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Executive Summary 

1 Background 

The African Blackwood tree (Mpingo in Swahili) is one of the most valuable timbers in the world. Dark, 

lustrous heartwood makes it the medium of choice for wood carvers and strong international demand comes 

from producers of musical instruments including clarinets, oboes and bagpipes. Extensive demand and poor 

forest management is pushing it towards commercial extinction in much of East Africa where it is found in 

greatest quantities. 

Under-resourced governments in the region lack the ability to enforce their own regulations, and illegal 

logging is widespread. Instead governments are slowly devolving the responsibility for managing the forests, 

together with the attendant benefits, to poor rural communities. Sustainable management of these forests 

would thus have substantial benefits for both the environment and poverty alleviation However, in order to 

get the best price for their timber communities need to differentiate it from wood sourced from other areas. 

Guaranteeing a fair price for communities and ensuring environmental best practices in management can be 

ensured by supplementing community forest management with certification by the Forest Stewardship 

Council (FSC), so that products can be labelled as made from blackwood which has been felled sustainably 

from community-managed forests, and for which a fair price has been paid.  

Founded in 1995, the Mpingo Conservation Project (MCP, registered Tanzanian NGO No. 1739), has been 

carrying out practical work to develop PFM in the south-east of Tanzania since 2004. MCP is working in 

partnership with the Environment Africa Trust (EAT, UK Charity No. 1025443) in order to develop new 

opportunities in fair trade for African blackwood. EAT and MCPôs shared vision is to continue to develop 

the work in Tanzania, securing long term livelihoods for the forest communities based upon sustainable 

management of their forest resources.  

In July 2007, EAT was awarded a Project Development Grant (PDG) from funders Comic Relief. The 

project development grant was utilised for EAT & MCPôs ongoing work in understanding and developing 

the processes required for certification of community managed forests in Tanzania and resultant sustainable 

trade between communities and end-users in the UK. This report is an output from that work. It provides 

background information on consumers that will support MCP, EAT and partners in their objective of seeing 

a fairly traded, certified supply of African blackwood which can be made into musical instruments. It 

features the results of a small consumer survey of musicians covering customer types, key issues, demand 

assessments and perceived willingness to pay a premium for musical instruments made from certified timber. 

2 Key Findings 

Broadly speaking, classical musicians are typically highly aesthetic people, creative yet precise in the way 

they play their music, and similarly so in the way in which they engage with life in general. As such, the 

appeal of a fairly traded, certified instrument tends to fit well with the typical musicianôs personality and 

purchasing decisions. Ethics, moral choice and environmental sustainability are important to these 

consumers. Conservation and fair trade concerns are most important of all. 

Consumers can be classified as professional, semi-professional or amateur. Students, depending on their 

levels can be regarded as either semi-professional or amateur. Professionals may play in symphony 

orchestras, as soloists, as chamber musicians or in specialist associations such as early music ensembles. 

Symphony players are the most common, making up perhaps three-quarters of professional woodwind 

players. Chamber musicians account for an estimated 15% of professionals whilst approximately 5% are 

soloists and an estimated 5% are specialist performers. 

The purchase of a premium oboe or clarinet represents a major investment and instruments are usually 

repaired rather than replaced, but the wear and tear on woodwind means they are replaced more regularly 

than say string instruments. Buying a musical instrument is, in retailing parlance, a ówantsô rather than a 

óneedsô purchase. Typically the need for a functional instrument is outweighed by the aspirational aspect of 
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buying an instrument, a purchase that makes the musician feel that not only are they investing in quality, and 

they are improving themselves and benefiting their audiences by paying extra for a better product.  

Linked to this is the critical issue of quality. It is clear from this research that to reach the requirements of a 

musician, particularly above the amateur level, a fairly traded, certified product will not be enough to sway 

the potential buyer. The most important factor in deciding on a purchase is not its price, nor the origins of the 

wood, nor the social and ecological impact, but the intrinsic quality of the instrument itself. Qualities of 

sound, of feel, of function, and of material are all essential to the buyer. Yet if the quality aspirations and 

requirements of the consumer can be met, strong demand exists for FSC-certified, Fairtrade and other ethical 

products, sold with a price premium, especially at the top end of the market. A productôs provenance and 

added value is a selling point. Consumers generally are increasingly making buying decisions on a productôs 

óeco-valueô, especially for premium and luxury products, and FSC-certified instruments would fit well into 

this picture. 

