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“part of the chain” – What agrofair has been up to

To AgroFair’s valued customers and partners,
We are very pleased to present to you our third annual Sustainability Report, containing 
an account of the efforts that our producers, logistics partners and all of us that make 
up AgroFair have made over the past year to reduce our environmental footprint and 
increase our social impact. The approach of this report is slightly different from the 
previous editions, as we move towards compliance with the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) for sustainability reports over the next few years. The materiality analysis – in 
which we show how we respond to the priorities of our partners - in this report is a first 
reference to that ambition. 

So what has AgroFair been up to: Firstly - and paradoxically - it is with great pride that 
we announce that AgroFair is no longer the largest importer of Fairtrade bananas in 
the world. If anything is a sign of our success, then this must surely be it! Fairtrade and 
organic bananas have seen tremendous growth in various markets worldwide. 
Against this favourably changing backdrop it is still our ambition is to be active leaders 
in the field, both now and in the future, managing social and environmental sustainability 
while maintaining the economic viability of our company and that of our producers. 
As much as we feel that certification is a valuable tool, we are also convinced that 
sustainability should go beyond mere certification. That is why we call our sustainability 
policy “Active Sustainability”. By this approach, we can give important topics that have 
strong local or regional salience a more active and bespoke attention beyond or on top of 
certification. An example of that is our plastic waste collection plan in Peru, progressing 
slowly but steadily thanks to the active dedication of our producers. 

Active sustainability along with the urgent need to ensure the economic viability of our 
industry require that we pay the sharpest attention to the threat of Tropical Race 4 (TR4) 
Fusarium Wilt disease. Worldwide, large parts of banana growing countries are currently 
under threat of total devastation by this fungus, against which there is no known cure or 
active defence. AgroFair is the largest financial donor of the TR4 research programme of 
Wageningen University and chairs the TR4 Task Force of the FAO World Banana Forum. 
This year, in keeping with the Paris agreements, we have started to increase our efforts 
to reduce our carbon footprint. Our collaboration with the Fair Climate Fund has proven 
fruitful: our customers can now choose bananas that are 100% carbon-neutral. 
We are very proud to have grown to where we stand today. But at the core of all our 
activities is our deep and lasting commitment to fair trade. ‘Fairtrade’ is now a strong 
social movement of international solidarity between producers of tropical raw materials 
and western retailers and consumers. Honouring the psychological contract  >>  

As much as we feel that certification is a valuable tool, we are also convinced that 
sustainability should go beyond mere certification.
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between consumer, retailer and producer is a challenge that is deeply felt, and to which 
our producers and ourselves convey increasingly strong attention. Reporting on the use 
of the Fairtrade premiums, passed on from consumer to producers and workers remains 
a key focus of our efforts. 
Our sustainability team, consisting of our devoted colleagues Linett del Carmen Duque 
(Panama), Cornelie Den Otter (Netherlands), Margit Houtman (Netherlands) and Luud 
Clercx (Netherlands) have put a lot of effort in preparing this report for you, and they share 
my sincere hope that you will enjoy it.
With best regards, 

Hans-Willem van der Waal
Managing director 
AgroFair

 ‘Fairtrade’ is now a strong social movement of international solidarity between 
producers of tropical raw materials and western retailers and consumers.



To keep our friends and business relations informed about 
AgroFair’s many activities, our company’s philosophy and 
basic principles and about the way in which we respond  
to developments in our field and in the world in general,  
this report covers our activities from September 2016 to 
August 2017.  

The scope of our activities:
As a company that operates in the agricultural sector, we 
have our feet firmly set in the clay. We could never close 
our eyes to global developments like climate, population 
or human rights, as they influence us directly. And the 
challenges that we face today are daunting indeed.

With a world population that has now risen to over 7½ 
billion souls, our planet’s natural resources are under 
great pressure. Rising temperatures, food shortage, water 
scarcity and depleting traditional energy resources are 

major issues. The gap between rich and poor is increasing, 
working circumstances in many countries in the world are 
still deplorable and basic human rights are a distant dream 
to a substantial part of the world population.

As a part of the agricultural chain, the specific challenges 
of this sector obviously have our special interest. Intensive 
farming is a great concern: in pace with the rapidly growing 
world population, agriculture has been scaled up and 
intensified – this has led to larger yields per hectare but 
also to depletion of natural resources and an increase of 
pests. And scaled up or not: agriculture still depends for a 
large part on human hands. Sadly, since time immemorial 
and in every corner of the world, agricultural labour has 
been famously undervalued and underpaid. In that spirit, 
nowadays it is often done by migrant (seasonal) workers 
from countries in the region. Social issues like these remain 
high on our agenda. >> 
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While acutely aware that we cannot close our eyes to 
the problems the world faces, we also realise that we 
cannot make the difference by operating on our own. We 
believe in the power of the collective! It is essential for 
all parties in the chain to pull together. To be part of the 
solution, businesses must take responsibility. Not just for 
themselves, but also by encouraging or even obliging their 
partners in the chain to do the same.

