
Beneath the bright exterior of the humble banana 
lurks a dark background of exploitation and unfair 
advantage. Rather than accept the status quo, Chris 
Frazer challenges readers to harness their influence 
for good to change the situation for vulnerable 
workers overseas. We play fair when we buy fair, says 
Chris. And isn’t that worth going bananas for?

When the planes pass, we cover ourselves with 
our shirts … We just continue working … We can 
smell the pesticides. Enrique Gallana, a fourteen-
year-old working on a plantation in San Carlos in 
the canton [municipality] of Balao, approximately 
seventy miles’ south of Guayaquil in southern 
Guayas province.1

They are fired if they try to unionize … There 
is not a company that would not fire them. 
The temporary worker that gets involved in 
[unionizing] already knows that he’s out … 
Temporary workers are [hired] so as not to 
have problems with unions. In the moment 
that the temporary workers unionize, they are 
fired. Martín Insua, Minister of Labor and Human 
Resources in Ecuador .2
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Beneath the Skin

Bananas, once described as the ‘fruit of paradise’, are 
yummy to eat, one of the cheapest fruits in the world 
to purchase and very, very good for us! Packed full of 
goodness, each banana comes conveniently wrapped in 
its own skin—just waiting to be peeled and eaten. Enjoyed 
throughout the world by young and old alike, surely 
nothing detrimental can be said about this humble, great-
tasting fruit?

But think again! Beneath the bright exterior lurks a dark 
background of exploitation and unfair advantage. Over 
the years, as the banana has grown in popularity, retail 
prices have dropped significantly. This has led to an overall 
drop in profit margins throughout the supply chain, with 
plantation workers faring the worst. Lower wages, longer 
working hours and deteriorating employment conditions 
have seen many plantation workers slide into extreme 
financial poverty, no longer able to adequately provide for 
themselves and their families. 

Small scale farmers fare little better than the plantation 
workers since the introduction of new European Union 
agreements put in place following rulings from the World 
Trade Organisation and since the devastation of many 
crops as a result of climatic disasters. Subsistence farmers, 
unlike their larger counterparts, are less financially unable 
to survive environmental and economic shocks. Eighty 
per cent of the 25,000 small farmers in the Caribbean and 
Windward Islands have gone out of business since 1992. 
Given their vulnerability to losing their crops, smallholders 
find it hard to compete with the larger companies. 

Smallholders farmers, who have limited resources relative 
to other farmers, are vulnerable, exposed to fluctuating 
commodity prices and at the mercy of the market. In 
Columbia and Ecuador, exporters tend to use smallholders 
as a safeguard, calling on them only when the market is in 
short supply. Aside from small scale family-run plantations, 
those supplying the market tend to be medium to larger 
operations that employ year-round workers.
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Exposing the key ingredients

From bush to basket: where in the world are 
they exported from?

While bananas are grown in a number of countries, 
Ecuador is the largest banana exporter in the world, 
supplying the major corporations that, in turn, sell the 
bananas under such brand names as Dole, Delmonte and 
Chiquita. Columbia is a close second to Ecuador. 

For such a golden fruit—at least in colour, 
taste and goodness—it is hard to imagine the 
banana’s dark history, including the hidden 
exploitation of workers, both young and old, as 
well as damaging environmental practices. 

Since the early 20th century, the banana industry has 
been linked with human rights violations, and even acts 
of terrorism, in Latin America. It is argued that the large 
multinational corporations are principally to blame for the 
ongoing problems faced by banana-plantation workers in 
Ecuador.’3

From field to supermarket: where does the 
money paid for a banana go? 

