
r o n i c a s i t m g y s e e m , a s s o o n a s the 
w o m e n d e c i d e d to p u t u p t h e 
b u s i n e s s , t h e y a l s o m a d e u p t h e i r 
m i n d s t h a t t h e y w o u l d n o t be m a k i n g 
p e r s o n a l p r o f i t s . P r i o r to t h e i r 
b e c o m i n g e n t r e p r e n e u r s , t h e w o m e n 
were act iv ists a n d c o m m u n i t y o rgan i ze rs— 

they st i l l are, a c tua l l y—when they real ized that the 
people they were serv ing a n d t ry ing h a r d to organize 
desperately needed j obs as wel l as po l i t ica l reforms. 
So the women e s t ab l i shed the P a n a y F a i r T rade 
Cente r (PFTC) to meet bo th needs : to set u p a n 
enterprise that wou ld provide jobs as wel l as raise 
cap i ta l to pu r sue the soc ia l changes that they have 
been work ing o n for so m a n y years already. The 
women made th is dec is ion five years ago. 

Today , P F T C , is a s t rugg l i n g b u t e s t a b l i s h e d 
a l ternat ive t r a d i n g o r g a n i s a t i o n . It a c t s a s the 
marke t ing a r m of peoples ' o rgan isat ions i n Panay 

that are engaged in alternative t rad ing . It ass i s t s 
g roups expand their marke t s a n d seek cap i ta l a n d 
financing ass is tance . 

More important ly , P F T C believes that its goal is 
to he lp people ga in conf idence i n themselves a n d 
become self-rel iant. Presently, P F T C has a network 
of 10 federations a n d organisat ions. 

n 1 9 9 1 , t h e K a b a b a i h a n B a n g o n p a r a s a 
Kah i lwayan (Women, Rise, Wa lk Towards Free
dom), whose a c ronym, K A B A L A K A , also m e a n s 

just i ce , saw the need to go into soc io-economic ac
tivities to he lp u r b a n poor women i n the i s l a n d of 
Panay i n the Ph i l ipp ines to improve their l i ve l ihood. 

The i s l and of Panay sits i n the Western V i s a y a s 
region of the Ph i l ipp ines . Its four p r o v i n c e s — A k l a n , 
Ant ique , C a p i z a n d Iloi lo—just l ike m a n y other par t s 
of the country , are beg inn ing to modern ise . S m a l l 
a n d m e d i u m enterprises are r i s ing i n both of Panay ' s 
u r b a n a n d r u r a l areas. 
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by Lilian S. Mercado Carreon 
S t i l l , Panay ' s economy r ema ins large ly 

agricultural. Equally blessed with sun and rain, 
Panay's weather is ideal for growing rice, corn, sugar 
cane, coffee, vegetables and fruits. Of its many fruit 
crops, Panay boasts of quality bananas. So when 
the women decided to set up the Panay Fair Trade 
Center (PFTC), they decided to produce something 
they have been making all their lives: banana chips. 

B a n a n a ch ips product ion has long been a 
backyard industry in many of Panay's homes, but 
only recently did it become a product for alternative 
or fair trade. PFTC produces banana chips out of 
naturally-grown, quality bananas that are carefully 
processed and attractively packaged. 

Bu t where to get a steady supply of quality 
bananas? The women's solution combined in a 
single strategy their political goals and an excellent 
business plan. They linked up with poor farmers 
who would provide them with raw bananas that the 

women would process into export products. This 
way, they, poor urban women and poor upland 
farmers, would be helping each other. 

Bananas come from farming communities as 
far as the mountain areas of Dabong and Leon. 
Here, farmers grow bananas using only orgsmic 

fertilisers and without any pesticides. 
Many of Dabong's farmers belong to a coopera

tive ca l l ed K A M A D A , the K a t i l i n g b a n sa 
Mangunguma sa Dabong (Dabong Farmers' Coop
erative). Ever since linking up with PFTC, KAMADA 
has been selling their bananas exclusively to the 
Center. 

