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ultimately, this end pricing makes a negligible difference in 
the Southern economy where the plant is grown. The main 
argument of the book suggests that despite efforts to pay 
premiums to growers, there is limited benefit to the econ-
omy in general in offering these Fair Trade crops.

Chapters two and three delve into an in-depth history of 
the emergence of Fair Trade. Sylla traces the roots of ethi-
cal trading to British abolitionists in 1792, here, the first 
concept of Fair Trade made its appearance in their argu-
ment and boycott (“buycott”) against slave produced sugar. 
More recently the Fairtrade (one word), Max Havelaar and 
10,000 Villages organizations have each found ways to buy 
products from the Global South at a fairer price and use 
sensitization to make these items more appealing to con-
sumers looking for ethical options in developed markets. 
These chapters highlight the marketing successes of these 
organizations but the author’s argument is that they are 
operating in established neoliberal markets and not really 
changing how supply chains, GVC’s, or revenue streams 
lead back to or benefit producers.

The final two chapters reiterate the idea that as Fair 
Trade as a development solution falls well short of major 
economic accomplishments. Sylla continues his critique by 
illustrating inequalities within the Fair Trade system dem-
onstrating despite Mexico’s status as an OECD country 
it was the first place Fair Trade was tested, and still there 
remains a bias toward Latin American countries. In fact 
56% of Fairtrade certification is in Latin countries com-
pared to 29% in Africa. This statistic shows that Fair Trade 
does not benefit the poorest areas of the world, but rather 
those near infrastructure which are convenient to estab-
lished processors. For the system to work, producers in 
poorer countries must be more involved. Sylla points out 
that Mexico alone has a higher GDP than all of Sub-Saha-
ran Africa, yet is home to 47 FT certifications for coffee 

Is the Fair Trade certification system fair to anyone? Is Fair 
Trade a development plan, or just a neoliberal money mak-
ing scheme? These questions, along with a fascinating his-
tory of how Fair Trade came to be, make up the book The 
Fair Trade scandal: marketing poverty to benefit the rich. 
Author Ndongo Sylla bases his analysis of the Fair Trade 
world on past experience working as a consultant for a Fair 
Trade organization and he uses this expertise to demon-
strate problems within the system, to expose inequalities 
among producers, and to show where structures might be 
improved.

Each of the five chapters stand on their own, but also 
work well to strengthen each other as the narrative moves 
along. But one note to the reader: take time to peruse the 
introduction of the book as some key concepts and terms 
are explained here, but not elsewhere. The book is brief, 
at only 152 pages, but quite dense, so the extra help in the 
introduction facilitates the understanding of specific topics.

Chapter 1 lays out a history of international trade since 
WWI and begins to show the problem with Fair Trade 
mainly focusing on primary exports to support produc-
ers. The author points out that overall export growth of 
primary goods is weakening, especially compared with 
manufactured goods and that successful economies focus 
on manufacture, rather than agricultural products that Fair 
Trade focuses on. The global value chain (GVC) approach 
illustrates the prices paid for something like coffee, which 
fetches a much higher price in the North than in the South; 
because the revenue goes to processors, packagers, and 
other middle-men, rather than benefiting producers. Thus, 
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whereas Ethiopia, arguably the cradle of coffee cultivation, 
has only three coffee certifications.

This book contributes to the fields of economics, glo-
balization and development studies. It also works well as 
an argument against Fair Trade as a development tool. The 
book could also be useful to those interested in a history of 
Fair Trade marketing, as well. It would be appropriate in a 
graduate class on agriculture and development as a com-
plete work. Individual chapters would certainly stand up 
well in a liberal arts undergraduate courses in economics 
or marketing.

Sylla lays out reasons why the poorest economies have 
not benefited from the Fair Trade movement. Though cer-
tainly some producers see benefits, the larger global good 
of reviving failing economies in the Global South has not 

been realized. Overall, The Fair Trade Scandal offers a very 
good historical context of Fair Trade including, its origins 
and actors as it has evolved into a part of the anti-neolib-
eral agenda. Some of the translation is a bit awkward as the 
book was first published in French. Additionally, there is a 
decidedly Africanist tone to the book,which gives gravitas 
to the view that Fair Trade fails the least developed coun-
tries (specifically Sub-Saharan Africa). Sylla concludes 
with the ‘scandalous’ assertion that to make the Fair Trade 
system work as a development tool, more value must stay 
in the producing countries.
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