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Book Review 

Reviewed by Maarten Van Opstal 
E-mail: mavopsta@vub.ac.be 

 Ethical Sourcing in the Global Food System 
by Stephanie Barrientos and Catherine Dolan 
Published 2006 
by Earthscan Publications, London, UK 
ISBN: 978-1-84407-199-9 
 

Ethical sourcing in the global food system primarily focuses on the social dimensions of 
ethical food sourcing. The book offers a wide variety of approaches. It deals with the 
point of view of academics, unions, workers, small producers, corporations, NGOs and 
audits. The book clearly concentrates on more marginalised producers and workers, often 
overlooked by conventional academic and policy analysis. The authors introduce the 
reader into the dynamics, features and effects of our new global food system. Is it still 
possible to know what you eat? Do we still have a real choice or do we accept selections? 
Global neo-liberal policies dominate the food business. Our food system is characterised 
by a fast acceleration of the modern supermarket model, based on discount prices, a large 
volume and centralised distribution systems. All these features have a devastating effect 
on small producers and workers’ rights. Especially in the south, livelihoods, capacity, 
access to markets, health and safety of small workers and producers are threatened by our 
north-south relations and the development of global market regulated food trade.  
The widespread adoption of neo-liberal policies has undermined the chances of many 
small workers and producers in the south and north. Conditions and terms for price 
quality and delivery are dominated by large corporate buyers.  

Today a large diversity of fair trade products is available. Fair trade puts emphasis on 
the situation of small producers and waged workers, who are directly affected by the 
global restructuring of agro-food markets and the trading of corporate buyers. The last 
decade meant a boom of fair-trade and ethical products (especially organic or ‘bio’ trade). 
The impact of mainstreaming is getting clear and a change towards marketing, ‘brand 
thinking’ and balancing of producer and consumer needs has been part of this evolution 
and struggle for life. Public concerns about things like food safety, worker’s rights and 
food miles are putting more and more pressure on companies to implement ethical codes 
in their supply chain, putting forward an interesting cultural paradox. On one side, more 
consumers are looking for control over their own food and choices. On the other hand, 
this happens in a globalised food system, more and more controlled by large food 
manufacturers and supermarkets, trying to fulfil our desire for low-price, easily available 
quality food.   

But who does really benefit from fair trade? Direct financial benefits often tend to be 
restricted to members of the producer organisation. How can we guarantee that trade 
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really benefits a community as a whole? Fair trade should stimulate capacity building for 
small producers through e.g. apprenticeship and by offering alternatives for mainstream 
supply chains. The authors clarify the importance of ethical and fair trade as an 
oppositional movement. It can demystify our global relations of exchange. Fair trade 
challenges conventional market principles and competitiveness based on price solely, 
creating alternatives for socially and environmentally destructive business practices. It 
should promote sustainable development and ‘empowerment’ of people, through 
education and public awareness of rights and ethical codes. Barrientos and Dolan launch 
a call for more guarantee of worker involvement in policy and audit and more interaction 
between worker and employer through a thorough and decent in depth qualitative 
research and an audit of working and trading conditions. This kind of audit does not end 
in checklists and managerial communication or data, but it looks for real insights in the 
concerns and needs of workers and the true status of their rights by ensuring an open 
atmosphere and active engagement of all parties involved, throughout the auditing 
process. In this way the audit enables ‘empowerment’, a growing to better 
interrelationships between workers and employers and an involvement in the audit of all 
parties concerned. Chapter 8 - on participatory social auditing - offers a strong critique on 
the flaws of the traditional ‘dominant’ top-down audit approach. This approach often 
overlooks deeper problems of marginalised workers with more temporary work.  
The authors emphasise the shortcomings of quantitative ‘snapshot’ auditing. They 
argument the need for a bottom-up approach based on modern sociological and 
anthropological participative methodologies and insights. Throughout the book the 
authors actively promote and apply a gender economy approach. Regulatory bodies 
traditionally formed labour policies with a permanent, usually male worker in mind. 
Women will become more and more vulnerable in our neo-liberal global food system, 
combining reproductive work with temporary and informal work.  

Organic trade is one of the fastest growing segments of the global food industry and 
represents a larger share of the global market than fair trade. It has also been more 
‘infected’ by the side-effects of mainstreaming than fair trade. Dangers of mainstreaming 
include more active profit-focused corporate control. Going into the mainstream also 
means a potential reinforcement of the north-south inequalities. Organic principles do not 
include minimum prices and exchange conditions per se. As a result they do not 
challenge transnational corporate domination. They can also be more easily used as a 
marketing tool for mainstream companies or abused for corporate ‘green washing’. 
Although producers may benefit from long-term contracts and prices above market 
levels, organic trade tends to ignore additional fair trade services like capacity-building. 
Fair trade has limited chance to be used as a profit-oriented niche marketing scheme,  
if it ensures minimum price guarantees and other trade restrictions. Business-
philanthropy remains a large danger for ethical trade. Fair trade labels should watch out 
for not being used as a welfare mask for corporate greed.  