"We used to sell our bananas in town. But prices 
were very low we might as well have given away our 
bananas for free. PFTC was looking for groups it 
can help and when they saw that we were organised 
into a cooperative, they asked us to join them. PFTC 
offered to buy our bananas at the same price that 
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they sold i n t o w n , " says Paterno 
B a r r a n c o , p r e s i d e n t o f t h e 
farmers cooperative. 

The prevai l ing m a r k e t pr ice for 
b a n a n a s i s P 2 . 5 0 ( l e s s t h a n 
U S $ 0 . 1 0 ) per k i l o . P F T C b u y s 
K A M A D A ' s b a n a n a s at the same 
price but the farmers are able to 
save o n t r a n s p o r t c o s t s s i n c e 
P F T C sends a t r u c k to p i c k u p the 
p r o d u c t s f r o m the c o m m u n i t y . 
A p a r t f r o m the P 2 . 5 0 tha t goes 
direct ly to the farmer , P F T C also 
pays a n a d d i t i o n a l .20 centavos 
per k i l o of b a n a n a . T h i s e x t r a 
a m o u n t goes to K A M A D A ' s f u n d s . 

" B u t i t w a s a b e t t e r d e a l , " 
c o n t i n u e s Paterno, "because they 

offered to b u y d i r e c t l y f r o m u s . 
W e w o u l d no longer need to p a s s 
t h r o u g h m i d d l e m e n . " He smi les 
as he says th is a n d the l ines cr i ss 
c r o s s i n g h i s b r o w n face s t a n d out . 

Life h a s been h a r d for Paterno, 
m a k i n g h i m look older t h a n h i s 
49 years . He is m a r r i e d a n d has 
10 c h i l d r e n . B u t because he a n d 
h i s wife c o u l d not feed s u c h a 
large b r o o d , Paterno gave two of 
h i s c h i l d r e n for a d o p t i o n to h i s 
s i b l i n g . 

P a t e r n o i s a h a r d w o r k i n g 
p e r s o n , before as a f a r m e r a n d 
n o w a s the cooperat ive ' s c h a i r 
p e r s o n . B u t w h i l e the f a r m e r s 
h a v e b e n e f i t e d f r o m P a t e r n o ' s 

d e d i c a t i o n , h i s wife A u r o r a h a s 
h a d to take u p the s l a c k i n the 
farm, w o r k i n g longer a n d h a r d e r 
now while t a k i n g care of the s m a l l 
c h i l d r e n left at h o m e . 

B a n a n a s are s u p p o s e d to 
be a y e a r - r o u n d c r o p b u t 
farmers lose their h a r v e s t s 

d u r i n g the t y p h o o n s e a s o n . 
Panay is often in the p a t h of s t rong 
typhoons . In 1995, a n espec ia l ly 
d e v a s t a t i n g t y p h o o n h i t P a n a y 
a n d farmers lost not o n l y t h e i r 
crops but their h o m e s as w e l l . 

W h e n P F T C real ized th i s , they 
acted to weave disas ter relief in to 
t h e i r p r o g r a m for f a r m e r s . I n 
1995, it approached O x f a m (of the 

d r e a m s 
" M y dreams are simple. I dream of giving my chil

dren an education, of feeding and clothing them. I dream 
of having regular work and a steady income. I dream of a 
home where my family can live. Other than these, I wish 
for no more." Instead of hope, there was fear in Jocelyn 
Gabion's eyes as she spoke about her dreams. She knew 
how far away she was from realising these dreams, no mat
ter that they are simple. 

Jocelyn and her husband are industrious people who 
will accept any job for as long as it was honest. Her hus
band drives a jeepney, the Philippines' most popular form 
of public transportation, but his income is never enough. 
So Jocelyn has been working as a packer at P F T C to help 
eke out a living. 