In the current eco-conscious consumer market, asking buyers of musical instruments to pay a small 

percentage price premium is a realistic proposition. Some 78% of musicians questioned stated they are 

willing to pay a more for a certified, fairly traded instrument, with three quarters of those indicating they 

would be prepared to pay a premium of between 10-25%. This aspect of the research is absolutely 

fundamental to the viability of the project.  End consumers have indicated a willingness to pay the premium 

that is necessary to fund the FSC certified supply chain that will deliver increased incomes to forest-

dependent communities. 
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Context 

Natural resources are the most valuable assets of most developing countries; the recent global commodities 

boom has significantly boosted the economies of countries throughout sub-Saharan Africa. However often 

the benefits of exploitation are captured principally by economic and political elites, with little trickle down 

to the communities living in, on and around the natural resources being exploited, and who typically remain 

mired in poverty. 

One potential solution to this problem is community-based management of natural resources, which has been 

tried and developed across the global South over the last twenty years. Repeatedly, the biggest challenge has 

been to ensure real and direct benefits to the rural communities who are being passed the burden of 

management responsibility. This is no different in Tanzania, where a programme of Participatory Forest 

Management (PFM) has achieved noteworthy successes in giving rural communities rights over their local 

forests, but thus far few communities have realised significant financial benefits. Poverty is widespread in 

rural Tanzania, and PFM must contribute to community social and economic development in order to be 

relevant. 

The most valuable species found in the forests of south-eastern Tanzania is African Blackwood (Dalbergia 

melanoxylon), also known as mpingo in Swahili and grenadilla in Spanish. It is a highly valuable timber in 

international trade which is used in the manufacture of high quality musical instruments. In the UK, 

blackwood is used in the manufacture of clarinets, oboes, flutes, recorders, whistles, smallpipes and 

bagpipes. In Africa, it is used extensively for the production of carvings. The first step to ensuring a 

sustainable supply of blackwood in future is to entrust the management of blackwood stocks to communities 

in Tanzania who will benefit from a sustainable trade in this timber. One cubic metre of billets can fetch up 

to $18,000 on the export market, making it one of the most valuable timbers in the world. The Mpingo 

Conservation Project (MCP) was formed to leverage that incredible value for the benefit of local 

communities. However illegal logging is widespread, with some 96% of timber emanating from the region 

not properly licensed.  

Communities wishing to manage their own forests must thus compete in a market flooded by unrealistically 

cheap timber. The project therefore seeks to supplement PFM with certification by the Forest Stewardship 

Council, so that products can be labelled as made from blackwood which has been felled sustainably from 

community-managed forests, and for which a fair price has been paid. Musicians, thereby able to distinguish 

ethically-sourced instruments, will be able to support the industry in improving its practices through buying 

power. At the same time communities will benefit from the substantial revenues that they can earn from 

selling logging rights, the profits of which can be invested in locally-prioritised development actions for the 

benefit of all community members. 
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Aims and Objectives 

Comic Relief funds were divided between work in the UK (managed by EAT) and Tanzania (managed by 

MCP) and have supported a number of key activities. One of these was to research the supply chain of 

African blackwood with particular emphasis on the retail market for musical instruments.  This report is an 

output of that research. It provides background information that will support MCP, EAT and partners in their 

objective of seeing a fairly traded, certified supply of African blackwood which can be made into musical 

instruments. 

On behalf of EAT, Kilimanyika carried out a short consumer survey of musicians covering customer types, 

key issues, market sizes, demand assessments and perceived willingness to pay a premium for musical 

instruments made from certified timber. The work included evaluating different types of consumers buying 

musical instruments, understanding key types, evaluating any key trends and issues, evaluating the niche 

market of Fair Trade, certified and other green/ethical brands, assessing the level of understanding of 

ethical/certified instruments, assessing the willingness to pay a premium for ethical/certified musical 

instruments and finally, to summarise opportunities and feasibility. 
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Consumer Types 
 

1 Defining Musicians 

For the purposes of this report musicians can be classified as either professional, semi-professional or 

amateur. Students, depending on their level of attainment can be regarded as either semi-professional or 

amateur. Professionals may play in symphony orchestras, as soloists, as chamber musicians or in specialist 

associations such as early music ensembles. Symphony players are the most common, making up perhaps 

three-quarters of professional woodwind players. Chamber musicians account for an estimated 15% of 

professionals whilst approximately 5% are soloists and an estimated 5% are specialist performers. Instrument 

players cross the entire age spectrum.  

Broadly speaking, classical musicians are typically highly aesthetic people, creative yet precise in the way 

they play their music, and similarly so in the way in which they engage with life in general. As such, the 

appeal of a fairly traded, certified instrument tends to fit well with the typical musicianôs personality and 

purchasing decisions. Ethics, moral choice and environmental sustainability are important to these 

consumers. Conservation and fair trade concerns are most important of all. 