The same goes for sustainability. It is not enough to put 
words on paper. When it comes down to making a change, 
we believe our sustainability policy can only be really 
effective when it is part of our daily routine. We aim for a 
mindset that is deeply embedded in our corporate DNA.

To a certain extent, the issues above are addressed in 
global certification standards like FLO Fairtrade and EU 
Organic Certification. To AgroFair, these certifications are a 
starting point. A baseline to which all of our suppliers and 
partners must adhere. In this respect we also refer to the 
ILO standards.
But we like to do more. When reality demands it, we 
encourage and sometimes compel our partners to go the 
extra mile. We call this ‘active sustainability’.

Our company’s principles:
Our sustainable business philosophy is formulated around 
“the 3P’s”: People & Society, Planet & Ecology, and 
Profit & Economy. These three aspects should be in 
balance with one another to guarantee a sound and 
sustainable business for the long term. 

people & Society
From the very beginning, AgroFair has been very serious 
about bringing a sustainable product to the market. As a 
pioneer in FairTrade bananas – followed by other fruits – 
living and working conditions of the people who produce 
these fruits have been on top of our mind right from the 
start.

planet & ecology
Care for people goes hand in hand with care for our planet: 
the sole source of everything we need in daily life. 

Profit & Economy
To stay in business and continue our good work for the 
long term we need a sound financial result, making sure 
that we guarantee continuous efficiency and quality.
These principles will be discussed further below.

Being part of a chain means connecting to stakeholders. 
Cooperating successfully with stakeholders begins 
by listening carefully to their concerns, their thoughts 
and proposals. Our stakeholders have an important 
role in shaping the content of our sustainability efforts. 
The most important stakeholders for AgroFair are our 
customers; both retailers and ripeners; our producers 
and our shareholders. By keeping up a constant line of 
communication we try to remain on the same wavelength. 

Of course, the sustainability interests of our stakeholders 
are not always identical to our own. We share many 
points of interest, but evidently certain issues have more 
individual relevance to specific partners. To show how the 
sustainability interests of our stakeholders match with our 
policies, we have charted these in the materiality matrix (on 
the next page). For example:

• Training and development of our own staff is of great  
   importance to us, but not directly to our stakeholders .
• Prevention of food waste is a key topic for many  
   supermarkets; to us this is not a primary point of interest  
   as our food waste is minimal (< 0.5%).

The overall structure of our sustainability policy is shown in 
the sustainability circle on this page; for each of the areas 
People, Planet, Profit our focus themes are identified, along 
with specific working projects and goals. 



As a company, we have always been driven by strong social and 
ecological commitment. To us, that’s the most natural thing in the 
world. And although most of the people and companies we work 
with hold similar views, we cannot automatically assume that our 
priorities are equal as well. In fact, because of the simple fact 
that we run different businesses and services, our priorities are 
bound to differ! A business partner whose main line of business is 
shipping faces different problems every day than a banana farmer 
does. Communication and cooperation are much smoother 
– and therefore more effective! - when we are aware of these 
differences in priorities. And that’s where the materiality matrix 
comes in. >>

agRofaiR pReSentS
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the mateRiality matRix The materiality matrix is a useful tool to show which 
topics are important to stakeholders and which topics 
are important to us. The horizontal axis of the matrix 
depicts the importance that AgroFair attributes to a 
certain aspect of business, the vertical axis depicts the 
measure of importance of that aspect to stakeholders. 
Themes that end up in the upper right corner are 
themes that both AgroFair and her stakeholders 
consider the most important (material). The further a 
topic ends up in the   lower left corner, the more our 
priorities on that specific theme differ.
The input for the materiality matrix is established 
through desk research. Stakeholders are asked to 
attribute a measure of importance to the individual 
sub-themes, and AgroFair does the same on her 
part. The use of this model is new to us this year >> 



and since it yields important information we will be developing it 
further in the coming years. 

