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Trade that Matters: A Forum on Ethical Purchasing 

 
Can we achieve social, environmental and economic justice by changing our shopping 
habits and those of institutions? Making conscious decisions in the marketplace can have 
a positive local and global impact, at least according to those organizing an upcoming 
conference entitled the Ethical Purchasing Forum: Co-operating for Locally-Based 
Regional Alternatives. The Forum takes place February 23rd and 24th at the University 
of Victoria. 
 
The two day forum will begin with an exploration of the complexities of ethical trade, 
followed by concurrent sessions dealing with more specific issues and break-out groups 
aimed at action planning and collaboration. Keynote speakers for the Forum include 
Francisco VanderHoff Boersma, a worker-priest, coming to us from Oaxaca, Mexico 
where he participated in the launch of UCIRI (Union of Indigenous Communities of the 
Isthmus Region), a coffee producer co-operative created to pool resources and bypass 
local traders. Francisco was also one of the founders of the first Fair Trade label, Max 
Havelaar. Jacqui MacDonald works as a fair and ethical trade consultant with a number 
of international initiatives and is the co-author of Business and Poverty: Bridging the 
Gap. 
 
The Ethical Purchasing Forum is being organized by the BC Institute for Co-operative 
Studies in collaboration with the Canadian Student Fair Trade Network, the Values Based 
Business Network, the UVic Sustainability Project, the Vancouver Island Public Interest 
Research Group and the Canadian Social Economy Hub.   
 
For more information or to register for the Forum, contact Sol Kinnis at 472-4539 or 
solbcics@uvic.ca. or visit the Forum’s website at ethicalpurchasing.bcics.org 
 
Please contact Sol Kinnis to arrange for interviews with Francisco VanderHoff, Jacqui 
MacDonald or one of the Forum organizers. Francisco VanderHoff is available for 
interviews after February 21st.  
 
Background Information follows. 
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Background Information 
 
Inspiration: 
 
The Ethical Purchasing Forum is envisioned as a space for ongoing dialogue and 
collaboration, designed to bring together active citizens to explore trade issues and 
expand ethical trade in the Victoria region. The Forum aims to increase the market for 
ethically traded products through policy development at the municipal and institutional 
levels and by co-operating to increase public awareness and develop locally-based 
regional alternatives for ethical trade. 
 
Sol Kinnis of the BC Institute for Co-operative Studies (BCICS), a university based 
institution that acts as a catalyst for research, learning, and teaching about co-operative 
thought and practice, says that “the concept for the Forum began as an exploration of co-
operatives and Fair Trade. However, the term Fair Trade has too many limitations for the 
work we want to do, such as encourage local consumption or to include the wide range of 
products, from food and clothing, to crafts and wood products, that can be produced in 
ways that consider the social and environmental impacts. The term Ethical Purchasing 
was more representative of who we wanted to include in this Forum.”  
 
Food:  
 
“A big part of ethical purchasing is food,” says Megan Thom of the UVic Sustainability 
Project. “Where does our food come from? How far does it travel to get here? Who’s 
producing it? How are they being treated? Is it organic or are the farmers being exposed 
to chemicals?” She argues that “food is a way to engage and deal with overwhelming 
environmental and social issues. For example, climate change…people are starting to 
notice that it’s real and it’s a big problem and eating locally is a really concrete and 
comparatively easy way to reduce the amount of fossil fuels you use.”   
 
Co-operatives 
 
The other motivation for the Forum is the question of the role of co-ops in ethical trade. 
“Often co-ops play a major role in ethical purchasing, from the production end to 
financing to bringing the products to the consumer, but the question of the role of co-ops 
is often left out,” says BCICS director, Ian MacPherson. One of the issues that will be 
brought forward at the forum is whether or not ethical trade has to include co-operative 
relations in production. “Fair Trade in particular has become so successful that it has 
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caught the eye of huge multinational corporations, so there’s the issue of ‘is it ethical for 
a huge multinational corporation to be selling Fair Trade certified coffee?’” asks Ian 
Hussey of the Canadian Student Fair Trade Network      
 
Co-ops will play an important role in the Ethical Purchasing Forum as well. Mountain 
Equipment Co-op is one of the sponsors of the Forum and will be hosting a workshop on 
ethical sourcing entitled ÒFactory Conditions, Retailers and Consumerism: The Pursuit of 
Workers Rights.” The keynote speakers for the Forum both come from the co-op 
movement. Francisco VanderHoff Boersma is a worker-priest who is coming to us 
from Oaxaca, Mexico where he participated in the launch of UCIRI (Union of Indigenous 
Communities of the Isthmus Region), a coffee producer co-operative created to pool 
resources and bypass local traders, and now the largest Fair Trade coffee producing co-
operative in the world. Jacqui MacDonald works as a fair and ethical trade consultant 
with a number of international initiatives and has a long history of working with the Co-
op consumer movement in the UK.  
 
Making Victoria and Ethical Trade Town 
 
Ian Hussey sees the Forum as a way to move forward in building the necessary 
relationships for ethical trade in Victoria. “People have developed expertise in Fair Trade 
or no-sweat apparel or ethical sourcing. What the Forum is trying to do is bring those 
experts together with people that are making decisions, whether they are purchasing 
managers, or whether they are an actual administrative body like a city council, to discuss 
the issues, understand the restrictions, and break down misconceptions.” 
 
 


