“Well, we've made a good start!”

This is a sentiment shared by many in the Croydon Fair-Trade Network, and others, with regards to fair-trade within our borough.

There have been a number of successes and milestones within the last few years, but these have built upon the hard work of countless people down the decades that have promoted the principles and products of fair-trade.  Some of those people are part of the Croydon Fair-Trade Network today.  Through the efforts of many, communities in some of the poorest regions of the world have seen tremendous change to their daily lives.

The Croydon Fair-Trade Network is not part of Croydon Council or the Fairtrade Foundation; although enthusiastically supported by them.  Simply, we are a growing group of individuals, from very different backgrounds, who are keen to see more and more producers and consumers alike benefit from fair-trade.  The network was formed in January 2002, following an open meeting for people thought likely to be interested in fair-trade, such as churches.  Out of this meeting a ‘steering group’ was formed, and with the help and advice of many within the council, Croydon Council voted and passed a resolution to support the principles of fair-trade, and introduce fair-trade products to residential homes, schools and libraries.  This was a key moment for us, and one that provides a framework for much of what we do today.

A growing range of fair-trade products are now available in more than 60 of our town's shops, cafés, churches and other local groups, and through a number of promotional events and publicity, the fair-trade message is gaining strength.  Croydon was granted Fairtrade Town status in March 2003 when, at a ceremony in Café Opera - Croydon’s trail-blazing fair-trade café - a Nicaraguan coffee farmer presented the certificate to our Mayor.  We later celebrated at a reception in City Hall with Ken Livingston, Mayor of London, who challenged London's other boroughs to follow Croydon's example.  

We’ve really only just begun, and there is so much more we can all do.  To help other towns and boroughs develop their Fairtrade status, and provide more of an insight into what went on behind the scenes in Croydon, we thought that it might be helpful to share some tips.  Both things that have not worked so well, as well as those that have!

· Realise that though you need a good number of core people to act as a 'steering committee', the strength is in having a large body of people - all with different skills and varying amounts of time to commit.

· Encourage people to be involved as much or as little as they can be.  People need to know that their "little" contribution can make a positive difference; whether it be asking their supermarket to stock more fair-trade produce, lobbying their MP to support the cause, or baking a fair-trade cake or two!

· Be clear ... about your aims and objectives – it will determine what kind of activities you become involved with.  Also be clear about how you will handle any costs that may arise (venue hire, refreshments, mailing costs).  So far we have used donations and sold home-made cakes and jams made with fair-trade produce to cover the few expenses that have not been covered by sponsors.

· You may find it helpful to assign roles within the steering committee - publicity and events co-ordinators, treasurer, database administrator, etc.

· Make contact with key groups such as NGOs, faith groups, unions, youth councils and schools.  Your local council (possibly through the 'Environment and Sustainability' or 'Local Agenda 21' group) will play a vital role, and will open up possibilities that would remain otherwise closed.  A supportive councillor can be helpful, particularly in proposing a motion to the local council in support of fair-trade.

· Be bold!  Contact local supermarkets and ask for their support.  We have been well supported by the Co-op in particular who have supplied products and sponsored events.  Suppliers are also keen to help, and will be keen to offer materials and samples.

· Make use of the Fairtrade Foundation's ’Fairtrade Fortnight’ - usually around February/ March time: why not run a chocolate tasting stand in your local supermarket?

· Be innovative!  We held a 'Chocolate Challenge' event in partnership with the Co-op and OXFAM and held a Fair-Trade 'Quiz' where 2 lucky people could win a Fair-Trade hamper of goodies.  We also used this as an opportunity to data capture names of those interested in being kept up-to-date about events and/ or volunteering.  This links in with the next point...

· Data Protection; Ensure you have individual’s consent to hold their details (email is a low cost option), and ascertain their level of interest; "Keep me up-to-date about fair-trade issues/ events" or "I am interested in occasionally volunteering to help at events".  Inappropriate communication can waste your resources and turn people off.

· Build up!  Don't go for the huge events first - especially if you don't have the enthusiastic support from a large number of people.

· Keep communicating with the group: regular events, perhaps a newsletter.

· Use a neutral venue: a supportive local café, town hall rooms, etc.  This way you reduce the risk of people feeling excluded.

· Look for tangible ways to encourage people that their efforts are making the difference: workshops with guest speakers, presentations, etc.

· Celebrate!  Have a garden party for members of the group (and perhaps families as well) ... and try to keep it 'just for fun' - don't use it as an excuse to organise something!

It has been exciting to see so many things come together.  We are not a charity or a membership organisation, but it is amazing to see good things happen when a group of like-minded people gets together, to pool resources and bounce around ideas!

Fairtrade Town status is only a start … but a good one!  Good luck.