We consider ourselves part of a chain; one link among many. 
For the chain to work, it is essential to be aware of where the 
other links in the chain - our stakeholders - stand. The matrix is 
very helpful in that respect. AgroFair’s stakeholders are active in 
a particularly wide range of fields, scattered all across the globe: 
retailers that sell our fruit, shareholders, small producers and 
plantation workers, employees and several other stakeholders 
such as certifiers and NGO’s. We all work together to provide  >>   
the consumer with a variety of tropical fruit that is produced in a 
fair and ecologically sustainable manner. 

We prefer to do this in an inclusive way, by taking a real interest 
in the quirks and challenges of each other’s business, tying many 
ties across the continents and learning a lot from each other in 
the process. Owing to the specific character of what we do, we 
put a special emphasis on small fruit producers and plantation 
workers, who apply fair and responsible social, environmental 
and economic standards, while participating in the governance 
and shared capital of our company.

With all these parties involved, it is important – but not easy! – to 
keep track of what is driving our business partners. We value an 
open conversation with them. Among other things, it provides 
us with an opportunity to explain why we make certain choices 
ourselves. 
In such a diverse field of business, there are many different lines 
of communication. To give you an idea, here is a list of the main 
players – the stakeholders, within our banana supply chain: 

Retailers 
Retailers: the people that sell our bananas. They are a vital link in 
the banana supply chain. We work closely with them and assist 
wherever we can. It is important to us that they - our customers!-  
view us as a trusted partner. If necessary we provide each    >> 
other with constructive criticism. We strive to be at the forefront 
by combining innovations in a sustainable and inclusive 
production and logistic process with marketing concepts. We 
aim to be an inspiration for the industry and we reflect on our 
collaboration and our performance. We make it a point to visit all 
our retailers at least once a year.  >>
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shareholders
Sound financial results are of course vital for our survival in 
this business. Without them, our vision could not be achieved. 
Commercial success and a solid financial performance helps us 
to inspire the industry to follow our example. Shareholders that 
join us in our focus on profitability and responsibility enable us to 
achieve our goals and vision. Our annual Shareholders’ Meeting 
is a great moment to kindle their involvement, offering feedback 
on planned strategies, discussing innovative philosophies and 
providing insight into day-to-day projects, strengthening our 
mutual financial and personal connection over the years.

employees
Central to us and crucial in achieving our mission is of course the 
quality of our home team. At AgroFair, we boast an exceedingly 
low employee turnover. The continuity of our employee base is 
important to our customers. Pleasant and prolonged business 
relationships validate us as a dependable partner and help 
us in realising our mission. Regular across-the-board staff 
consultations are instrumental to the building a solid team. We 
believe that by bringing the best people together we can build the 
organization of our dreams.  

small producers and plantation workers
Our banana farmers and plantation workers are very important 
for us. We have built direct and long-term relationships with the 
farming co-operations. This helps to establish a stable vending 
point for the farmers. Thanks to email, telephone, Skype and 
Whatsapp, we are able to communicate directly and almost 
daily. We make regular trips to our sourcing countries and speak 
directly to the management of the co-operations. They inform us 
of their priorities and let us know on what counts improvements 
can be made. A high point of the year is the annual CPAF 
(Cooperativa de Productores de AgroFair) meeting where all  
the farmers come together and where of course we attend  
in person.   >>

Other stakeholders (certifiers, ngO’s)
Many other groups such as fruit companies, politics and 
government, scientists, certifiers such as Fairtrade organizations, 
and industry organizations figure in the intricate knitwork of 
our business, influencing AgroFair either directly or indirectly. 
Increasingly, we are engaging in active conversations with these 
groups, interested as we are  to hear their opinions and >> 
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involve them in our mission.

Results of the Materiality Matrix
Having put a face on the colourful mix that are our stakeholders,  
you may appreciate the importance of sounding out the degree 
to which we see eye to eye on different topics of the trade. 
Fortunately - and amazingly, if you think about it - this year’s 
results show that on most issues we are all on the same page.
  Themes that show a notable difference are:
• Development of employees
• Food waste

To us, this is very good news. On both these subject, a difference 
in priorities is exactly what we would expect to find. It can 
be easily explained by the fact that, whereas the training and 
development of our own employees is of course vital to us, it 
is not something that keeps our stakeholders awake at night, 
whereas food waste is something that at AgroFair Headquarters 
is relatively easy to control, when compared to the efforts that, for 
instance, a supermarket has to put into this topic. 

All in all, we consider the Materiality Matrix a valuable addition to 
our business palette, yielding useful and practical information that 
we will gladly make use of in the years to come. Having said that, 
of course even a useful tool like the Matrix is not infallible nor is it 
all-encompassing, as it relies heavily on information provided by 
the parties themselves. 

