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Interview with Harriet Lamb, CEO, Fairtrade Foundation
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. This episode features an interview with Harriet Lamb, the CEO of the Fairtrade Foundation. The What Assures Consumers in an Economic Downturn report was published on April 23, 2009, with the launch event being held at the Lloyd’s Register HQ in London. We were at the event and interviewed several of the key speakers and attendees. Harriet was on the panel of experts at the launch event. The What Assures Consumers report was commissioned by AccountAbility, conducted online by YouGov, sponsored by the Co-op and supported by LRQA. This episode features clips from our interview with Harriet, as well as quotes from her opening presentation. 
Here is the interview between Harriet and our www.businessassurance.com editor

www.businessassurance.com:
If you can tell us in the ‘What assures consumers during economic downturn’ report, what was the single strongest message that you got out of reading the report?

HARRIET LAMB:
I think the really interesting message from this widespread piece of research among the public, is that they care more than ever about how companies treat their workers and suppliers including overseas. But that is now their number one issue. That they want to know that companies are playing fair by producers and suppliers, at home and overseas. That they care about how companies are dealing with people. And actually the other thing that comes out of this research is they don’t trust them to address that issue. And so I think it throws down a huge challenge to companies. That they absolutely have to address how they are treating their suppliers and their workers and they have to do it in a way that’s going to win back the public support for them. So on the one hand, I think it’s an enormous challenge and indeed a wakeup call to anybody who thought the recession meant they could stop worrying about the social and environmental agenda. Absolutely clear, the public are staying, if anything more concerned about the social and environmental agenda. They expect companies to do more, they trust them less than ever and therefore companies need to engage in this area with conviction, they need to engage wholeheartedly and they need to do it with third party independent certification if they are going to take public trust with them.
The other very interesting finding from this research by AccountAbility and the Co-operative was indeed the extent of the “AccountAbility Gap”. That the public don’t feel for example, they don’t trust shareholders to do the right thing on the social and environmental agenda, which is quite shocking. Only 2% of the public said they thought that shareholders were the people they could trust to safeguard these issues. That’s an enormous gap, and I think that’s a wakeup call to shareholding community as well as to the wider business about the absolute imperative of engaging with the public to win back their trust. And the clear message is that the way to win back public trust is to do the right thing.
The other sobering result of this research by AccountAbility is also the lack of trust in business. That actually the public don’t trust business on the social and environmental agenda. There is a big gap between the expectations of them, and their trust in them to deliver. And that’s why it’s so important that businesses really look very, very carefully about how they make progress in the social and environmental agenda. And when they do initiatives, they better be good.
www.businessassurance.com:
If you could tell us what affect the economic downturn has had on the way consumers view Fairtrade? 
HARRIET LAMB:
I think the good news is that to date the public are staying loyal to Fairtrade. I think they warm to the fact it’s about the people behind the products and once they’ve made that step of saying actually they care that farmers and workers in developing countries should be treated fairly, that’s not something you likely drop. And they are staying loyal to Fairtrade not only in what they say to researchers but actually also in how they are spending their money and that’s why last year in 2008 we saw a 43% increase in sales of products carrying the Fairtrade mark. So that’s good news that the public are that loyal to Fairtrade, that’s good news for farmers and workers in developing countries and I think it’s good news for businesses here who are doing the right thing in putting Fairtrade at the centre of their businesses. 
www.businessassurance.com:
What effect has the downturn had on the purchasing decisions regarding specific Fairtrade products? 
HARRIET LAMB:
I think we see that the public’s loyalty to Fairtrade is holding good right across the range. When they’ve been buying Fairtrade tea or coffee or bananas, they’re continuing to do that. Now, obviously key to that is the fact that they warm to Fairtrade. That they embrace the values of it. That they understand the very direct benefit it has for farmers and workers in developing countries. And I think at a time of recession when times are tough for all of us here, they perhaps more than ever have empathy with farmers for whom these are actually desperate times, who are on the brink. And the public therefore want to play their part in supporting them. However, obviously they will be looking also carefully to balance their household budget, some people have got much less money and that’s why also its very important that of course the price is also right for them, as well as it being very easily available. And that’s why we see retailers, like for example the Co-op who have really put Fairtrade right at the heart of their offer in coffee or tea, or block chocolate, they actually saw a 44% increase in sales of Fairtrade products last year. So they’re sending a very strong message to business that actually the public are giving you permission to care, they’re giving you the room to do the right thing by your farmers and workers in developing countries and that that will then work for your customers and therefore your business as well.
www.businessassurance.com:
Over the past eight years that you’ve been at the helm of Fairtrade, what significant changes have you noticed from the countries who are purchasing the products, the western world, and for the developing countries who are directly benefiting?

