
No-Jive Java
The founders of Equal Exchange coffee thought it only right to pay the true cost
of a cup o’ Joe—fair for the farmer and profitable for their company.

by Clare Leschin-Hoar
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AGUST OF GLORIOUS coffee
aroma fills your lungs as you
step through the warehouse

door of Equal Exchange Coffee in Can-
ton, Massachusetts. A boom box fills
the expansive room with the Latin
rhythms of Roberto Carlos. Pallets are
stacked high—coffee from Guatemala,
Nicaragua, and Mexico—as workers
hoist the day’s boxes to be shipped.
The cartons read: “From Small Farmers
with Love.” 

What started out years ago as a simple
idea among friends grew into an extra-
ordinary business model, transforming
Equal Exchange, a coffee importer and
roaster, into fair trade pioneers. It’s a
simple theory: purchase coffee beans
directly from farmer cooperatives, elim-
inating price gouging middlemen known
as coyotes, and put real dollars into the
hands of the growers. 

To many, their idea seemed absurd. In
a commodities market known for its
tenacity and competitiveness, Equal
Exchange pays nearly double the going
rate for green coffee beans imported
from Nicaragua, Colombia, El Salvador,
Indonesia, and other countries. The
idea is hardly laughable, however, for a
company that posted 34 percent growth
in sales last year, reaching $10.4 mil-
lion. Nor is the competition laughing—
they’re emulating. The movement is
now known officially as Fair Trade, and
Equal Exchange is credited with found-
ing it in the United States.

During the mid-1980s, three friends,
Rink Dickinson, Michael Rozyne, and
Jonathan Rosenthal, worked at the New
England Food Co-op. Their specialties:
grains, dried fruits and nuts; fruits and

vegetables; books, herbs, and health
products. Through their work as buyers
for the co-op, they heard rustlings of a
Fair Trade movement out of Holland.
Activists at heart, they crafted a busi-
ness plan for a coffee company that

would operate on fair trade principles.
But then they had to sell their idea.

“The [fair trade concept] didn’t have
credibility to most people,” says Dick-
inson. “We’d go out and describe it
and people would say, ‘That’s a really
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In addition to Fair Trade pricing for their products, Rink Dickinson (left) and 
Rob Everts (right) have created an exemplary quality of life for their business, 
which workers own and control.
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bad idea. Don’t waste your time doing
that. Go make money and donate the
money—that’s the way it works.’” 

However, the trio of self-described
activists were interested in the broader
concept of consumer power. Aware that
farmers throughout the world were being
exploited, their solution seemed obvious:
connect farmers and consumers directly.
By purchasing coffee directly from the
farmer, at a set price, offering fair wages,
they help farmers stay on their land and
still earn a modest profit themselves.
They started with Nicaraguan coffee that
had been exported to Holland, roasted,
and then imported to the States. They
called it Cafe Nica—The Forbidden Cof-
fee.

Nicaraguan coffee was a natural start-
ing point. “The U.S. solidarity movement
had relatively small numbers, but had
[members] with a high, high passion fac-
tor,” says Rob Everts, co-director of
Equal Exchange. “I was working with a
small grassroots organization called
Neighbor to Neighbor, whose only pur-
pose in life was to reverse the disastrous
Reagan policies toward Central America.
Equal Exchange and Neighbor to Neigh-
bor knew each other.”

“By starting with Nicaragua, you at
least had a small group of people who
would go out of their way to support
you,” says Dickinson. That was seven-
teen years ago, and Equal Exchange has
been flourishing ever since. In 1991 they
became the first United States company
to adopt international Fair Trade stan-
dards, and now import coffee from Fair

Trade registered farmer cooperatives in
eleven countries. In 2002, they imported
just over two million pounds of fairly
traded coffee. 

WHILE THE WORLD coffee market is
known for its wild price swings, the last
several years have been particularly
crushing for coffee farmers. Many

struggling countries rely heavily on cof-
fee exports as a source of foreign
currency. In fact, coffee is considered
one of the world’s most valuable com-
modities. The 3.8 billion-pound annual
coffee market is worth an estimated
$2.5 billion at today’s price of $0.65 per
pound for green coffee beans. In
December of 2001, world coffee prices
hit an all-time low of $0.41 a pound, far
below the cost of production, crippling
farmers who were already struggling to
survive. The trigger? In the mid-1990s,

a large infusion of low-grade coffee
beans in the market led to a free-fall of
prices. Caught between violent price
fluctuations and “coyotes” gouging
prices, the Central American farmers
remain poor. The recent crisis is forcing
them to leave their land and look for
work. 

David Griswold, president of the Spe-
cialty Coffee Association of America
(SCAA), says his industry is now facing a
watershed moment, and believes that
innovative pricing systems need to be
developed to address the crisis plaguing
growers with unsustainably low prices.
Fair Trade practices are a piece of that
puzzle. Since 1991, Equal Exchange has
been paying the set Fair Trade price of
$1.26 a pound for conventionally
grown beans and $1.41 for organic—
substantially more than much of their
competition buying at prices set daily by
the commodities markets. While prices
on the New York market have recovered
somewhat from last summer’s lows,
green coffee prices still linger near $0.60,
prolonging the crisis for many countries.

While Fair Trade coffee sales are
growing rapidly, it still accounts for less
than one percent of the estimated 2.6
billion pounds of green coffee beans
sold nationwide. Some industry experts
predict imports of fairly traded green
beans to increase from 10 million
pounds in 2002 to 12 million pounds
by the end of 2003. Ted Lingle, execu-
tive director of the SCAA, says the Fair
Trade movement started by Equal
Exchange has steadily been finding a

“Consumers have

phenomenal power 

in this society 

and really have 

just barely begun 

to use it.”
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market niche among specialty coffee
consumers, but says the movement’s
impact is “too new to measure.” 