Because of their cost, generally only graduates or professionals use instruments made from African 

blackwood. Beginner and intermediate level instruments are mostly made of plastics and materials other than 

Afri can blackwood. 

As part of this report, quantitative questionnaires, see Appendix 2, were sent to over 100 musicians. Of 

those, 10 were able to give the time to respond in full. This is a lower sample size than would be preferred 

however a combination of time constraints and the niche interest of the survey meant that interest could be 

gauged from only a limited sample. This is worth taking into account when assessing the results. However, 

all the musicians sampled were fortunately able to give extensive input which is essential in understanding 

musicianôs use of instruments, attitudes and experiences. 60% of respondents were male and 40% female. 

The age range of musicians who completed the survey was varied and between 25 and 65 years. 

2 Musical Associations 

EAT produced the following typology of musicianôs associations (Erckens 2007): 

¶ Professional musiciansô associations 

¶ Professional orchestras 

¶ Woodwind ensembles 

¶ Promoters of classical music 

¶ Semi-professional orchestras and ensembles 

¶ Specialist music schools 

¶ School-related music associations 

¶ Specialist music colleges 

¶ University music departments 

¶ Bagpipe and smallpipe associations 

The questionnaire survey for this report showed that national and regional orchestras, symphonies and wind 

and pipe bands are the most common form of musical associations; 30% of respondents said they belonged 

to one. A further 30% belonged to other sorts of association, with music schools, chamber music 

associations, solo performers, military bands, folk groups and early music associations all mentioned. 
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Figure 1: Typical Musical Associations for Respondent Musicians 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. N = 10 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

Woodwind instrument players are concentrated in national and regional symphony orchestras, 

conservatoires, specialist music colleges at university level (such as the Royal College of Music or the 

Guildhall School of Music and Drama), specialist music schools (notably Wells Cathedral School, the 

Purcell School and Chethams), and the junior departments (high school level) of the Royal Academy of 

Music, Royal College of Music, Guildhall School of Music and Drama, Birmingham Conservatoire, Trinity 

College of Music and the Royal Northern College of Music, Manchester.  Music students are also found in 

more generalist university musical departments, the broader base of state and private schools that specialise 

in music, associations promoting musical education and professional musicians associations.  

Highland pipes are played extensively in civil and military pipe bands, particularly in Scotland. Small pipes 

are played in pipe bands in both Scotland and the North of England in particular. Key piping institutions are 

the College of Piping and National Piping Centre, and the Royal Scottish Pipe Band Association. 

3 Type of Wood Instrument Played 

Of the musicians surveyed, clarinet was the most common wood instrument played (four respondents), 

followed by oboes and Cor Anglais (frequently played by the same musicians), and then Highland Pipes and 

the recorder players. It is not possible to say whether this is a typical make-up of consumers because of the 

restricted sample available; however it indicates a wide range of wood instrument players which is useful in 

gathering a good balance of data. 
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Figure 2: Type of Wood Instrument Played by Respondents 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. Multiple Responses Allowed. S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

Woodwind players vary considerably in what they play but most commonly are divided between double and 

single reed instruments, by symphony and chamber musicians and specialists such as early music players. 

Nationally, highland pipes and smallpipes (and chanters) are played by a particular type of musician, largely 

based in Scotland and to a lesser degree, northern England.  

4 Type of Materials Used 

Amongst those musicians surveyed, wood was the most common, with over 80% of respondents playing 

instruments made from wood; the remainder use plastic instruments. (Pipes made from polypenco plastic 

were used by two pipe players surveyed.) Plastic recorders and clarinets are the preference of school age 

musicians and amateurs, and are mass market goods compared to wooden instruments. No-one from the 

sample played an instrument made of a wood/plastic composite. African blackwood is often used, according 

to the musicians surveyed, in highland pipes, oboes, cor anglais, chanters, smallpipes, clarinets and 

sometimes in recorders. All the musicians surveyed were aware that African blackwood is used to make 

woodwind instruments, and have instruments made of blackwood. 

Table 1: Types of Wood Used ï By Instrument 

Highland Pipes African Blackwood, polypenco plastic 

Oboe Kingwood; African blackwood; Cocobolo 

Cor Anglais Kingwood; African blackwood 

Chanter African blackwood 

Scottish/Northumbrian 
smallpipes  

African Blackwood, polypenco plastic 

Clarinet African blackwood 

Recorder African blackwood; Maple 

Penny Whistle 
Generally not wood, although some have a hardwood 
block  (not usually African Blackwood) 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. S O U N D  &  F A I R 
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5 Importance of Wood to the Player 

Table 2 summarises the view of musicians about the use of wood instruments as opposed to plastic 

instruments. Instruments made of wood tend to be produced to a higher specification in all areas of the 

instrument including the tone holes, key mechanisms and mouthpiece.  Student models are produced to a 

cost defined quality and thus plastic is used for the main body with cheaper medals for the keys. Plastic is 

airtight (although the sappy quality of blackwood also keeps instruments airtight), Whether or not this is 

actually the case, as some musicians argue there is no difference, plastic is believed to have an inferior 

resonance of sound and tone than wood.  

