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Climate change is not fair. In fact, developing 

countries have contributed the least to this 

growing problem and are currently the most af-

fected. Farmers from developing countries are 

increasingly showing their concern as they are 

more and more affected by this phenomenon. 

In order to address this new global issue and in 

solidarity with the most affected and least re-

sponsible, new ways to cope with the impact of 

climate change have to be developed. Farmers, 

consequently, need to be supported in adapt-

ing to climate change challenges and reducing 

their impact on climate change.1

As opposed to conventional trade, Fairtrade 

intends to provide farmers from developing 

countries with fairer trade conditions that allow 

them to combat poverty, strengthen their posi-

tion and take control over their lives. In doing 

so, Fairtrade has continuously promoted sus-

tainable agricultural practices in the production 

of Fairtrade products. Fairtrade has also devel-

oped a climate change strategy aiming to sup-

port farmers as they adapt to climate change 

challenges and work to mitigate their impacts.

In addition to creating fairer trading condi-

tions for farmers in developing countries, 

Fairtrade can be used as a vehicle to sup-

port farmers in adapting to and mitigating 

climate change.

Climate change: environmental 
repercussions are on the rise

As indicated by the Intergovernmental Panel for 

Climate Change (IPCC) in 2007, natural systems 

across the planet are being affected by temper-

ature increases.2 The IPCC Fourth Assessment 

Report indicated that “weather patterns have 

become more extreme”.3 The main environ-

mental changes taking place across the world 

include rising temperatures, decreased precipi-

tation in sub-tropical latitudes, reduced water 

supplies, desertification, wild fires and, on the 

other hand, rising sea levels, rising precipi- 

tation in high altitudes, floods, changes in river 

run-off patterns, etc.4 The report also points out 

that weather patterns have become more un-

predictable, which also explains out-of-season 

storms and heat and cold waves. Moreover, 

scientists are indicating that climate change is 

also having an impact on the cyclone and hur-

ricane seasons as more severe storms are tak-

ing place more frequently. Projections suggest 

that the number of weather-related disasters 

will triple by 2030.5

“Following the first floods we lost 13 
percent of our honey bush crop. Now 
we’ve been hit by the worst drought 
in 130 years, which has wiped out 
another 2.5 hectares of our crop...
Last year we had to replant because 
we did not have enough honey bush 
to produce a viable crop.”—Sydney 
La Fleur, Fairtrade honey bush pro-
ducer, South Africa
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Economic and social impact on 
developing countries

According to the Global Humanitarian Forum, 

approximately 325 million people are affected 

by climate change every year.6 Studies indicate 

that this number is expected to double within 

20 years.7 Unfortunately, the most affected by 

this global issue are the most vulnerable. In 

fact, the populations that are most prone to 

climate change repercussion are those living 

in least developed countries and island states.8

Economic losses due to climate change are 

taking place worldwide. It is estimated that up 

to 2007, approximately US$125 billion was lost 

as a consequence of climate change.9 Another 

study funded by the German Society for 

International Cooperation (GIZ) suggests that 

farmers worldwide could see their incomes fall 

by as much as 90 percent in the next 15 years, 

and that 30 million farmers could be affected.10 

Developing countries are certainly the most 

affected, although they are the least responsi-

ble—developing countries, in fact, absorb more 

than 90 percent of the world’s economic losses 

due to climate change.11 On the other hand, 

developing countries have benefited the least 

from the industrial development and economic 

growth that has brought about climate change.

Agricultural production in developing coun-

tries is increasingly being affected by climate 

change repercussions such as higher tempera-

tures and increased rain, floods and droughts.12 

Fairtrade products have, consequently, been 

affected by climate change. Banana planta-

tions in Ecuador and Costa Rica were severely 

Heavy rainfall preventing workers from being on the field. Mabale Growers Tea 
Factory Ltd, Fort Portal, Uganda, © Nathalie Bertrams 2011



Climate Change and Fairtrade4

affected by floods taking place in 2008/09. 