HARRIET LAMB:
I think at one level you can see there’s been an absolute sea change in public expectations and the extent to which business is stepping up to that mark. Just in 2001 I think, there were 130 products you could buy with the Fairtrade mark on them. Now there over 4,000 different products carrying the Fairtrade mark. It is at one level it is a quiet revolution that’s been carried out by people up and down this country asking for Fairtrade and putting the products in their basket when they home. And that has meant that today some 7½ million farmers, workers, their families, and communities can benefit from participating in Fairtrade. And for each of those individual farmers, it can be transformative. I’ve met for example sugar farmers in Malawi who not long ago were still having to get their water by walking a mile and a half to the river and giving that water to their children even though they knew that their children would get diphtheria, typhoid, and river blindness as a result of it. Now that community of sugar farmers can sell their sugar as Fairtrade and they’ve been able to use that money to put a clean drinking water well into their village and they’ve seen the health of their children improve as a result. And that’s one of a million of stories you could tell about the impact of Fairtrade. However, we have to realistic that we are only just at the beginning. There are worldwide some two billion people who earn less than two dollars a day. And far, far too many of them are selling products that we buy here in this country, whether it’s our tea or our coffee, or the products that right across the grocery and indeed the non-grocery range of goods that we buy. And so I think we are very much just at the beginning and the key question is, can we turn this time of recession actually into the start of a whole new age of responsibility by business, where they build on the success of the past decade, but actually take it to a whole new level.  
www.businessassurance.com:
How about for organisations looking for opportunities that the economic downturn might provide them to improve or establish their green credentials. What advice could you give organisations?
HARRIET LAMB:
Well, obviously I think the most important thing for any company at the minute is to understand that the public are raising the bar. What this research by AccountAbility shows is that the public actually expect more of companies in this downturn. They expect not only to assure the public that there are no nasties, that there’s no child labour, no slave labour. Not that they are doing no harm alone, but actually that they are positively engaging with communities and doing good. And so the public expect more than ever of business at the minute and on the other hand, the behaviour in the banks as its been revealed in all its glory over the past twelve months, has in fact led to the public having higher levels of distrust of business than ever before. So, they expect more of them, but they trust them less, and that’s why it’s more important than ever that businesses engage with this agenda absolutely wholeheartedly. Greenwash won’t wash. Companies have to take Fairtrade right to the heart of their business, do it to scale, do it with conviction and commitment, and talk to the public and indeed to the wider stakeholders about what they are doing. And in particular, seek independent third party verification because that’s the other message that’s coming through all the research is that as the public trust companies less and less, they look to some form of independent verification that companies really are doing the right thing. If the companies do something like Fairtrade or other initiatives on the environmental field, if they do Fairtrade they take it to the heart of their business and they do it well, if they do it at a significant level with independent third party endorsement then actually the public will reward them, they will reward them by buying those products and by talking about it to their friends and family who absolutely are the people that everyone increasingly turns to as trusted sources of information. So, it’s a very positive message actually for companies and if you do the right thing the public are actually looking to embrace this. And I think maybe in these very negative doom and gloom times, now more than ever, the public will celebrate with companies that do the right thing.
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Harriet’s opening presentation followed the introduction of the research findings by AccountAbility’s Kate Ives. Harriet set the tone for the rest of the event through phrases such as “value for values.” Here is a part of that stirring opening presentation

HARRIET LAMB:
Kate mentioned that this research is just one snapshot in time, but I think what’s interesting is the findings of this research, are absolutely at peace with all the research that we have been seeing over the past twelve months, really as the recession has deepened, which all shows, if anything, the public’s resolve strengthening on this agenda and I think that’s at one level testimony to the basic decency of the public, that they are, if anything, looking for more on social and environmental responsibility. 