4% workers
20% growers

23% transport (farm to European port)

12% EU tariff
12% ripener/distributor

29% retailer

This diagram (based on a typical Latin American banana sold in the 

UK in 2010) illustrates how unfairly value from the sale of bananas is 

distributed along the supply chain. Retailers can take up to 45% of 

monies compared to the plantation and packhouse workers who take 

as little as 2.5%.4

‘New Zealanders spent $142.19 million on bananas in 2010, 
the country’s largest expenditure on a single fruit. This was 
45% ahead of apples, the second favourite fruit’.5 Bunches 
of bananas regularly sell for around $2.99 per kilo, and 
that translates to less than 50 cents per banana. There 
is an ever increasing ‘race to the bottom’, whereby large 
supermarket chains demand lower and lower prices for 
their customers, and these demands can only be met by 
cost-cutting measures at the lower end of the supply chain, 

thus keeping wages to a minimum and allowing pitiable 
workplace environmental practices. 

Cost-cutting measures have a human face. The lowering 
of wages and poor working conditions combine to require 
workers to endure long hard days. Furthermore, due to 
consumer demand for fruit with a perfect, unblemished 
appearance, chemicals and pesticides are used to achieve 
such ‘perfection’. And so workers are exposed to extreme 
health risks, and there is increasing risk of environmental 
degradation.6 

With the largest percentage of profit from the sale of 
bananas staying with the retailer, and supermarkets 
competing against each other to offer consumers their 
favourite fruit at the lowest prices, only 4% of the profit 
ends up with the workers that tend the fruit. That’s just 
two cents from a banana bought for 50 cents (meaning 
that 50 bananas must be sold to earn one dollar). Workers 
are sinking into deeper poverty, with most now subsisting 
on an income deemed well below the poverty line. A 
recently released UK buyers’ guide has come out attacking 
Britain’s largest supermarkets for selling bananas too 
cheaply, and is calling upon them to set a realistic price 
that benefits workers in the banana trade.7 

Toiling for our taste: who are the workers? 

Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(below) is unequivocal in its intentions: that all people 
should have a right to work and that such work should be 
fairly remunerated. This encapsulates the ideal of ‘a fair 
day’s work, for a fair day’s pay’ which, in turn, offers people 
and families sufficient means to live a life of dignity. 

Article 23

1. Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of 
employment, to just and favourable conditions of work 
and to protection against unemployment. 

2. Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to 
equal pay for equal work. 

3. Everyone who works has the right to just and 
favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and 
his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and 
supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social 
protection. 

4. Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions 
for the protection of his interests. 

But the reality for the majority of the world’s workers 
falls far short of such just and fair treatment. The global 
market demands that internationally grown, marketed 
and delivered goods are freely available at a mere fraction 
of their true value. Those most adversely affected by this 
tend to be developing countries and their indigenous 
workers. 

When considering the pathway from plantation to plate—
involving the growing, harvesting, packing, transporting 



by land and sea, as well as chemically-induced ripening, 
and the final journey to the supermarket shelf and into our 
shopping trolley—it becomes painfully apparent that the 
consumer’s healthy treat is toxic to the labourers whose 
job it is to grow and harvest the banana. 

As workers are engaged in long and arduous working 
days, exposed to the effects of harmful chemicals and 
denied the right to form a worker’s union, their families 
struggle on wages far below the minimum wage set the 
by government. Often they survive only by having their 
children work to supplement the family’s income.

Deep within the banana fields of Ecuador, children work. 
Some of these children are as young as five years old! The 
reality for many children is far removed from the ideal of 
Article 23. Often, they are taken out of school and placed 
in fields or factories, where they are exposed to hazardous 
conditions for little or no pay. Thus, they are deprived of a 
childhood and the chance of an education. For countless 
child labourers, enduring gruelling working conditions is 
the only way their families can survive. 

A 2002 Human Rights Watch report highlighted working 
days for children that lasted 12 hours and often included 
exposure to toxic pesticides. The estimated fewer than 40 
per cent of the young labourers were still in school. It said:

Children who work on banana plantations are subject 
to endangerment and exploitation every day. Most earn 
on average US$3.50 per day, only 60 percent of the legal 
minimum wage for banana plantation workers. The 
children suffer from headaches, nausea, rashes, and 
other ailments as a result of exposure to dangerous 
pesticides and fungicides; handle machetes and knives; 
haul heavy loads of bananas; and drink water from 
canals contaminated with pesticides, fertilizers, and 
human waste. Girls have reported sexual harassment by 
supervisors.8