Banana farmers in Windward Islands have also 

been affected due to an increased number of 

hurricanes passing through in the last couple of 

years. In a similar case, tea plantations in north-

east India were severely damaged by a typhoon 

that hit the country in 2010. Floods also dam-

aged harvests in Madagascar in early 2011.

A reduction in food production will certainly 

have an impact on hunger across the planet, 

especially in developing countries. As indicated 

by the United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change, “crop productivity is pro-

jected to decrease for even small local temper-

ature increases (1-2° C), which would increase 

the risk of hunger.”13 The Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO) estimated over one bil-

lion people suffered from hunger worldwide 

in 2009 (most of these people live in develop-

ing countries).14 The number of people suffer-

ing from hunger in 2008 was estimated to be 

923 million.15 It is believed that climate change 

alone was responsible for causing hunger and 

malnutrition among approximately 45 million 

Climate change impact: Fruits on tree are in different stages of development. Ankole 
Coffee Producers Cooperative Union Ltd, Bushenyi, Uganda, © Nathalie Bertrams 2011

“The entire banana industry is de-
stroyed and would require at least 
six months to begin to return to 
normalcy. Our farmers have lost 
everything and we need all the as-
sistance available as we work to-
ward recovery.”—Cornelius Lynch, 
Fairtrade banana farmer, Windward 
Islands
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people.16 According to the Global Humanitarian 

Forum, the number of hungry people due to cli-

mate change is expected to almost double to 

75 million within 20 years.17 Climate change has 

also contributed to creating more poverty.18 In 

fact, it is estimated that 12 million people have 

been pushed into poverty by climate change,19 

and projections indicate that this number might 

double by 2030.20

Why Fairtrade?

Fairtrade can be used as a vehicle to address 

climate change by supporting farmers’ liveli-

hoods, sustainable development and climate 

change adaptation.

• Supporting livelihoods

Given the lack of fairness found within the 

conventional trading system, consum-

ers support farmers so they can receive 

a fair price by buying Fairtrade products. 

Farmers are paid an amount that aims to 

cover the costs of sustainable production, 

which allows them to do future business 

projections. This is especially important in 

times of instability and volatility, as prices 

can significantly fluctuate. Farmers are, 

thus, driven towards the Fairtrade system 

as they can see their livelihoods secured, 

given the stability that they can enjoy. This 

stability can help them be better prepared 

to face climate change challenges.

Farmers also receive the Fairtrade 

Premium, which can be used to imple-

ment local projects that support social and 

economic development such as building 

schools, enhancing production capacities, 

improving conditions for workers and so 

on. Projects to be developed are collec-

tively selected in a democratic and trans-

parent manner. The Fairtrade Premium 

has funded several projects that support 

sustainable development and climate 

change adaptation.

• Supporting sustainable 
development (climate change 
mitigation)

Fairtrade supports and promotes sustain-

able development. This is mainly done 

through the adherence to core environ-

mental standards, which all farmers must 

comply with.21 In addition to the core envi-

ronmental requirements, farmers are asked 

to fulfill development requirements over 

time that reinforce good agricultural prac-

tices and reduce GHG emission. Farmers 

are also encouraged to adopt organic pro-

duction processes over time and subject to 

local conditions.

In terms of environmental protection, farm-

ers are required “to have agricultural and 

environmental practices that are safe and 

sustainable”.22 In order to do so, farmers 

are asked and supported to fulfill differ-

ent requirements such as integrated pest 

“The Fairtrade premiums have 
helped to pay for some good proj-
ects. We have improved the coffee’s 
quality by increasing the number of 
drying tables using concrete pillars 
instead of wood...and we are look-
ing at building a permanent pro-
cessing facility.”—Bernard Kaunda, 
Fairtrade coffee producer, Malawi
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management, safe use and handling of 

permitted pesticides, improve soil fertility, 

sustainable water use, proper waste man-

agement techniques (reduce, reuse, re-

cycle and compost waste), protection and 

enhancement of biodiversity, minimization 

of energy use (especially energy from non-

renewable resources) and so on.23

It is also important to address certain mis-

conceptions raised in relation to Fairtrade 

products and food miles.24 First of all, con-

sumers should take into account that in 

most instances, Fairtrade products do not 

compete with local products as they are 

often different, given that they are grown 

in warmer climates. Carbon emissions 

are, in fact, not limited to transportation; 

