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World of difference
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Try this for size: Reporter Peter Edwards with volunteer Esther Nicholson in the Carlisle World Shop as part of Local Newspaper Week 
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Breaktime: Peter Edwards 

Shoppers in Carlisle might seem a world away from the plight of underpaid Malawi tea pickers but there’s a vital link between the two groups, as I discovered at the One World Centre yesterday.

Volunteer Esther Nicholson told me how British consumers had a direct impact on the poverty of African farm labourers.

“The children of tea pickers are going to school hungry because their parents aren’t getting a fair deal for their work,” said Esther, 43, of Aglionby.

A commitment to improving the lives of such workers and their youngsters underpins the activities at the centre and the Carlisle World Shop in Lowthian Lane, off English Street, where a team of paid staff and volunteers sell Fairtrade goods and encourage more stores in Cumbria to stock the food, drinks and clothing that ensure a fair deal for Third World farmers.

The tightly-packed shop, owned by Lorna Strong, is an Aladdin’s cave of fairly-traded goods.

Coffees from the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro and what was the ancient Mayan city of Palenque, now part of modern Chiapas in modern Mexico, Argentine animal figures and terracotta tableware from Colombia are among the goods on sale, along with jewellery, clothing, crockery, glasses, cards, teas and chocolate.

Yesterday the centre was helping publicise a book sale organised by Christian Aid, the charity that works with the world’s poorest communities in places such as war-torn Sudan, Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso – all ravaged by food shortages.

My first task was to email the centre’s large network of volunteers and supporters to let them know about the event (on May 19 and 20) to appeal for more books and for people willing to help at the sale.

Then I went out to put up posters for the sale in shops and charity stores.

Back at the centre, I asked Anna Templeton, 25, of Alston, a paid member of staff employed in the shop three or four days each week, why she had chosen to work there.

“I used to shop here quite a bit and I wanted to do something useful,” she said.

“Some of the high street stores stock goods manufactured by very poorly paid workers but ours are fairly traded – and really nice.”

At the back of the shop, the One World Centre is the engine room of the campaign.

A small office holds a treasure trove of information on what the team has done since it was set up two and a half years ago – from long-term projects such as winning Fairtrade status for Carlisle, and then for Cumbria (only the second county in Britain to earn Fairtrade approval) to one-off events like organising local fashion shows highlighting fairly traded clothing.

The team’s volunteers are about to start work on a new effort to get local bed and breakfasts to take Fairtrade goods while carrying on with their campaign to tell shoppers and businesses about Fairtrade products, to arrange coffee mornings and to update the centre’s Fairtrade shopping guide.

“There’s more things we want to do, but we don’t yet have the people to do them,” said Esther.

“Most people have a workplace or a community centre they are involved in.

“We want them to get Fairtrade goods into the staff rooms and the canteens.”

Esther got involved in the Fairtrade movement when she returned to England after nine years in Malawi. While living in Malawi, she had been round schools showing them how to recycle paper – a crucial resource in a country where poverty is so extreme that schoolchildren write their tests on old bus tickets and discarded cigarette packets.

In Carlisle more volunteers are sought who can spare anything from a few hours a week to a few days a week to work in the shop or in the centre. Anyone willing to put in the “legwork” is welcome, said Esther.

“The centre expands and contracts depending on how many volunteers we have.

“What we do is always shifting, always changing and it depends on what happens around the world.”

After the Asian tsunami and the Pakistan earthquake the centre set up collections to help the people worst affected.

Now the shop is supporting the efforts of the disaster-hit region to get back on its feet by selling products like its handbags, made in Aceh, Indonesia, which was close to the epicentre of the tsunami.

For more information or to volunteer, call the Carlisle World Shop on 01228 550385 or email cowc@fish.co.uk.
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