Table 2: Summary of Comments on Wood Versus Plastic Instruments 

Instrument Plastic Wood 

Bassoon Airtight Better quality of sound 

Chanter 
Good for practice chanter, and for 
pipe chanter due to wear 

Best for professionals 

Clarinet Good for mass production Best material; better centred and resonating sound 

Great Highland Bagpipe Sound lacks the warmth of wood Preferred standard for best tonal quality 

Oboe & Cor Anglais  Better; beautiful, rich sound 

Pipes   Essential for pipe sound ï rich and harmonious 

Recorder 
More reliable in variable 
temperatures, seems to be in tune 
almost immediately 

Needs some time to be in tune and mouth piece 
more likely to block with saliva, but has better tone 
than most plastic recorders 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. S O U N D  &  F A I R 

6 Importance of African blackwood 

Respondents were asked, do they think instruments made of African blackwood are of better quality than 

other woods? Their responses, summarised, were that lignum vitae, ebony, kingswood, boxwood, rosewood 

and cocobolo are also excellent, although the boxwood instrument sound does not carry as far as an 

instrument made of blackwood, and kingswood and cocobolo are sometimes preferred because they are 

lighter. Primarily historical, the use of blackwood is also related to the high quality sound and its ability to 

adapt to changes in weather without losing its tone. 

For pipers, blackwood provides a vibrant, resonant tone both for the melody portion of the instrument (pipe 

chanter) and the three drones which each sound only a single note, but account for a much larger amount of 

wood usage to make than the pipe chanter, which in fact is often of polypenco (plastic) for durability.  The 

majority of bagpipes are fitted with a polypenco chanter; generally only the higher-ranked competition 

players use wood chanters as wood chanters are easily damaged.  As one piper noted; ñwhen one buys a 

bagpipe, one is really buying the dronesò, which is why getting the right quality of sound from these is of 

utmost importance.  Approximately 70-80 percent of the cost of the entire bagpipe is related to the three 

drones.  

7 Amount Spent on Instruments 

According to sampled musicians, an average of £7,500 is spent on a bassoon, £6000 on both oboe and cor 

anglais, £2,370 on a clarinet, £2,500 on highland bagpipes, £125 on a chanter, £3,125 on smallpipes, £90 on 

a recorder and £500 on a guitar.  
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Figure 3: Average Amount Spent on Buying an Instrument (£) 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. N = 10 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

There is a significant distinction between the market for high quality bagpipes and oboes / clarinets in terms 

of sale prices, as can be noted from the following retailer prices: 

¶ Bagpipes: £468 - £2,549 (Quality Bagpipes, 2007) 

¶ Clarinets: £1,460 ï £13,776 (Howarths, 2007) 

¶ Oboes: £2,555 - £5,725 (Howarths, 2007) 

Those in the sample above are tending to purchase at the higher end of the market. 

8 Long term Investments 

The purchase of a premium oboe or clarinet represents a major investment and instruments are usually 

repaired rather than replaced. Premium quality instruments are long term investments lasting 20-40 years. 

According to the sample, clarinets are the most long-lasting purchases, commonly only replaced every 21-30 

years, whereas oboes and cor anglais are replaced every 6-10 years. Northumbrian smallpipes are said to be 

replaced every 1-5 years, Scottish smallpipes every 11-15 years and highland bagpipes every 21- 30 years. 

However, there are a range of factors involved in replacing a new instrument and the sample given here is 

insufficient to show any detailed trends. These factors are related to the declining quality of the instrument 

through wear and tear and the subsequent loss of tone, or through problems in the structure, such as cracking 

or loose fitting of the brass or gold ware.  

Woodwind instruments tend to need more regular repair or replacement than string instruments for example 

because of the way in which they are played i.e. using the mouth, and the subsequent exposure to saliva 

causes deterioration of the instrument over time. This factor influences the market value of the instrument. 

Whilst bowed string instruments typically gain value with age, woodwind instruments decline in value. That 

African blackwood is a favourite wood for many musicians is in part due to the ability of the wood to 

maintain tone and good condition despite changing temperatures and moisture levels.  