But work at P F T C is irregular and when there's a lull 
in the factory's operations, Jocelyn and the other members 
of the urban poor organization that she leads do odd jobs. 

Thirty-two members o f N A G K . \ I S A work at P F T C . 
These workers are actually more than P F T C needs. P F T C 
has long ago proposed to rcgulanze a few of the them but 
N A G K A I S A ' s members refused. The women, led by 
Jocelyn, opted to share whatever work was available among 
themselves rather than have any one of them go jobless. 
Jocelyn herself knows what a job means to urban poor 
women like her. Some extra income, however small, could 
keep children in school. 

"Last year," Jocelyn narrates, "my two eldest sons had 
to stop studying because we were really short of money. 
M y father fell i l l and it was all we could do to make both 
ends meet". The boys, 15- and 13-year-olds, went to work 

as stevedores. Jocelyn saw how his sons labored, carrying 
sacks of corn or cement that seemed heavier than either 
one of them. Jocelyn was afraid the load would break her 
sons' young bodies. The mere sight broke her heart. 

Jocelyn, like many other women, has thought of going 
abroad to work as a domestic helper. She was aware of all 
the tragic stories of many overseas contract workers but 
she thought that it was her family's only hope. A year abroad, 
just one year abroad, she thought, would not only put her 
children back in school. It would also allow her to save 
some money to move her family to a better home. Jocelyn's 
family squats on a piece of private land and she knows 
their house can be demolished anytime. In fact, two nearby 
neighbourhoods have already been bulldozed to make way 
for an international port. 

But friends finally dissuaded Jocelyn from leaving. 
They kept repeating all the sad tales of women who have 
gone abroad. Besides, her friends told her, there's the pros
pect that work at P F T C is going to get better. 

Today, Jocelyn's children are back in school. Jocelyn is 
glad that neither one of them is bitter about their lot. She 
is very proud of them. 

Joce lyn and the other urban p o o r w o m e n o f 
N A G K A I S A has also started a catering service for non
government organizations and they are able to earn some 
profit. Orders for banana chips and other products are 
also beginning to come in and Jocelyn sees that P F T C is 
working hard to sustain its operation. 

Each day, Jocelyn is uncertain of the future. But she 
has decided to live each day with h o p e . ) ^ L.S.M. Carrmn 
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Un i t ed K i n g d o m a n d Ireland), a 
deve lopment agency a n d one of 
P F T C ' s fair t rade pa r tne r s , for 
d i s a s t e r a s s i s t a n c e . M o r e 
impor tan t l y for the farmers, P F T C 
dec ided to provide farmers w i th a 
safety net by ra i s ing the price of 
b a n a n a s d u r i n g t h e t y p h o o n 
season . 

F r o m th e f a r m s , b a n a n a s 
a r e t h e n b r o u g h t to t h e 
P F T C factory i n the town of 

O ton . There, u r b a n poor women 
w o r k t h e d i f f e r en t p r o d u c t i o n 
stages of b a n a n a ch ips . 

J o c e l y n G a b i o n , who h a s been 
w o r k i n g at P F T C for four years 
now, i s a l so the c h a i r p e r s o n of 
N A G K A I S A (Nagaisa nga 
Kababaenhan nga Imol sa Syudad 
or the Organ i za t i on of U r b a n Poor 
W o m e n ) . J o c e l y n ' s h u s b a n d 
drives a passenger jeepney bu t h i s 
e a r n i n g s c o u l d h a r d l y s u p p o r t 
their brood of three. So Joce l yn 
he lps eke ou t a l i v ing by wo rk ing 
as a p a c k e r a t the P a n a y F a i r 
T r a d e C e n t e r ( P F T C ) f a c t o r y . 
J o c e l y n , l i k e the o the r w o m e n 
workers of P F T C , rely o n b a n a n a 
c h i p orders for add i t i ona l income. 
She sa id : " O u r h u s b a n d s have no 
p e r m a n e n t j obs a n d we have to 
wo rk i n order to feed our ch i ld ren 
a n d s end them to s choo l . ' There 
a r e 3 2 w o m e n f r o m J o c e l y n ' s 
o rgan iza t ion who work at PFTC . 