At AgroFair, we do not set our priorities lightly. It is, consequently, 
our expectation and our sincere hope that the results of this 
matrix are an accurate representation of reality, showing that we 
are on the right track and setting the right priorities. Of course 
that does not mean that we do not welcome your feedback or 
criticism. We do! Please feel free to submit any ideas or additions 
that you may have to: sustainability@agrofair.nl 
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PrinciPlEs:
1. Workers rights, health and well-being
• The right for everyone to a safe and healthy work environment, with no suppression or 
  discrimination.
• The right for all personnel to earn a decent living wage within the span of a normal working week  
   which enables them to provide for their family the basic needs including food, water, housing,  
   education, healthcare, transport, clothing and participation in local social and cultural life.
• Workers on small farms
• An active policy towards vulnerable and minority groups; e.g. women, handicapped people and  
   ethnic minorities.
• Living conditions
2.Training, development and remuneration of AgroFair staff

10

people  
SoCiety

People have been the driving force behind AgroFair from 
the start. A deeply felt concern for fair working and living 
circumstances in the producing countries led us to our 
first goal when the company was founded: realizing and 
importing the world’s first ever Fair Trade banana. The 
sourcing of Fair Trade (or equally certified) bananas is still 
our core business today. Over 95% of our fruit carries the 
Fairtrade label.

And yes, we do actually put our money where our mouth 
is: for each box of bananas that we sell, a premium of one 
US dollar is paid. With this money, projects are started 
each year to improve the living conditions of farmers and 
workers. We’d like to share some of these stories with you 
in this chapter of our report.

Despite being a wonderful and much needed effort, 
certification does not cover all issues and has its limitations. 
We like to think we can do better. We do better by working 
with small producers that not only sell us their products, 
but that actually co-own our company. Our growers are 
our shareholders, so they have a say and a share in the 
company. 

In 2014, we became a covenant member of the Dutch IDH 
platform for sustainable trade in fresh produce. Covenant 
members have pledged to buy 100% sustainable products 
by 2020. By the standard of IDH, we have already achieved 
this goal in 2016!!

Our growers are our shareholders, so they have 
a say and a share in the company



Bananas

Other

the amount of faiRtRade pRemium
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in 2016, AgroFair contributed $3,800,000 Fairtrade
Premium, benefitting local communities and

thousands of small farmers directly
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Make the difference. Impact investing is about creating 
impact. On large and small scale.
Below are just a few of the stories from our Fairtrade 
Producers in Peru, Panama, Nicaraqua. 

Soil
The cooperative of APOQ, Peru, used part of their 
premium for soil improvement by providing organic inputs 
and fertilisers to enhance soil quality. All farmers in the 
cooperative benefit from this project.

infRaStRuCtuRe
APPBOSA, Peru, invested premium in a variety of projects 
to improve and renew their infrastructures in the fields and 
in and around the packing stations. New basins in packing 
stations, renewal of irrigation canals and road paving are 
some examples. 

mediCal
Also at APPBOSA, premium money was spent to provide 
supplies to the medical posts, so they can continue their 
work in giving medical care to children and the community 
in general.
Food baskets for the elderly are also an example of 
how APPBOSA uses their premium as a benefit to the 
community.

tRaining
Cenbanor spent premium on practical trainings for their 
associates on actual themes such as soil improvement, 
and on general topics around improvement of farm 
management. All associates benefit from gaining new 
insights in improving their productivity and quality.

houSing
As in previous years, Coobana continues their housing 
project. Each year, several new homes are built to >> 

WheRe doeS youR money go? 
Fairtrade premium stories
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replace old ones which have become unfit for family 
occupation. Every year, a number of families profit receive 
a decent place to live, with all basic provisions such as a 
bathroom and a kitchen.

planting
Banana plantations are renewed after a certain amount of 
time in order to retain productivity. All old banana plants are 
replaced by young banana plants. The renovation is carried 
out segment per segment to avoid large fluctuations in 
volume. 30% of the costs of renovation are paid with 
premium.

SChool ChildRen
Our supplier Coquimba in Nicaragua received their FLO 
certificate this year – congratulations! – which will generate 
many premium projects in the coming year. Already the 
school children are profiting by receiving school supplies.

TRAiNiNG

PlANTiNG

SCHool CHilDREN

HoUSiNG
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planet
eCology
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PrinciPlEs:
1. Use and discharge of resources and materials
• Keeping the impact of operations on the environment due to inputs, waste and discharge as low  
   as possible, and actively seek ways to reduce this impact further.
• A responsible and efficient use of water needed throughout the supply chain.
• Using renewable sources of energy where-ever possible, and making efficient use of traditional  
   sources when needed.
2. Soil and biodiversity
3. CO2 emissions and climate change

In the end, planet Earth is our sole resource on which 
we rely for our existence. If only for that reason, we have 
the obligation to use its natural assets wisely, taking care 
not to deplete them and ensuring the livelihood for future 
generations.