Because of the considerable cost of buying a new instrument, where possible, users have instruments 

repaired by specialists rather than buying new. An assumption made from this finding is that a significant 

proportion of likely buyers of new, premium oboes or clarinets will be senior students, aspiring classical 

musicians and recent graduates joining orchestras. Such buyers are subsequently likely to be relatively 

young, educated, web-users and environmentally and socially aware. 
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Environmental Awareness & Certification 

1 The Limited Supply of African Blackwood 

Musicians have a sense of the limited supply of blackwood. One respondent noted:  

The time taken for the material to grow means that communities must have a long term 

interest in protecting and nurturing the trees. 

89% of respondents perceive that blackwood is a threatened species, effectively acknowledging the need for 

its sustainable management and utilisation in future. 

Figure 4: Is African Blackwood a Threatened Species? 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. N = 10 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

2 Musiciansô Views on Ethical and Sustainable Trade 

Musicians questioned were able to give a range of detailed responses as to why blackwood should be 

managed efficiently and harvested in a fair and sustainable manner. A consistent theme to their responses 

was the need ñto ensure a supply in the futureò. 

Musicians felt that if they as a community do not trade fairly and ethically they are merely exploiting other 

people, who have little compared with them, and the planet. If blackwood is overused without being replaced 

musicians understand that ótheyô will no longer have any blackwood left to use. They also recognise the 

growing climate of an eco-conscious world and the importance of sustainability for timber trade and the 

music industry. As one piper noted: 

Hundreds of years of bagpipe manufacture and play have yielded the clear conclusion that 

[blackwood] is the best material and will continue to be in demand.  It is necessary to 

subscribe to protocols that will assure the continued availability of this material, rather than 

turn a blind eye to short-sighted harvesting practices which may result in it no longer being 

available or even existing. 
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3 Understanding Certification 

There is a strong sense from musicians that fair trade must be a right for inhabitants of countries from which 

we buy materials and that environmental issues, the safeguarding of wildlife habitats and the support of local 

communities in management of natural resources are all good reasons why musicians would buy an FSC-

CAB instrument. 78% stated they were interested in buying an FSC-CAB instrument. 

Figure 5: Interested in buying a Certified African Blackwood Instrument? 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika Research S O U N D  &  F A I R 

4 No Demand for Fair Trade ï Yet 

When musicians were asked if they have noticed a trend towards greater demand for ófair tradeô instruments, 

no one had heard of any trend in that direction. As there are currently no standards for fair trade in timber 

products this answer is not particularly surprising. Two comments given summarise this well: 

No. I have never come across this issue with musical instruments. Fair trade has up to now 

meant tea, coffee and chocolate, in my awareness. 

No; itôs not even on the radar screen of the bagpiping community.  Never once have I heard 

such a reference to this issue raised in an online forum or elsewhere among bagpipers. 

5 Motivating Factors in Buying Instruments 

Broadly speaking, classical musicians are typically highly aesthetic people, creative yet precise in the way 

they play their music, and similarly so in the way in which they engage with life in general. As such, the 

appeal of a fairly traded, certified instrument tends to fit well with the typical musicianôs personality and 

purchasing decisions. Ethics, moral choice and environmental sustainability are important to these 

consumers.  

If an FSC-CAB instrument were to be available, conservation and fair trade concerns would be most the 

important factors of all to motivate musicians to buy one. Clear product labelling will also be important. 

Information, such a word of mouth stories of the FSC-CAB process, and point of sale material will also be 

important in persuading people to buy. Quality, as ever, will always be key to why one instrument is bought 

over another. 
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Figure 6: Motivating factors in buying an instrument made from FSC-Certified timber 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. N = 10 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

6 Pricing Issues 

In the current eco-conscious consumer market, asking buyers of musical instruments to pay a small 

percentage price premium is a realistic proposition. Whilst musicians would not wish to pay a huge hike in 

price for a certified instrument, some 78% of musicians questioned stated they are willing to pay a more for a 

certified, fairly traded instrument, with three quarters of them indicating they would be prepared to pay a 

premium of between 10-25%. This has been supported in discussions with other musicians. It is also 

supported by retailers (Harrison 2008b). This aspect of the research is absolutely fundamental to the viability 

of the project.  End consumers have indicated a willingness to pay the premium that is necessary to fund the 

FSC certified supply chain that will deliver increased incomes to forest-dependent communities. 

Figure 7: Price Premium respondents were willing to pay for an FSC-certified instrument 

 

Source: EAT/Kilimanyika. N = 10 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

Up to 10% was often seen as too little a price increase, while 10-25% was seen as very reasonable. However, 

prices must be appropriate to an instrumentôs quality; as quality is the number one reason a musician will 
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buy their instrument, followed by aesthetics; a rise in price will have to go hand in hand with consistency in 

quality. Whilst most musicians spoken to stated that they would be happy to pay the extra on a certified 

instrument if choosing between two instruments of the same quality, a small but significant number indicated 

that they would only pay extra if the level of quality also rose. One thing is certain, whatever the price rise, 

the quality of the product is most important. 