"Worke rs here undergo a one-
day t r a i n i n g , " e xp l a ins J o c e l y n , 
' d u r i n g w h i c h t ime they are given 
a s m a l l a l lowance. After th is , they 
become regular workers . B u t the 
work is not real ly diff icult; one can 
l earn s imp ly by l ook ing at how it 
is done. " 

Raw b a n a n a s are gathered and 
p e e l e d b y t h e b u n c h . T h e 
wo rke r s , u s i n g t h i n flat s t i c k s , 
a p p l y j u s t the r i gh t a m o u n t of 
p r e s s u r e to s e p a r a t e the s k i n 
w i t h o u t s c a r r i n g the b a n a n a ' s 
f lesh. 

The b a n a n a s are then s l iced. 
A w o m a n p i c k s u p four or five 

b a n a n a s at a time a n d r u b s these 
against a t in foil la id flat on a piece 
of wood. A b l ade—a very sha rp 
one—prot rudes at one end of th is 
s imple tool a n d new workers have 
to be extra careful not to cut their 
f i n g e r s a n d no t to s l i c e the 
b a n a n a s too th i ck or too t h i n . 

The b a n a n a c h i p s are t h e n 
g a t h e r e d o n a w i d e t a b l e for 
inspect ion by a qua l i ty control ler . 
Those that pass are then cooked 
at a very h i g h t e m p e r a t u r e to 

The problem 
they need to 

beat is 
sustainability 

prevent the ch ip s from s t i ck ing to 
each other a n d from absorb ing too 
m u c h o i l . A f t e r d r a i n i n g the 
excess o i l , the fried ch ips are then 
c oo l ed a n d c h e c k e d a g a i n for 
qua l i ty . 

Water a n d sugar are combined 
to make a s y rup where the ch ip s 
are d ipped a n d then fried aga in . 

After the second fry, a blower 
dr ies the c h i p s to prevent them 
from s t i ck ing . PFTC ' s first ba tch 
if ch ips were a l l -na tu ra l , mean ing 
th e w o m e n d i d n o t a d d a n y 
c o l o r i n g or f l a vo r ing . B u t the 
value of a n a l l - n a t u r a l p roduc t 
was lost o n Europeans who sa id 
the ch ip s d id not smel l of " rea l 
bananas . " After that, the women 
s tar ted f lavor ing the c h i p s , bu t 
only very sl ightly, for them to have 
"the n a t u r a l sme l l of b a n a n a . " 

ALL'S NOT W E U 
B u t the prob lem that P F T C has 

so f a r f a i l e d to b e a t i s 
susta inab i l i t y . R u t h Fe Sald i tos , 
P F T C marke t ing officer, exp la ins 

how P F T C in tends to achieve this. 
"We want to go into the domestic 
m a r k e t a n d we are test ing th is 
n o w . We are a l s o d e v e l o p i n g 
p r o d u c t v a r i a t i o n s . We ' r e 
deve l op ing t r o p i c a l d r i ed f ru i ts 
p r o d u c t s t h o u g h a s of the 
moment , orders are i rregular and 
we are i n no pos i t i on to invest 
m o r e f i n a n c e s . We a r e a l s o 
s t u d y i n g t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f 
p r o d u c i n g s a l t e d a n d s p i c y 
b a n a n a ch ips . Fa i r trade provides 
u s w i t h a lot of p o s s i b i l i t i e s . 
T h r o u g h it, we can reach out to a 
lot of people." 

A l l these are i n the d raw ing 
b o a r d b u t i n t h e m e a n t i m e , 
women workers have been feeling 
the c r u n c h . Work h a s been few 
a n d fa r b e t w e e n , s o m e t i m e s 
gett ing as bad as j u s t a few days 
in a s p a n of s ix months . 

