ECONOM C GLOBALI SATI ON

I want to do sonething a bit different and make many of the
points | would want to nake by | ooking at the world of
bananas, something | have been witing about recently(!).

Bananas have becone one of the basic foods that we all eat
today: so basic that the banana is the world s nost popul ar
fruit, worth £5bn a year, and in the UK 95% of househol ds buy
them W eat nore bananas than we do apples and they are the
nost val uabl e food product in supermarkets, outsold only by
petrol and lottery tickets.® Yet, ny parents’ generation

al nost never ate them so what has happened in the world to
make bananas such an ordinary part of life in the UK rather
than an exotic fruit that we rarely see?

Let us |l ook at the story of the Banana War and forgive ne if
this is famliar stuff to nost of you. Traditionally, Britain
and the rest of the European Union have bought their bananas
fromtheir former colonies, particularly the Wndward |sl ands
in the Caribbean. Britain invested into the original

pl antations and Geest, the conpany that buys and sells nobst of
t he bananas, is a British conpany. The Lone Convention in
1975 formalised the EU s commtnent to continue to inport
bananas fromthe Wndward |slands. This conmmtment was
crucial since the Wndward |Islands are alnost totally reliant
on their banana industry and are able to charge a better price
for their bananas than producers el sewhere.

However, 80% of the bananas involved in international trade
are controlled by the big three American conpani es: Chiquita,
Dol e and Del Monte. Not liking the EU protectionist policy on
bananas, America conplained to the Wrld Trade O gani sation
(WO who ruled in favour of the USA. Wen the EU refused to
back down the US struck back and put inport tariffs, in the
end worth $191.4m on EU exports (hitting conpani es such as
Arran Aromatics in Scotland which found 40% of its turnover
effected). It mght cone as no surprise that the Anerican
conplaint to the WIO cane just days after Chiquita donated
$500, 000 to the Denocratic Party and that the tariffs were
enforced by the Republican-controlled Congress after Chiquita
donat ed $350,000 to them..

The Banana War is a good illustration of the way econonic
gl obalisation works in our world today. It is based on the
principles of free-trade market capitalism and the rules for
how this works are governed by the WIQ established in 1995.

This system has produced enornous benefits, but it has also
contributed to the global problens that we touched on in the
first chapter. W will look at this in nore depth in the
chapter on dobalisation, but our main point for now is that
Joseph Stiglitz, the forner Chief Econom st at the Wrld Bank

has sai d t hat t hey t ake “privatisation and trade

1 Fairtrade Foundati on.
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liberalisation as ends in thenmselves, rather than neans to
nmor e sustai nabl e, equitable and denocratic growh”.?

So let us return to our bananas. The situation that we have
today is one where the overwhelnmng nmajority of the bananas
that we consune today are produced in appalling circunstances.
There are two nmain issues here. Firstly, the plantation
workers live in poverty. |n Ecuador, for exanple, the workers
are paid just $1 a day and sone i ndependent producers get only
3 pence per pound, which does not even cover costs. On
average, the producer gets only 5% of the price of a banana:
as with nmany other comodities exported to the North, 90% of
the price stays in the North and is never seen by the
producer .

Secondly, vast quantities of chemicals are used to treat the
banana during its production. Plantations in Central America

apply 30kg of active ingredients per hectare per year — this
is nore than ten tines the average for intensive farmng in
i ndustrialised countries. In Costa Rica, three-quarters of

banana workers suffer from skin lesions and 20% of the male
wor kers becane sterile due to handling pesticides whilst
entire communities suffer from indiscrimnate aerial crop
sprayi ng.

The i npact on the environnent need hardly be stated, |et al one
the fact that nmssive deforestation has taken place to provide

the land for the plantations. The effect that all these
chem cals have on those of us who eat them is sonething we
shall consider in a later chapter. It is interesting to note,

however, the response of a banana worker in Quatenmala on a
Chiquita plantation on being asked if he ever ate the bananas
he produced: “ Good Lord, no!... People in places like this
don't eat the fruit they cut. | guess we know better”.