A price premium on the expensive, top end of the oboe and clarinet market has the greatest potential for 

generating benefits for producer communities (Harrison, 2008a). Channelling the limited supplies of FSC-

CAB to manufacturers of top end instruments has the potential to generate greater benefits for producer 

communities than if supplies are given to manufacturers of less expensive instruments. Given the restricted 

supply of FSC-CAB, the priority must be to feed available timber into the production of premium quality, 

expensively priced instruments at the top end of the market. 
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Understanding Fair & Sustainable Trade 

1 Growth of Ethical Markets 

The ethical/fair trade market is óexplodingô (Duncan White, pers comm.) and green labelling becoming 

increasingly important to market players and consumers. Consumer awareness of ethical and fair trade is 

growing all the time. There have been a number of key milestones such as the choice of Marks and Spencerôs 

(M&S) to only sell Fairtrade coffee in late 2005. Indeed, Fairtrade coffee is now a relatively mature market, 

with 20-25% of roast and ground sales in the UK being Fairtrade.  

The growth in demand for Fairtrade products is forcing suppliers to reassess their strategies across a whole 

range of markets. The Fairtrade Foundation has been seeing a huge growth in sales across their product range 

of approximately 50% year on year (Duncan White, pers comm.). 

Moving away from the increasingly established Fairtrade markets of food and beverages, the Fairtrade 

Foundation has started to produce Fairtrade cotton with the support of retailer Marks & Spencerôs. A 

growing interest lies in bringing Fair Trade principles to the timber markets although this is some way of as 

yet. According to the Fairtrade Foundation, at present there are no FLO standards in development in this 

area, whilst on the issue of handcrafted products the Fairtrade Foundation currently refer people to the 

International Federation of Alternative Trade (IFAT) network which is where most of the fair trade 

organisations involved in artisanal crafts try to work together (Barbara Crowther, pers comm.). 

The kind of person attracted to fair trade and other ethical products varies according to the product itself. In 

food and beverages, women of the socio-economic category ABC1 (affluent, middle class) are the most 

dedicated fair trade shoppers, especially those aged between 24 and 34 years of age (Duncan White, pers. 

comm.). If the volumes and the economics are right, a fair trade product can be targeted across low, mid and 

top-end brackets within a range of market segments, such as at the low end (with other products selling at 

30p for example), or in the middle-range (selling at £1 with others of the same bracket), or at a premium or 

quality brackets for £2 for example. This is possible with many (but not all) Fairtrade products because of the 

economies of scale involved. With a highly specialised timber-made musical instrument this is a different 

case, partly because of economies of scale and the niche nature of the market. 

Successful marketing of ethical or fair trade products requires a focus on the target consumers, and their 

wants and needs, ensuring the product meets all functional and quality requirements as well as ethical ones. 

Maintaining the integrity of the ethical brand is also essential; providing true sustainability, both economic 

and ecological. 

2 The Market for Ethical Consumer Products  

Strong demand exists for FSC-certified, Fairtrade and other ethical products, sold with a price premium, 

especially at the top end of the market. A productôs provenance and added value is a selling point. 

Consumers, especially of premium and luxury products are making buying decisions on a productôs eco-

value (Nicholls & Opal, 2005). 

The Co-operative Bankôs Ethical Consumerism Report 2007 found that household expenditure on ethical 

goods and services has almost doubled in the past 5 years, with the total market valued at £32.3 billion in 

2006. 
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Figure 8: Ethical Consumerism in the UK, 1999 - 2006 

 

Source: Co-operative Bank 2007 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

With strong demand for ethical products, manufacturers of consumer goods are increasing the range of 

supply. This can be seen across the consumer spectrum from the widespread availability of organic, fair trade 

chocolate and coffee, to the introduction of organic cotton by clothes manufacturers and car manufacturers 

launching lower-emission hybrids (Co-operative Bank 2007; Moore et al. 2006). 

ñConsumers are steadily becoming more aware and retailers know they have to respond.ò  

(Kathy Child, Senior Retail Analyst at Mintel, - The Ecologist, October 2007) 

The growth in the market for Fairtrade products has been particularly spectacular with a 46% increase from 

2005 to 2006, and the annual value of the Fairtrade product market has seen an increase of over 1,000% 

increase since 1999. 