they are also caused through production 

Ruberema Selestino, farmer (back), Borunsya Agenina, farm worker (front). Coffee 
and banana in mixed use farming. Ankole Coffee Producers Cooperative Union Ltd, 
Bushenyi, Uganda, © Nathalie Bertrams 2011
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and should, therefore, be taken into ac-

count. For products grown in Europe and 

North America, emissions due to produc-

tion can be generally high as opposed to 

products sustainably grown in developing 

countries. This is especially the case if the 

use of energy from non-renewable sources 

or synthetic fertilizers is taken into account. 

Lastly, it should be emphasized that farm-

ers from developing countries should not 

be penalized for the increasing industriali- 

zation of developed countries, which has 

greatly contributed to climate change. On 

the contrary, disadvantaged farmers should 

be supported as they face climate change 

challenges and develop production mecha-

nisms that lower their impact on climate 

change.

• Supporting climate change 
adaptation

Farmers need to adapt to climate change 

challenges to continue producing their 

products. Adapting agricultural practices 

and improving water management tech-

niques can certainly help in sustaining 

livelihoods and, thus, preventing migration 

and displacement.25 Further, many adapta-

tion measures also help to mitigate carbon 

emissions or to sequester carbon. Climate 

change adaptation can nonetheless be 

costly due to training and equipment ex-

penses. Given the investments needed, 

most farmers are not able to adapt to cli-

mate change challenges. Unfortunately, 

adaptation funding has not been enough 

and it has not necessarily been allocated to 

address the needs of the most vulnerable.

The Fairtrade Premium has been used by 

certain farmers to invest in their produc-

tion capabilities, including technologies 

that enhance production and help face new 

climate change challenges such as soil ero-

sion, water shortages and higher tempera-

tures. In certain cases, farmers have used 

the premium for different purposes, such as 

planting trees in order to avoid soil erosion 

or to counteract higher temperatures, con-

structing dams to capture water, investing 

in methods to use less water and so on.

Fairtrade has also developed a Producer 

Support Programme for Climate Change 

Adaptation and Mitigation. This programme 

focuses on a) providing generic services to 

farmers namely in terms of climate change 

awareness and information and b) develop-

ing regional and product-specific projects 

to support farmers in adapting to climate 

change. The development of these regional 

projects depends on funding available; 

Fairtrade is continuously seeking funding 

opportunities to bring these projects into 

reality as well as the development of part-

nerships to implement them.

It is also important to note that the Fairtrade 

system provides a number of benefits that 

are essential to building adaptive capac-

ity, such as organizational development of 

small producer organizations, community 

organization and development, and pro-

ducer empowerment, in addition to access 

to information and exchange of experi- 

ences through producer networks.



Climate Change and Fairtrade8

Fairtrade: a global social response 
to address climate change

Fairtrade has proven to be a global movement 

connecting farmers from developing countries, 

disadvantaged by conventional trade practices, 

and sensitized consumers. The Fairtrade sys-

tem has demonstrated itself to be an alterna-

tive trade mechanism that takes into account 

key principles such as social justice and envi-

ronmental sustainability. The Fairtrade system, 

thus, believes that conscious consumers from 

the north should continue selecting Fairtrade 

products in solidarity with populations from the 

south and in support of sustainable develop-

ment, taking into account both climate change 

adaptation and mitigation.

Climate change adaptation measure: Production of drought-resistant trees in their 
nursery; the small plants are free for farmers to plant themselves (with Venitah 
Kahunide, 19 yrs). Mabale Growers Tea Factory Ltd, Fort Portal, Uganda, © Nathalie 
Bertrams 2011
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Francisco Guamán carrying his quinoa. COPROBICH collective, Chimborazo, Ecuador, 
© Didier Gentilhomme 2006
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