SIGNIFICANT MILESTONE: WINFA - one year anniversary of direct trading with WIBDECO
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The Windward Island Farmer’s Association Local Branch of Dominica congratulates WINFA Board of Directors for its foresight in making this important decision to trade directly with WIBDECO.
One year has already passed and this has proven that farmers can definitely take control of their economic enterprises.  We are encouraged and elated to celebrate this very significant anniversary of the farming community and the historic occasion for Fairtrade banana farmers  in the Windward Islands.

Exactly one year ago today, on March 20th 2008, the Windward Islands Farmers Association (WINFA), signed its first Sales and Purchases Agreement with the Windward Islands Banana Development and Export Corporation (WIBDECO) for the exclusive export of Fair Trade bananas from the Windward Islands to Europe. It was the culmination of a long process of farmers’ organizations establishing the right to such contractual arrangement on behalf of their members.

The National Fairtrade Organization of Dominica’s first shipment was in 2008 amidst much resistance from the   Dominica Banana Company. DNFTO persevered and now have a fully functioning business unit giving quality service to the farmers while ensuring quality exports reach their targeted destination. Fifteen years before that, WINFA had begun to explore alternative marketing arrangements for Windwards bananas as the traditional markets became more difficult to access as a result of trade liberalization and the EU banana regime.

At the outset, farmers like Wilberforce “Wilby” Emanuel and Anton “Tookie” Bowman of St. Vincent, and our own Amos Wiltshire of Dominica deserve special mention. Their strong belief in the potential of the farmers to rise above the challenges of trade liberalization and globalization coupled with the exemplary leadership from the WINFA coordinator Renwick Rose   and support of the Board of Directors led by Marcella Harris to embrace the Fairtrade principles and philosophy;gave farmers the hope that their efforts in accepting fair-trade was not in vain. They were scoffed at as dreamers and out of touch with
the realities of the banana industry.

Undaunted, WINFA continued to lobby, mobilize, advocate and train farmers for the day when the possibility would become reality.  WINFA collaborated and sought support from Fairtrade and alternative trading organizations in Europe; one of them being BANAFAIR of Germany, who was so supportive that they were willing to take trial shipments of bananas and oranges and even allowed  Hella Lipper a resource person from their organisation  to help prepare for entry into the European Fairtrade market.

In 2000 even with the first shipments of Fairtrade bananas a number of challenges were faced; often uncooperative companies and related problems right up to 2008. Even as the Purchase and Sales Agreement was signed with WIBDECO, WINFA continued to face court cases in St. Lucia and Dominica and public verbal abuse from some quarters. Yet it was in the best interest of the farmers that WINFA remained steadfast and on March 20th 2008, the umbilical cords binding the Fairtrade farmers to companies from which they wished to be liberated were cut.

In the first year of operation farmers have demonstrated beyond the shadow of doubt that they can DO IT FOR THEMSELVES.  The Fairtrade farmers of St. Lucia led the way and have proven that the farmers organizations have been conducting their own business well and can take charge of their destiny. With the passage of the new Banana Act in St. Vincent, farmers will from next month join their counterparts
in Dominica and St. Lucia in this venture of direct trading with WIBDECO.

High oil prices and additional market demands at the time of these changes in the industry have brought additional challenges for us to face but we believe that the Fairtrade operations in all three islands now also permit for a new stage in the troubled industry urgently required if it is to survive. That is the stage of integration of the industry, operating jointly and cutting costs such as through bulk purchasing. We believe that the WINFA family is in a position to do this and to provide a smooth and united interface with WIBDECO.

Over the year the Fairtrade movement in the islands has grown in stature. It now is in close co-operation with Governments and other stakeholders in the islands in initiatives aimed at sustaining and developing the industry. The successful passage of the Banana Act in St. Vincent & the Grenadines through Parliament and the transition to a Fairtrade take-over of the extra-regional marketing arrangements is a fine example of such stakeholder co-operation.