Figure 9: Growth in Fairtrade Food Market 

 

Source: Co-operative Bank 2007 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

The massive growth in the market for Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certified fish is particularly 

interesting with reference to FSC-CAB and demonstrates the potential when a product is positioned and 

marketed in the right way. MSC is similar to FSC in that it certifies sustainable fish stocks with products 

from MSC-certified fisheries being tagged with the MSC stamp and sold with a significant price premium. 

The market for MSC fish increased by 224% between 2006 and 2007 (The Co-operative Bank 2007) and 
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Marks & Spencer have announced that all of its fish will come from MSC-certified sources by 2012 (MSC 

2007). 

Musical instrument manufacturers are becoming aware of eco-marketing opportunities as exemplified by 

Gibson Guitarôs recent partnership with Live Earth that saw the production and auction of 25 FSC-certified 

guitars. Such opportunities provide manufacturers with valuable PR material as Henry Juszkiewicz, 

Chairman and CEO of Gibson Guitar explains: 

Gibson Guitar finds it a privilege to work with Live Earth to combat global warming as the 

event's official partner," Gibson Guitar, and its philanthropic arm, Gibson Foundation, are 

dedicated to supporting the cause for climate protection and the creation of these 

environmentally friendly guitars. (FSC 2007a) 

3 Ethical and Eco Branding 

The growth of ethical and fair trade markets does not simply reflect a growth in altruism. Many players in 

the market see it as an opportunity to rebrand themselves without necessarily going through the hoops in 

terms of supporting their suppliers in developing countries nor, in the case of green labels,  improving the 

natural environments in which the products are grown. There are essentially two types of ófair tradeô 

products on the market, those with genuine ethics that can prove the traceability of an ethical product down 

to the roots of the supply, and those that can get away with a ñwhitewashò. Different rules and different 

labels dictate the degree to which a product can be verified as fairly or ethically traded.  

Traceability is important. People are increasingly interested in where their food has come 

from. However there is a lot more to fair trade than tracing origins, itôs also about knowing 

that products were bought at a fair price at the farm gate. (Richard Anstead, Fairtrade 

Foundation, pers. comm.) 

Siegle (2008) in the UKôs Observer newspaper (13th January 2008), summarised well current trends in 

ethical and eco labelling. Siegle remarked on the confusing array of ethical and eco-labels in which the EU 

has defined three types. 

¶ Type 1: Based on criteria selected by an independent third party 

¶ Type 2: Based on self-declarations by a manufacturer or retailer 

¶ Type 3: Based on life-cycle assessments of a product or service verified by a third party 

The fact that is possible to have both private ethical/eco-labels and independently verified labels within one 

market is confusing for the consumer. Without detailed research it is difficult to see whether the label is 

simply a marketing gimmick or a verification of an ethical and/or ecologically sound product by an 

independent third party. As Siegle alluded to in her article, the incidence of the self-declared labels will 

increase consumer fatigue and cynicism.  

However, the rising importance of the third party labels, supported by an increasingly vigilant consumer 

body overall, will see the longer term phase-out of Type 2 labels in favour of Type 3 because the use of the 

latter type will be seen as the all important badge of quality, ethics and ecological sustainability. 

Manufacturers and retailers wonôt want to sell a product without a Type 3 label, consumers wonôt think of 

buying otherwise. In the meantime, a great deal of awareness raising of the importance of the Type 3 

labelling systems, alongside associated investments in ethical and sustainable product life cycles is still 

required.  

Labelling will also need to reflect more clearly the distinction between ethical labels, which are rooted in 

economic development for the poor, human rights and animal cruelty issues, and ecological labels which are 

rooted to the sustainability of natural resources, species, habitats and the environment in general. Currently, 

in terms of the Type 3 labels, Fairtrade, Rugmark and the Vegan Society are the better known ethical labels, 

while FSC, MSC, Soil Association, Energy Saving Trust and the EUôs Energy Label are well known eco-

labels. 
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4 The Fairtrade Brand 

The Fairtrade symbol has developed considerable brand recognition over the past eight years. Siegle (2008) 

noted the enviable position that the Fairtrade Foundation has achieved, when in a 2005 Mori poll, 50% of the 

UK adult population were able to identify its mark. 51% of people were able to correctly associate the 

Fairtrade symbol with the phrase ñguarantees a better deal for third world farmersò. 

Figure 10: Recognition & Understanding of Fairtrade Mark 

 

Source: Fairtrade Foundation, 2006 S O U N D  &  F A I R 

 

Fairtrade Foundation figures show increasing consumer recognition of the brand.  The demographic of 

Fairtrade shoppers is also becoming broader and includes consumers from across the age, gender and socio-

economic spectrum.  