For us, care for our planet is just as self-evident as is care 
for the people who grow our fruit. Unfortunately however, 
the conventional commercial banana business takes a 
heavy toll on the environment. We try to offer an alternative 
by ensuring that approximately 50% of our volume is 
certified organic, which minimizes chemical input. Our 
non-organic fruit is produced under sustainable labels such 
as RFA or FLO, applying much stricter regulations than the 
conventional growth industry.

On Planet issues, as in People issues and possibly even 
more so, certification can never address all aspects. For 
that reason AgroFair joins forces with groups and platforms 
to be as effective as possible in organizing much needed 

care & repair for the environment.
A resume of initiatives that AgroFair is involved in:
• We are an active member of the World Banana forum, 
among other things involved in a task force aimed at 
measuring and reducing CO2 emission (discussed in more 
detail further in this report);
• We are a member of the Clean Cargo Group where 
carriers and shippers work together on reducing emissions 
and addressing their impact on the environment. Member 
carriers account for 80% of total goods shipped worldwide.
• Together with a consortium of stakeholder-partners 
we are addressing the water situation in parts of South-
America, measuring and improving the water footprint in 
the Dominican Republic and Peru (for more detail please 
see further in this report).
• In 2014 we became a covenant member of the Dutch 
IDH platform for sustainable trade in fresh produce. 
Covenant members have pledged to buy 100% sustainable 
products by 2020. By the standard of IDH, we had already 
achieved this goal in 2016!

agrofair compensates all Co2 emissions caused by staff travel (on the road and 
in the air) and by truck transport in the Eu. compensation takes place through 

gold standard projects. in 2016 alone, we compensated 416 tonnes of cO2.  
see: www.climateneutralgroup.com/en/service/offsetting



Bananas are not grown in climate-controlled glasshouses but on 
plantations that are open and vulnerable to the elements. Our 
small producers in Latin America and the Caribbean frequently 
suffer the effects of climate events. From floods and hurricanes 
to relentless drought: climate change is a reality. In the spring of 
2017 for example, large-scale flooding occurred in the banana 
region in Peru due to a strong Niño event with heavy rainfall. The 
extreme humidity had a negative effect on banana quality during 
this period.  

In the Paris Climate Agreement, the participating countries 
agreed to make an effort to allow the global average temperature 
to rise by less than 2˚C (compared to pre-industrial levels) in 
order to reduce the risks and impacts of climate change. This 
is where the banana sector should take a stand. The entire 
global food system, from fertilizer manufacturing to production 
and packaging, is estimated by scientists to be responsible for 
roughly one third of the greenhouse gas emissions. Producing 
over 130 million tons of banana on about 2 million hectares, the 
banana and plantain sector plays an important role in this system. 
Each year, over 20 million tons of bananas are exported, 80% of 
which come from Latin America and the Caribbean. 

There are a number of things that the sector can do to move 
towards a more climate-smart production and trade of bananas. 
Greenhouse gas-emission in the chain can be reduced, better 
soil management and the re-planting of trees on banana  >>  

We  gReen bananaS
developing tools to help the banana production 
process become greener

Our small producers in latin America and the caribbean frequently suffer the  
effects of climate events. From floods and hurricanes to relentless drought: climate  

change is a reality. 

DUE To THE HEAvy RAiN bANANA boxES 
TRANSPoRTED ovER wATER 
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farms (reforestation) can help to bring in and bind carbon 
from the atmosphere (carbon sequestration). Other 
emissions, like for example those produced during sea 
transport, can be compensated for through the use of 
several systems such as “carbon credits”. 

A first step could be the monitoring of greenhouse gas 
emissions produced in the chain. Several tools exist to 
do this, but they are not very well suited for the banana 
sector. AgroFair has assisted in the development of two 
important tools to help the banana trade. 

With AgroFair’s active involvement, the small Costa Rican 
company Gestarse developed a user-friendly tool for the 
World Banana Forum. The development was co-financed 
by German GIZ. This tool calculates greenhouse gas   >>  

emissions directly on location, right at the banana farm. 
Once the level and main hotspots of emissions are known, 
it is easier to take precautions to reduce or compensate 
emissions. The tool was recently tested in Costa Rica and 
will become available later this year, together with training 
opportunities for professionals and technicians for its use. 