Reducing child labour in the banana trade is government 
policy in Ecuador. Inspectors with the labour ministry in 
Machala say child labour on Dole, Del Monte, Noboa and 
Chiquita farms has fallen by 70 per cent in the past four 
years but remains a widespread problem.9

Although it is heartening to see government efforts to 
reduce the worst forms of child labour and trafficking—
and significant strides being made to reduce poverty and 
improve health and education—there is still much to be 
done. At a press conference in Quito, Ecuador, at the end 
of her assessment visit to the country, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, Gulnara 
Shahinian stressed that ‘despite the progress made, the 
extent of child labour remains alarming and domestic 
servitude and debt bondage are challenges still to be 
overcome … Child labour in all its forms is an obstacle to 
the development of Ecuador where a high percentage of 
the population are children’.10

A significant barrier to achieving lasting, positive change 
in the banana story continues to be unregulated labour 
practices, with few protections, thereby perpetuating 
abusive low-paid working circumstances and a continuing 
demand for child labour. 

Another major barrier that is proving hard to overcome is 
closer to home: the continuing war between competing 
supermarkets that cuts the price of bananas to such a 
low level that working children will continue to suffer just 
so we can enjoy fruit at give-away prices. It is a fact that 
supermarkets wield considerable influence on the supply 
chain, but the power of the consumer is actually even 
greater. The collective clout of consumers can work and 
does work. It has worked well in other circumstances in 
recent years. 

So … will you use your buying power to play fair—for 
fair wages and conditions for the people who grow your 
bananas? 

... it becomes painfully apparent that the 
consumer’s healthy treat is toxic to the labourers 
whose job it is to grow and harvest the banana.
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Use your influence

What influences your buying decisions? 

Carefully planned to draw in the crowds, shopping malls 
are a Mecca for consumers. Aesthetically designed, 
undercover and warm, with a veritable array of attractively 
dressed windows, shopping has become a recreational 
activity for many—an experience to be enjoyed, rather 
than simply a necessity so we can buy what we need. 

How often do we simply purchase because we can, and 
because we see a bargain price? Only a few of us, I would 
suggest, take the time to consider the wider implications 
of our purchase, such as the environmental cost or under 
what conditions the goods we are procuring. 

Who influences your buying decisions?

Consciously or unconsciously, we can all be influenced 
to purchase certain products by the peer group or social 
circles in which we move, or by marketing campaigns and 
our own preference for particular brands. Word of mouth 
and clever advertising that uses well-known personality 
figures can be quite persuasive. Social media is also 
increasingly influencing our choices at the shop and the 
shelf. 

Harness your influence for the greater good

Edward Lorenz, a mathematician and meteorologist, was 
one of the first proponents of the Chaos Theory when he 
used the term ‘the Butterfly Effect’ to describe how tiny  
variations can cause a significant change in weather 
patterns. The butterfly effect term, when used in chaos 
theory, Lorenz purported, may see the wing movements 
of a butterfly exert a major impact on weather systems, 
potentially powerful enough to cause tornadoes half way 
round the world. 

The Butterfly Effect theory suggests that everything and 
everyone is connected in some way. And it is! What we do 
and how we act here, where we live, can make a difference 
far, far away. It may sound like a cliché, but decisions we 
make in our everyday living does indeed impact on people 
living in other parts of the world—for good and for bad. 
But by intelligently, compassionately and consistently 
harnessing our influence as consumers to help bring about 
greater fairness for others, we can have a positive impact.

The greatest circle of influence is you and me. Let’s play 
fair by buying fair. 

Act as if what you do makes a difference. It does. 
William James

The lowering of wages and poor working 
conditions combine to require workers to 
endure long hard days … workers are exposed to 
extreme health risks, and there is increasing risk 
of environmental degradation.
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Only a few of us, I would suggest, take the 
time to consider the wider implications of 
our purchase, such as the environmental cost 
or under what conditions the goods we are 
procuring.
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