Looking at their figures in more detail, óprompted recognitionô saw an overall rise from 39% in 2004 to 50%  

in 2005.  Women are still slightly ahead of men in terms of brand recognition (52% : 49%) but the gap has 

narrowed. Notably, in socio-economic terminology, two-thirds of those who recognised the brand are in the 

affluent AB category (64%), but C1s are growing fast (up from 40% to 57%). In terms of age ranges, 25-34 

year olds (55%) were as likely to recognise the brand in 2005 as 45-54 year-olds (54%); under-25s were a 

little behind (45%).  

Fair Trade Shoppers are equally women and men, both with children and without. Those most likely to ever 

buy are between 45-54 years old (84%), from AB background (83%) and broadsheet readers (89%), or 

óactivistô types (93%). C1 category shoppers and 25-44 year olds are not far behind (all 80%).  

The importance of the Fairtrade mark in terms of what it means and stands for has also grown. In 2005, 83% 

said the Fairtrade mark was either óveryô (41%) or ófairlyô (43%) important as an independent guarantee. The 

most weight placed on this guarantee is that made by 25-34 year olds and those regularly purchasing, 52% of 

whom said it is óveryô important, rather than ófairlyô important (Fairtrade Foundation, 2006). 

5 The FSC Brand 

Although less widely recognised as a consumer brand, FSCôs certification principles are widely 

acknowledged in the industry as a international quality standard in the management and supply of 

documented and sustainably produced timber.  Environmental sustainability pledges along with the 

associated additional costs of management and chain of custody administration are often expected to be able 

to generate a price premium as certified products move towards the consumer. However, in many cases, the 

price premium for FSC-certified timber is small, and the greater benefit is in market access, with more and 
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more market segments being closed off to non-certified produce, though other certification schemes may be 

accepted (Kevin Jones pers. comm.). 

Like Fairtrade, FSC is steadily growing into a major worldwide brand. Over US$5 billion worth of raw, 

semi-finished and finished wood and paper products originating in FSC-certified forests and bearing the FSC 

logo were sold in 2004/5 and more than 10% of commercial forests worldwide are certified as well-managed 

according to FSC principles. However, most of these are plantations in developed countries than natural 

forest in tropical countries which were the initial goal of FSCôs founders. Like other ethical products, the 

brand is expanding rapidly with a 67% increase in FSC products sold in the three years to 2004 (FSC 2005). 

In the UK, growth has been even more spectacular with over 80% of UK grown timber now covered by the 

FSC programme. However, brand recognition is lagging behind considerably and a FSC-UK commissioned 

survey found that just 19% of consumers had seen the FSC logo; not all of whom will have identified and/or 

understood what the brand represented (FSC 2007). A 

Timber Trades Federation report also reported that low 

demand and interest from consumers represented a major 

obstacle to the expansion of the supply of verified legal and 

sustainable timber (TTF 2006). 

Clearly, the FSC brand requires significant investment and 

time before it is as well recognised as the Fairtrade brand. 

According to the Fairtrade Foundation, 57% of UK adults 

now recognise the Fairtrade mark (Co-operative Bank 

2007). However, the brand is growing rapidly and in the 

current climate of increased environmental awareness and 

ethical consumerism, FSC brand recognition can be 

expected to grow accordingly. 

 

 

6 Linking FSC to FLO 

In 2007 an IIED report brought together both the FLO and FSC amongst other partners to discuss the options 

of fair trade standards for timber products and the alignment with the certification process: 

Recent analyses suggest that it is small enterprises, especially those democratically managed 

by communities, which address the broader dimension of poverty. They accrue wealth locally 

and secure local forest access (thereby reducing tensions that come from external interference 

in resource use). They foster local entrepreneurship and often participate in and strengthen 

local associations with strong social and environmental aims. They usually respect local 

cultural traditions and can help to build local environmental knowledge and accountability. 

Fair trade has made great progress in supporting small community enterprises in developing 

countries but with little involvement in the forest sector until now. There is scope to do more 

with the complementary foundations of forest certification and fair trade in support of 

community forest producers. (Macqueen et al., 2007) 

The Macqueen report looked at opportunities to distinguish and reward community forest enterprises in the 

market. Their  main conclusions were that there is significant demand for a mechanism to credibly 

distinguish community forest products in the market. This demand stems from international and national 

buyers groups, and from community forest producers themselves (Macqueen et al., 2007). 

Their report also states that there are two critical pre-requisites for success in trading timber products from 

community-managed forests: 

¶ Form strong community business organisations  

¶ Develop community forest management and business capacity over time  

Figure 11: FSC Logo 

 

Source: FSC S O U N D  &  F A I R 