Another tool was developed over the past year in 
cooperation with research and consultant agency CE Delft. 
This tool calculates CO2-emissions for our specific trade-
lanes in the course of the shipping of our bananas.

Both tools will help Agrofair to actively monitor greenhouse 
gas emissions in its supply chain in 2018, so that step by 
step we get closer to the introduction of a truly climate-
smart banana.

 - planet & eCology -
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diSaSteRS

iN FEbRUARy THiS yEAR , oUR FARMERS iN PERU HAD To DEAl wiTH HEAvy RAiNFAll, THiS CAUSED FlooDiNG. 
DESPiTE THE FlooDS oUR FARMERS DiD EvERyTHiNG THEy CAN To TRANSPoRT THE bANANAS. 

HURRiCANE oTTo HAS lEFT A TRAil oF DESTRUCTioN iN CoSTA RiCA AND NiCARAGUA. MANy RoADS wERE 
iNACCESSiblE AND HoUSES wERE DESTRoyED. THE HURRiCANE oTTo HAS ClAiMED livES AND oUR PRoDUCER 
PRobio FRoM THE PiNEAPPlES HAS bEEN AblE To HElP wiTH THE FAiRTRADE PREMiUM. THEy PRoviDED FiRST AiD To 
PEoPlE iN iSolATED villAGES wiTH FooD AND CloTHiNG. THiS iS ANoTHER REASoN wHy FAiRTRADE iS So iMPoRTANT 
To HElP THE PEoPlE wHo ARE iN NEED.
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Two years ago, we launched our plans for a plastic recycling 
project in Peru. Our ultimate goal, a large recycling factory to 
serve the whole region, firmly remains our orientation point on the 
horizon, but to get there we have to take small steps at a time.

In last year’s report we wrote about our business plan for 
the factory. We are still pursuing the goal to fund this factory 
eventually, but that has proven to be a bit of a giant leap. We 
have adjusted our approach in that we now take smaller steps 
to work in the right direction. If the laws of physics apply, those 
should get us there just the same!

Since plastic is now gathered structurally,  there is a constant 
availability of plastic on location in the Piura region. Looking for 
ways to put this waste to good use, we decided to investigate 
possibilities to build a modest full-recycling plant. Up to this point, 
reworking the plastic locally has by neccesity been limited to the 
first steps of the process. Lacking the equipment to complete the 
recycling process, the plastic must then be sent to a factory in 
the country’s capital of Lima.

This year, we selected an initiative by the Dutch start-up company 
Plastic Fantastic as a feasible possibility for a small scale plant. 
Plastic Fantastic developed a full recycling process on a scale 
that can easily be fitted into a small trailer, making it supremely 
suited for use in remote areas. The trailer plant allows all varieties 
of plastic to be reworked together to form solid, robust objects 
such as building blocks or poles.

In the coming year we aim to set up a recycling plant with a local 
partner and rework waste plastic into products that can be used 
locally. A pocket-sized solution to a pressing plastic problem! 

pReSSing plaStiC  
pRoblemS in peRu
Plus a pocket-sized miracle on wheels

PlASTiC SHREDDER

PlASTiC ExTRUDER 
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Same as any other crop, growing bananas cannot be done 
without water. For a sustainable banana trade it is of course 
essential to be conscious of the use of water. For that reason, 
AgroFair was excited when, in July last year, we were invited 
by the organization “Dominica Competes” to carry out a water 
footprint study of the banana sector in the Dominican Republic. 

The study was done together with our old acquaintance Good 
Stuff International (GSI), a small international company that 
specializes in water footprint assessments and sustainable 
watershed management.  GSI performed a similar study on our 
behalf among small banana farmers in Ecuador and Peru in 
2013.

Funding for the study was provided by the European Union 
through an EU framework called “the Banana Accompanying 
Measures program (BAM)”. The program works to strengthen the 
competitiveness of the banana sector in 10 ACP countries (ACP 
stands for Africa, Caribbean, Pacific).

We collected information on the banana water footprint through 
a representative survey that was carried out by Dominica 
Competes, followed by a discussion workshop. The survey was 
done among 100 banana farmers in the main banana producing 
regions of the Dominican Republic. The majority of these farmers 
depend on flood irrigation for their production, suffering from 
excess water during some periods and water shortage during 
other periods of the year. In their response, most producers said 
that they feel affected by climate change and are concerned 
about water scarcity for irrigation in the future. 

