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Small-scale Farmers and their “Independence”: A Case Study of Alter Trade

Japan and its Banana Growers in the Philippines

IcHIHASHI Hideo

Abstract

Alter Trade Japan, a leading fair trading company in Japan, began to import ‘people to people
trade’ bananas from Negros, the Philippines, in 1989. From the very start, several consumer
cooperatives in Japan committed to buying the organic bananas which were grown on a small-scale by
poor Philippine farmers. The ultimate mission of this ‘people to people trade’ was to make small-scale
Philippine banana growers ‘independent’.

However, since the early twenty-first century, the appeal of this ideal has been clearly on the wane
in Japan. One can observe the diminishing commitment of buying ‘people to people trade’ bananas
among consumer cooperative members, the main purchasers of the bananas. The younger members,
who are economically less secure than the older generations, in particular, tend to value quality and
price, overlooking the social aspects of the fruit. Besides, the landscape of the language used in
connection with such trade has changed substantially in recent years. For example, social scientists
and social activists alike have increasingly become uncomfortable with the uncritical usage of the
language of ‘independence’; for the language itself has now been cunningly adapted by Japanese
neo-liberal governments who would like to reduce the amount of public expenditure for the socially
disadvantaged.

This article tries to examine the usage and validity of the language of ‘independence’ based on the

author’s preliminary research on small-scale ‘people to people trade’ banana growers in Negros
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Oriental, the Philippines. The lives and work of two growers are described in detail, and the article
shows that there are areas in their lives in which one could call them ‘independent’. Recent complaints
among growers about the unraised purchase price at the farm gate are also looked at, and the article

argues that a certain revision is required for the language of ‘independence’ used at ATd.
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