"Of course , " J o c e l yn says, "we 
want regular work. B u t right now, 
we w o r k o n l y w h e n there ' s a n 
order. B u t a n order for three tons, 
for example , we can finish i n two-
and-a -ha l f days . We get pa id for 
o n l y t h a t a m o u n t of w o r k . 
Somet imes, the order is good for 
o n l y o n e - a n d - a - h a l f d a y s , 
somet imes, five days , sometimes 
three days . " 

P F T C h a d long ago proposed 
th e a s s i g n m e n t of r e g u l a r 
w o r k e r s , j u s t a few s i n c e the 
bus iness canno t as of yet pay so 
m a n y r e g u l a r w o r k e r s even i f 
PFTC wants to. 

B u t the u r b a n poor women 
dec l ined the proposa l , preferring 
to r o t a t e t h e w o r k a m o n g 
t h e m s e l v e s even i f t h i s m e a n t 
wo rk ing only for as m u c h as five 
days i n a s i x -month period. " A l l 
of u s need the job a n d we wou ld 
r a t h e r s h a r e w h a t ' s a v a i l a b l e 
among ourselves rather than have 
some members jobless, " Jocel5m 
expla ined. ' T h i s is why our dream 
is for P F T C to be able to sus ta in 
its operat ion. O u r work at PFTC 
has a l ready added to our meagre 

Women in Action No. 2, 1996 27 



i n c o m e s b u t r e g u l a r j o b s w i l l 
greatly improve ou r l ives." 

GvTCH-22 
The genera l pa t t e rn of t rade 

tends to benefit the t r ade r b u t 
leave the producer vu lnerab l e to 
exploitat ion. The p roduce rs that 
are especial ly vu lne rab l e are i n 
d i g e n o u s p e o p l e , p e o p l e w i t h 
disabi l i t ies , refugees, u r b a n s l u m 
dwe l l e r s , s e a s o n a l l y e m p l o y e d 
ag r i cu l tu ra l workers a n d women . 

F a i r t r a d e h o p e s to g i ve 
p r o d u c e r s a b e t t e r d e a l a n d 
strengthen their h a n d i n a t rad ing 
re la t ionsh ip . O n l y t h r o u g h fair 
trade does PFTC sees it c an assure 
its workers a n d supp l i e rs of pr ices 
a n d wages tha t are better t h a n 
t h o s e b e i n g o f f e r ed b y b i g 
producers a n d exporters. B u t th is 
also means p r i c i ng the ir p r oduc t s 
at costs that are h igher t h a n those 
p e g g e d b y c o m m e r c i a l 
es tab l i shments . T h i s a lso means 
a d i l emma . For P F T C to become 
susta inable to the point that it c a n 
r e g u l a r i z e p r o d u c t i o n a n d , 
consequent ly , work, it knows that 
it needs to break th rough marke t s 
other t h a n those i n the fair trade 
ne twork . It a l so k n o w s if a n d 
w h e n it d e c i d e s to p u r s u e the 
oppor tuni t i es i n the c o m m e r c i a l 
or m a i n s t r e a m m a r k e t , e i t h e r 
local ly or ab road , it w i l l have to 
s e r i o u s l y c o n s i d e r l o w e r i n g i t s 
pr ices. 

P F T C of course real ises that its 
workers need r egu la r wo rk a n d 
that to provide th is , it is c r u c i a l 
for the C e n t e r to e x p a n d a n d 
sus ta in its operat ion by going into 
marke ts other t h a n those offered 
by fair trade. 