To discuss the results of the survey and in order to learn 
more about the producers concerns, AgroFair and Domenica 
Competes organized a workshop in April. It became clear 
that, in order to guarantee banana production in the future, we 
need to zoom in on two levels. One is on the macro level of the 
watersheds: sustainable water management came up as   >>  

WateR footpRint
the banana sector in the dominican Republic

FlooD iRRiGATioN
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a major factor. On the level of the farms themselves, 
items needing to be addressed to help improve 
the banana’s water footprint turned out to be: 
better infrastructure for the distribution of water, the 
introduction of precision irrigation and soil covers.

We are very happy with the results of both the study 
and the workshop. We feel that steps were taken 
towards a better awareness on the importance of 
sustainable water management among the main 
stakeholders of the banana export industry in the 
Dominican Republic, preparing everyone for a future 
with a wiser use of water. 
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In recent years, Peru has become a very important source for 
organic and fair-trade bananas. The water situation in the country, 
as in neighbouring Ecuador, has a lot of room for improvement 
and AgroFair is desperate to lend a hand.

In 2013, AgroFair carried out a water footprint assessment 
among small banana farmers in Peru and Ecuador. Results 
showed that the water footprint was far from sustainable, 
especially in Peru. The country mainly uses an irrigation system 
(called inundation) that is similar to what is used in rice ponds: 
the banana plots are simply flooded with water every 3 -4 
weeks. This method has several negative side effects, like soil 
erosion, lack of oxygen causing asphyxiation of the roots, and 
the washing away of soil nutrients. This practice is not only 
damaging to the land, it is also the main reason that, at farm 
level, productivity is much lower than it could be.

 

In the Chira Valley, 7000 organic banana farmers are fighting 
an ongoing battle for water. Their farms are located in a dry 
climate and are practically dependent on irrigation the whole 
year round. The water comes from a public irrigation system, fed 
by the Poechos Water Reservoir. But the system is fragile and 
dangerously unstable. The capacity of the reservoir is severely 
affected by erosion in the watersheds of the rivers that feed it. 
This in turn causes an accelerated sedimentation process in the 
reservoir itself. The situation is complicated by the fact that three 
quarters of these watershed areas are located in   >> 

dOn’T lET ThE bAnAnA sEcTOr  
in peRu Run dRy
sound water stewardship urgently needed to save 
the parched farms of Peru and Ecuador

in the chira valley, 7000 organic banana farmers are fighting an ongoing battle for water. 
Their farms are located in a dry climate and are practically dependent on irrigation the 

whole year round.

PoECHoS RESERvoiR
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the neighboring country, Ecuador. Two mega-Niño events (in 
1983 and 1998), with a rainfall 40 times as much as the normal 
precipitation contributed to the sedimentation of an estimated 
45% of the storage capacity of the reservoir. Decreased capacity 
paired with a growing demand causes water shortage for several 
months each year, leading to rationing and conflicts among 
the users of the reservoir. At the level of the watersheds and 
water distribution the situation is unstable, un-sustainable, and 
worsening.

The problems with regard to water management in the region 
are serious and AgroFair feels the urgent need to get them 
addressed on the shortest possible notice. This, however, has 
proven to be a challenge. Both in 2014 and 2015, AgroFair 
formulated project proposals to introduce more efficient irrigation 
systems at farm level. The proposals were presented to the 
platform Securing Water for Food and were shortlisted among 
hundreds of concept notes in the first round in both occasions, 
but got no further. The following year, AgroFair, determined to get 
the Peruvian water situation on the agenda, joined a consortium 
formed around an integral project proposal presented by the 
NGO Solidaridad to the Dutch Sustainable Water Fund (FDW). 
Again, the project submitted by Solidaridad was shortlisted 
(ranking 20th among over 200 proposals) but in the end the 
project was not awarded, much to AgroFair’s frustration.

Refusing to give up, in February 2017, AgroFair signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding with the German supermarket 
group EDEKA and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 
Germany, to work together in introducing a water stewardship 
concept in the area. In order for the effort to have the maximum 
effect a dual approach was chosen, focusing both on 
improvements of irrigation at farm level and on the formation 
and strengthening of multi-stakeholder alliances for sustainable 
management of the watersheds. The theoretical framework on 
how to adapt the water stewardship concept in a context of small 
producers was delivered by a master student from Germany, 
who performed an explorative study with the support of WWF 
Germany and AgroFair.  

