with piped water 85.3% 100% 50% 87.6% 83% 

% with WC 97.1% 100% 100% 97.9% 100% 

% with sewage 100% 100% 25% 97.4% 100% 

% with garbage disposal 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

% with insect control 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

6.3  Banana sales volumes, sales prices and production costs 
 

Banana sales volume 

 

 Table 20 in Section 7.1 shows the total number of boxes sold from 2010ï2012 by 

the three plantations studied, and the proportion sold on Fairtrade terms.  The average 

Fairtrade banana sales volume, in boxes, for the three plantations studied, during the last 

three years has been as follows: 975,403 boxes in year 2010; 933,259 boxes in 2011, and 

902,101 boxes in 2012.   

 

 Figure 8 shows information on plantationsô banana yields from 2010ï2012.  As 

mentioned, yields are decreasing due to climatic conditions and weed-control limitations.  

Average banana yields for all three plantations were 43 tons/ha in 2010, 40 tons/ha in 2011, 

and 39 tons/ha in 2012.  This decrease in banana yields was caused primarily by climatic 

conditions (periods of drought and excessive rainfall), and in the case of the largest 

plantation, due to problems with manual weed control.           
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Figure 8.  Average annual banana yields (tons/ha) of plantations in  

 Urabá 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Tables 14 and 15 detail total banana sales made by the plantations to the Fairtrade 

and conventional export markets.
69

   

 

Table 14.  Total Fairtrade banana sales, 2010ï2012 (USD thousand) 

Plantation 2010 2011 2012 

Plantation A  8,654,844 8,434,688 8,829,336 

Plantation C 382,313 451,491 445,622 

 

 Plantation B revealed a Fairtrade sales volume of 115,630 17 kg-boxes and 23,759 

20-kg boxes in year 2012 and 303,723 17-kg boxes in 2011.   

 

Table 15. Total banana sales to the conventional export market, 2010ï

 2012 (USD thousand) 

Plantation  2010 2011 2012 

Plantation A  1,203,812 1,333,875 2,395,427 

Plantation C 58,232 92,683 152,817 

 

 Plantation B sold in the conventional export market 57,969 18.14 kg-boxes in 2012 

and 147,578 in 2011. 

                                                      
69

 Plantation B did not provide sales information in USD.     

YEAR PLANTATION A PLANTATION B PLANTATION C 

2010 46.5 33.6 45 

        2011 40.9 33.7 45 

2012 40.7 32 39 
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