Yet, fair trade has helped P F T C 
pursue its goal of he lp ing Panay ' s 
poor g a i n s ome degree of eco
nomic stabi l i ty a n d self-rel iance. 
It opened oppor tun i t i es for work
ers a n d supp l i e rs f rom organised 
commun i t i e s i n Panay a n d other 
parts of the Ph i l i pp ine s to meet 

buyers a n d so l idar i ty groups f rom 
a l l a r o u n d the wo r l d . It i n t r o 
d u c e d P F T C to n e w m a r k e t s 
w h i c h c o u l d , hope fu l l y , l ead to 
more o rde r s a n d m e a n r e gu l a r 
work . 

In between orders , the women 
w o r k o d d j o b s . T h e y do o the r 
people's l aundry , vend food on the 
streets, scavenge a n d se l l j u n k . 
B u t on days w h e n P F T C has work 
for t h e m , the w o m e n are e i ther 
fetched f rom a n agreed meet ing 

Fair trade will be 
useful to us if we 
see it as a tool that 

we can use in 
transforming our 
society. Only then 

can we truly 
transform our 

ives. 
place by P F T C ' s t r u c k (the same 
one u s e d to p i c k a n d t ranspor t 
b a n a n a s f r o m fa rmers ) o r are 
r e imbursed for the ir fare. 

O n these days too, the women 
leave their ch i l d r en i n the home 
of the fami ly whose t u r n it is to 
serve as daycare center. Init ial ly, 
the women thought of put t ing the 
daycare i n the P F T C factory but 
d e c i d e d a g a i n s t i t a f t e r t h e y 
rea l i sed that they wou ld not be 
rel ieving themselves of the burden 
of ch i ldcare . So they enl isted their 
h u s b a n d s ' he lp a n d es tab l i shed 
c ommun i t y -bas ed daycare center 
ins t ead . 

TRANSFORMING SOCIETY 
Fa i r trade has paved the way 

for v i s i t o r s to e s t a b l i s h d i r e c t 
contac ts w i th P F T C a n d provide 

i ts w o r k e r s a n d s u p p l i e r s w i t h 
support : both direct a n d ind i rec t , 
m o r a l a n d m a t e r i a l . P F T C i s 
c o u n t i n g t h e i r g a i n s : a n 
a l t e r n a t i v e t r a d e n e t w o r k , a 
conso l ida t ing effect on organ ised 
g r o u p s , the e m p o w e r m e n t o f 
women. Before they h a d P F T C , 
the u r b a n poor women felt they 
we r e d e p e n d e n t o n t h e i r 
h t i sbands . Today, they're able to 
b r ing some income home a n d th i s 
g ives t h e m a s ense of sel f , o f 
i m p o r t a n c e a n d a d e g r e e o f 
independence . 

Despite its prob lems, P F T C is 
do ing well in terms of u s i n g the 
benefits it has ga ined f rom fair 
t rade to p u r s u e the p r o c e s s of 
soc ia l t rans fo rmat i on . R u t h Fe 
S a l d i t o s , who w o r k e d w i t h the 
Women 's Center a n d K A B A L A K A 
even before she got invo lved w i t h 
alternative trade, believes that fair 
t r a d e s h o u l d be a n i n t e g r a l 
c o m p o n e n t o f t h e p e o p l e ' s 
c on t inu ing effort to improve the i r 
lives, a goal that c a n be ach ieved 
o n l y by i m p r o v i n g s o c i e t y ' s 
s t ruc tures . 

Th i s is why P F T C has a lways 
ensured that a part of the profit 
goes to the organ isat ions . These 
funds are used for sk i l l s t r a in ing , 
e d u c a t i o n a n d c o m m u n i t y 
organis ing. "We do not want o u r 
m e m b e r s to lose s i gh t of t h e i r 
overal l and long-term goals. T h i s 
is why the very first t h i n g that we 
do when a n organ isa t i on comes 
to j o in u s is to exp la in that fair 
trade wi l l be use fu l to u s if we see 
it as a tool tha t we c a n u s e i n 
t r ans f o rm ing o u r society. O n l y 
then c an we t ru ly t r ans f o rm o u r 
l i ves . " ) 
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