And so I think the question is firstly, why and what are the implications? And I thought one of the interesting responses to the question of why is actually looking at the trends in that graph there, what do people care about most. And coming out right at the top of what have they done, what do they expect to do, we are buying British and buying Fairtrade and moving up top of their concerns, were that companies should be treating suppliers and workers fairly. And I think that points us to the clue if you like, that perhaps at a time of recession people are looking to connections with other people more than ever. 

But that’s what we see in this research, is people’s concerns about the people behind the products they are buying. And someone like the Co-operative obviously has done a fantastic job in recent years in talking about the fact there are people who grow your tea, your coffee, your cocoa. And actually that’s a readily understandable message that people can grasp and want to and I think that there’s a feeling we have that once you’ve crossed that rubicon if you like, once you know that there are people who growing your tea, your coffee, your potatoes or your meat and actually they are in trouble, you can’t un-know that, you can’t stop caring anymore because actually times are tougher. 

Now what we might need is to be able to afford those products and I think that’s where IGD have come out with some very interesting research about people looking for value for their values. They can’t pay over the odds and obviously if products are really far too expensive people aren’t going to be able to afford them, but if its within their range they absolutely if anything, their resolve on the people to people issue is strengthening and I think that’s partly to do with people waking up with a hangover after a few decades of wild over consumption and glee and actually going back down to their core values, to what do they really care about, what are the things that really matter to all of us when times get tough and that’s about people.  
This research, the strength of the public’s decency is not therefore a case to take our foot off the accelerator and start relaxing, we have to keep reminding people about the case for social and environmental responsibility, and speaking directly to them about easy to grasp benefits. But absolutely, they’re open and they’re receptive to that message and if anything we think when people, when times are tough, people do feel empathy with other people for whom times are tough and that’s why as I say, at the fairtrade foundation we have been seeking to get out the message that if times are tough for us here and indeed  they are, they’re desperate for farmers in developing countries who are on the brink, who therefore need you the public here to stand by them more than ever. 
So, I think basically, the public are receptive to easy to understand messages about people. But it’s also interesting that actually it’s not just that they’re standing still, they actually are expecting more than ever of companies and that’s what  this research shows and that’s what all research shows. We just did some recent research by Globescan across fifteen countries and what really emerged very strongly was that people didn’t just want to think that companies were doing no harm. They didn’t just want no nasties, no child labour, and no slave labour. That was not enough anymore. They want companies to be actively supporting community development and change. They want them to be actively engaged in taking steps forward and that’s again reinforced I believe by this research. 

On so on the one hand, they are expecting more than ever of companies and on the other hand they are trusting them less than ever, as again, this research shows. And I think the sort of distrust and the anger that many people are feeling with banks, is spilling over to companies in general. 
And what all research has shown is that actually backing up some of this but slightly different, that they actually also do trust NGOs, they trust the independent third parties I think that’s what it is actually. Whereas I think your research actually shows very strongly for consumer watchdogs. The more general pieces of research that we have been looking at, are saying the people that they trust are independent third party regulators. And in our research indeed 74% of people were saying that’s who they look to, to intervene to make sure that companies really are doing the right thing. 

The other interesting result of that AccountAbility gap I think is that people do trust friends and family more than ever. And that’s absolutely key there, trusting. Government less, companies less, actually the other research I’ve seen to show their trust in the press less than ever, but yours is showing very high levels of trust in the press so that’s interesting. But, absolutely, they are trusting friends and family more and it’s that whole word of mouth marketing that’s clearly going to become more important than ever and certainly we feel in the Fairtrade movement, it’s the Fairtrade towns movement, its local grassroots social campaigns taking it forward, that’s what will be the most the effective way to take out the message on social and environmental change. 

And the third point I think that comes out of this AccountAbility gap absolutely, if companies are going to do something, it had better be good. That greenwash won’t wash. The public are expecting more. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Thank you for listening to the first episode in the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. The entire series can be listened to or downloaded on www.businessassurance.com/podcasts, LRQA’s Management Systems community website. The site features 9 sections: Climate Change, Supply Chain, Food Safety, CSR, Product Conformity, Business Continuity, Management Systems, Risk Management and our latest addition, an Asia specific section. Each section features a blog, news on relevant topics, an extensive resources section as well as a global events calendar. For information directly relevant to this series, Madlen King is our Climate Change Section Editor and Deborah Evans is our CSR section editor.

We welcome your input and feedback on this podcast or any other relevant topic. To share your views, click “add comment” at the bottom of any page at www.businessassurance.com.
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