Reversing the race to the bottom - IBC 2

Participants in the Second International Banana Conference held in Brussels from April 28-30, 2005:

WELCOME the initiative taken by the organisers to convene the Second International Banana Conference;

ACKNOWLEDGE

· that structural overproduction in the international market, coupled with the accelerated search for a cheap banana by big retailers and the consequent pressure on production and producers, is creating a situation of permanent crisis for the workers, producers and, increasingly, even for the marketing companies;

· that the downward spiral in buying prices has been passed on to the men and women working on the plantations and to small producers. It has been directly responsible for migrant and/or contract workers displacing permanent local jobs and has led to increased poverty in most banana exporting communities. In many cases this has led to a deteriorating quality of life for workers and small farmers, and to severe health and environmental damage;

· that women farmers and workers have been particularly affected. Often their specific problems are not taken into account by industry, their voices not heard and their rights as women are not respected. There is discrimination in employment and lack of health and reproductive rights;

· that the rights to organise freely in independent trade unions and to bargain collectively with employers have still not been applied effectively in most producing countries; 
· that the International Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions are often poorly enforced by governments. This results in failure to guarantee the freedom to organise and to ensure protection of the right of trade unions to operate.

EXPRESS CONCERN regarding the impact of the proposed fundamental change in the EU banana regime, given that the social and environmental consequences of the change have not been evaluated.
EXPRESS deep disappointment at the absence of some key governments.
RECOGNISE the need for urgent action to address the issues in the industry.

Therefore we:

PROPOSE that:

EU Regime

BEFORE any change is implemented, the European Commission undertakes a comprehensive evaluation of the existing banana regime and its impact on poverty, income, wages, the environment, levels of development in all exporting countries, incorporating a gender analysis to these.
As the civil society participants insisted, the nine governments (i.e. the Most Favoured Nations suppliers) which have requested arbitration, together with the ACP suppliers, give priority to the process of negotiation, both amongst themselves and with the EU, in order to find consensus over reform of the EU banana regime; with the participation of civil society actors represented in this conference.

Trade union rights

AGREE that the rights to organise and bargain collectively, as set out in ILO Conventions 87 and 98, are the key tools to ensure decent wages and safe working conditions. These rights should be implemented and enforced by governments and respected by national and transnational companies including through framework agreements.

Occupational health and environmental issues

CALL on government, research institutes, companies and other appropriate organisations to design and implement research and development programmes to improve occupational health, safety and the environment in banana production. Health and safety committees, trade union safety representatives and worker and farmer training and empowerment are essential for implementing improvements.

Small producers

PROPOSE that governments and international institutions promote programmes, which benefit small producers through stable or increased markets for their produce, including through fair trade. Fair contracts and access to credit should also be ensured. Training should be provided to help small farmers increase their productivity, cut their costs and engage in environmentally friendly production. 
CALL for increased co-operation and co-ordination amongst stakeholders in the banana chain. Governments and international institutions should support and facilitate this process.
Banana forum

PROPOSE that a multi-stakeholder forum should be created to find ways of tackling the social, economic and environmental issues in the industry. The idea for this forum should be presented to the governments at the next session of the Inter-governmental Group (IGG) on bananas and tropical fruit. It should also explore the feasibility of an International Banana Agreement with a social and environmental chapter in order to address structural overproduction and endemic low prices, and to promote sustainability.

Trade policy

CALL on the European Union to insist within the WTO that the policies governing the banana trade be consistent with the concept of sustainable production of bananas, taking into account differences in the cost of production and productivity occasioned by small farm production, as against plantation production. A managed market is therefore seen as the most practical option and should be strengthened by competition policies governing the behaviour of transnational corporation, supermarket and retail chains, in order to ensure that a more reasonable share of value accrues to banana producers.
Supermarkets

PROPOSE that supermarkets should guarantee fair prices that ensure a dignified life for small farmers and workers and reflect the real social and environmental costs of banana production. Long term sourcing commitments are useful in this respect. They should also ensure that accurate information is given to consumers on the way products are produced. 
ALSO PROPOSES that the EU and USA investigate ways of developing their competition laws so that these can be used to limit the negative impact of the growth of supermarket buyer power and to prevent the manipulation of retail prices in ways unrelated to real market conditions.
Consumers

CALL for consumer education campaigns to be initiated to increase understanding that prices should promote sustainability i.e. cover the social and environmental costs of banana production, including decent wages and livelihoods for workers and small producers

Voluntary Initiatives

INSIST that voluntary codes and certification schemes should not be a substitute for labour legislation and enforcement. They should ensure rigorous compliance with established international labour rights and independent and expert assessment and verification. Trade unions should participate in the monitoring of such initiatives.
**********