So is anything being done to counteract this situation? The
answer, of course, is ‘yes’ to both and that answer is Fair
Trade and canpai gning. Fair Trade schenmes work direct with
cooperatives, cutting out the mddl emen. They guarantee a
fixed m nimum price, however low world prices may fall, and if
prices rise above this sonme schenes (such as Caf édirect) pay
an extra 10% social premum They often hel p beyond just the
pay w th business devel opnent programmes and ot her advi ce.
Fair Trade schenes are incredibly beneficial to the producers.
For example, despite the recent coffee crisis, those
registered with the official Fair Trade schenme were able to
escape its worse effects and still invest in other essentia

t hi ngs such as healthcare and education. Simlary, when
Hurrican Mtch swept across nmany countries in 1998, those
under a Fair Trade schene were able to recover

Al ongside Fair Trade, many NGOs are canpaigning to see a
change in how bananas are produced. On a broader level, in

2 Cited in Oxfam Policy Paper on globalisation.
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the UK there is currently running a Trade Justice Canpai gn
signed up to by virtually all the main N33 involved in these
i ssues, which is canpaigning to see the global trading rules
changed. ®

From this |ook at bananas, what are the min points to
hi ghl i ght ?
- Economic globalisation is based on the principles of
free-trade nmarket capitalism (sorry to state the
obvi ous!).

The rules for how this works are governed by the WO

The WO and ot her nmain global financial institutions (the
Wrld Bank and International Mnetary Fund) give free
trade priority above all else and at the expense of
i nportant issues such as the environnent and human
rights.

The prices of commobdities are at the mercy of nmarket
forces, with huge anmounts of noney sloshing around the
worl d every day.

Econom c globalisation is dom nated by the huge TNCs; in
this case by the three big banana conpani es. These
conpanies are often larger, financially, than the
countries in which they operate and hence can control how
t hey do things.

The majority of the TNCs are Anerican, thus leading to
the feeling that Anerica rules econom c gl obalisation.

Those who do not have the resources to participate are
left in poverty.

Human rights and environmental concerns are not catered
for in awrld that races for that ‘bottomdollar’.

Not everyone is content with the current situation and
there are those who will fight to see things change and
will use their voice and their purse in that fight. It
needs to be noted that those who cone under the nedia-
coined ‘anti-globalisation novenment’ say clearly that
they are not anti globalisation, but anti economc
gl obal i sati on.

Few would seriously doubt t hat gl obal capitalism is
undoubtedly the best way of nobving goods and services around
and that nmany people and countries have benefitted fromit.

However, poverty and inequality seem to be so indemc to
gl obalisation and a key debate centers around what causes
t hat .

The debate splits, on the one hand, into those who think that
markets are the way of creating wealth and that those who
woul d stop nmarkets acting efficiently (by making a speci al
case for poor countries) will in the end destroy the wealth of
t hose nations. In other words, it nmay be a tough option but in

3 See www.tradejusticecampaign.org.uk.
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the long run joining world nmarkets is the only way to create
weal th. These people note the nunber of countries whose wealth
has risen remarkably because they have becone nore open to

mar kets. Such people al so argue that many countries are held
back, not by unfair ternms of trade, but by internal corruption
or by the lack of an econom c infrastructure which would all ow
themto deliver the goods in world markets (eg education
conmuni cation systens, trained | abour force etc.). This side
of the debate wants markets to do all the work and no
government i nterference.

On the other hand, the protesters are those who think in terns
of power. They see the gap between rich and poor w dening and
bl ame the growth of global capitalismfor that gap. They point
out that the collapse of communismhas led to a nuch nore
ruthless kind of capitalism They see that way to change the
operation of nultinationals is by exposing their practices in
the press and protesting publicly about their power. This
side of the debate wants massive intervention to stop poverty
caused by capitalismand partnershi p between nation-states,
N&O s, Multinationals and A obal Agencies to bring about
reform*

Coming froma Christian perspective there would, of course, be
other factors that we would want to bring in. It could, for
exanpl e, be clainmed that the pro-Capitalists (such as

M ckl et hwai te and Wol dridge in, A Future Perfect) are too
optimstic about the basic goodness of human nature.

The events of Septenber 11 bring nmany of these issues into
sharp relief and cannot go ignored. Peter Hain has conmented
that these events, “have taught us that the investnent we make
i n sustainabl e devel opnent worl dwi de is as nuch a part of our
security as the investnent we nmake in our arned forces”.
Simlarly, it is interesting to note the CIA's warning before
Septenber 11 that, “the gl obal econony will create many

wi nners but...behind will face deepeni ng econom c stagnation
political instability and cultural alienation that will foster
political, ethnic, ideological and religious extrenm sm al ong
with the violence which often acconpanies it”.°

How can we begin to formulate an answer? How can we be a part
of that answer ourselves and encourage others to be so too? |
| ook forward to learning off you all

Ruth Valerio

“My thanks to Roy MCloughry for clarifying these two sides for ne.
*Both quotes from Guardian article, 5.11.01.

© Ruth Valerio 2002 : distributed for planning purposes for the GC conference, July 2002