According to the Organic Consumers
Association, more than 10,000 retail
outlets and café chains in the United
States now carry Fair Trade coffee. It is
available on more than 200 college
campuses. At least a portion of the
beans offered by 160 importers and
roasters is fairly traded coffee, and of
those, a handful of businesses are 100
percent Fair Trade. 

If imitation is the sincerest form of
flattery, Equal Exchange is the Elvis of
the coffee industry—and for the most
part, they encourage it. “There are two
types of competition,” says Dickinson.
“There are the Fair Trade organiza-
tions, committed 100 percent to Fair
Trade, like Cafe Campesino [in Amer-
icus, Georgia] and Peace Coffee [in
Minneapolis]. That’s great, and there
should be more organizations based on
those values. Then there’s everybody
else—which we still feel good about. We
were very explicitly trying to set up this
model. We put a lot of resources for years
and years into spreading Fair Trade.”

With larger corporations such as
Starbucks or Green Mountain Coffee
entering the Fair Trade market, Dickinson
implores consumers to scrutinize their
sources.  “Ask intelligent questions.
Read the annual report,” says Dickin-
son. “It might say, ‘We’re having a great
year because coffee prices are at an all
time low,’ but on the next page, it will
say, ‘We’re doing more for small farm-
ers than ever,’ and if I’m reading
that—hopefully the question is: What
percent am I getting at way below the
cost of production, and what percent am
I getting at a fair price? Because con-
sumers have phenomenal power in
this society and really have just barely
begun to use it.”

Fair Trade standards have made an
enormous difference to coffee farmers.
On the most basic level, Equal
Exchange’s Fair Trade stance has saved
a number of farmer cooperatives in
Central America from going belly-up.
They’ve heard it from farmers in El Sal-
vador and again in Costa Rica. In
Mexico, says North, “a farmer proudly
showed us the farm education center,
where they recruit young people from
the area to train them in agronomy,

quality, organic cultivation and pest
control, and community development.
That center is funded largely on Fair
Trade dollars that the cooperative gets
from us and Fair Traders in Europe.”

Other examples of the tangible dif-
ferences Fair Trade makes include the
construction of a coffee processing
plant in El Salvador, the training of
doctors and nurses in Mexico, refor-
estation programs in Costa Rica, and
new schools in Peru. 

JUST AS EQUAL EXCHANGE’S three
founders were committed to the idea
of fairly traded goods, they too were
committed to their own employees.
They organized Equal Exchange into a
democratic worker cooperative, with a
current staff of fifty-two.

“It’s a worker-owned, worker-con-
trolled business,” says Everts. “After
you’ve worked at Equal Exchange for a
year, you’re eligible to be voted into the
cooperative, and you buy a share of
Class A common stock for about $2,800.
It’s one worker, one vote, so neither
Rink as a founder nor us as co-directors
have any more voice or say than any-
one else.”

Rolling out that model was tough
going at first. “We had many goals,”
says Dickinson. “One was worker
democracy. Another was really taking
care of customers and trying to be
entrepreneurial. A third was being
farmer driven. How do you form an
organization that can do all those thing
together? The greatest strength of Equal
Exchange is that we were able to build a
system that reinforced that culture.”

It’s a culture that includes a lunch
club, in which groups of employees
take turns making lunch for the group,
and ninety minutes a week is devoted
to education on company time. The
company attracts employees who are
committed to making a difference—10
percent of their staff has consistently
been comprised of former Peace Corps
volunteers.

Yet even with the company’s success
and the progress being made in the
Fair Trade movement, two of the three
founding partners decided to make a
change. In 1995, Michael Rozyne left
to start up Red Tomato, a nonprofit
marketing organization that links
farmers to markets; in essence, a Fair

Trade approach to fruits and vegetables
in the northeastern United States.
Until recently, Rozyne’s organization
shared warehouse space with Equal
Exchange. There are still close ties.

In June 2000, Jonathan Rosenthal
also left Equal Exchange for health rea-
sons. “It was definitely hard, but after
fifteen years of doing it,” he says, “I
was really ready for change, and just
for a breather.” He now works on a
variety of consulting projects on Fair
Trade issues. 

WHILE FAIR TRADE COFFEE is still
not available everywhere, it is getting
easier to find. Everts recommends ask-
ing for it at stores and cafes, reinforcing
the power of the consumer. Fair Trade
coffee is also available on Equal
Exchange’s Web site. Church groups
participating in Equal Exchange’s Inter-
faith Program purchase Fair Trade
coffee and educate their congregations
about the social and environmental
concerns around coffee, and more
recently, cocoa and tea. This program,
which reached $1.7 million in sales in
2002, helped fuel Equal Exchange’s
recent growth. 

Nina Luttinger, spokeswoman for
TransFair USA, says Equal Exchange
has done an amazing job of educating
and inspiring people about Fair Trade.
“The fact that all of their coffees are
100 percent Fair Trade certified, that
their sales grew by a healthy 34 per-
cent last year, and the fact that they are
a worker-owned cooperative, in my
mind sets them apart as an innovative
and unique business in the coffee
industry—one that is proving the
point that you can do well by doing
good,” says Luttinger. �

Clare Leschin-Hoar is a writer in Boston.
This is her first article for Hope.

WANT TO LEARN MORE?

EQUAL EXCHANGE
251 Revere Street

Canton, MA 02021
www.equalexchange.com

781-830-0303

FAIR TRADE COFFEE LOCATOR
http://www.transfairusa.org/do/where
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