Careful steps are being taken in the right direction but the 
water challenge in Peru is far from resolved. AgroFair is strongly 
determined to keep the water challenge in Peru high on   >>  

PoECHoS RESERvoiR AFFECTED by 
SEDiMENTATioN oF THE UPSTREAM 
wATERSHEDS oF THE RivERS THAT FEED THE 
RESERvoiR

wATER lEvEl PoECHoS RESERvoiR
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the international agenda. We will continue to work on 
strengthening alliances to promote sustainable water 
management. Submitting an improved proposal to the Dutch 
Sustainable Water Fund is among the options for the future. With 
the water challenge becoming greater every year, doing nothing 
is no option. We cannot let the Peruvian farms run dry. AgroFair is 
committed to continue the fight. 
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Figure 1: Original storage capacity of the Poechos reservoir

Figure 2: Storage capacity of the Poechos reservoir seriously affected by sedimentation, caused by deforestation of the upstream 
watersheds of the rivers that feed the reservoir
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pRofit
eConomy

PrinciPlEs:
1. Maintaining and improving productivity and efficiency in all parts of the chain
• Sensible use of resources to ensure their availability in the long term
• Identify and fight threats for the continuity of the business
• Keep processes ‘lean’ and time efficient 
2. Sustainable financial results

Our work is not just aimed at today, but also at the future. 
We intend to be around for the long term and to inspire 
other companies along the way. That being the case, a 
sound financial result and commercial success is essential 
for the long-term existence of our company.

In order to stay afloat, we are constantly on the lookout to 
identify threats to our chain of commerce. These threats 
could present themselves in the form of crop disease or 
environmental circumstances that need to be addressed in 
order to keep our business healthy. As many of the dangers 
to an agricultural chain are global issues, we think it wise to 
work in partnership with other stakeholders to reduce and 
fight these issues as effectively as possible. 

we are a part of several initiatives:
• A joint 4-year program in conjunction with Wageningen 
University and several governmental research institutions 
in South-America aimed at improving soil quality and 
developing biological control methods to fight thrips on 
bananas (more detail further in this chapter)
• The World Banana forum. We are active members, for 
example taking part in the task force  aimed at prevention 
and fighting Panama disease, a current serious threat to 
banana plants worldwide. 



Fungal disease Fusarium Wilt TR4 is a time bomb ticking away. 
Having already caused massive destruction among banana 
plants in the Middle East and Far East, it is only a matter of time 
before the fungus hits South America. There is no cure, not a 
single resistant banana variety. AgroFair is coordinator of the 
TR4 Task Force and spreads the word, hoping to put preventive 
measures in place with the GlobalGap add-on.

The worldwide banana sector is currently under severe threat 
from a fungal soil borne disease, called Fusarium wilt, also 
known as “Panama disease”. Cause of the disease is a new 
strain of the fungus Fusarium oxysporum f. sp. cubense (Foc), 
more commonly referred to as Tropical Race 4 (TR4). The fungus 
penetrates the banana plant through the roots, multiplies and 
blocks the vascular system, causing the plant to die. In the past 
century, other strains, collectively named Tropical Race 1 (TR1) 
wiped out the widely cultivated Gros Michel variety, causing 
losses of up to USD 2.3 billion. The salvation for the banana 
industry was the massive shift to the Cavendish banana. This 
variety is resistant to the TR1 strains. The devastating news is 
that the Cavendish’ resistance is no match for the new TR4 
strain. There is not a single known banana variety that is resistant 
to Panama Disease. 

The presence of TR4 was confirmed in Taiwan, China, the 
Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Pakistan, Oman, Jordan, 
Mozambique and Australia, and destroyed tens of thousands 
of hectares of banana in those countries. Other countries await 
formal reports. TR4 also impacts other types of banana and 
plantain grown by small producers for domestic markets, thereby 
threatening the local food situation. The banana sector has to 
face up to the reality that there are no resistant varieties and there 
is no viable control method against this catastrophic disease. 
Spores remain active in the soil for decades.  >> 

global aleRt againSt  
panama diSeaSe
The globalgAP add-on 

CAvENDiSH bANANA PlANT, AFFECTED by PANAMA 
DiSEASE, CAUSED by TRoPiCAl RACE 4 (TR4). 
THE PlANT will SooN UNDERGo, jUST likE THE 
bANANAS. THE FUNGUS HAS iNFECTED THE Soil 
FoR yEARS.
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It is a matter of time before TR4 arrives in Latin America, the 
source of AgroFair’s bananas. If nothing is done to stop it, this 
disease could affect the livelihoods and food security of tens of 
thousands of families, including  the AgroFair suppliers. There 
is only one viable strategy know to us at this moment and that 
is exclusion: preventing TR4 from entering the region. Because 
once it hits, there is no stopping it. Slowly, the world is beginning 
to respond: banana exporting countries such as Ecuador, 
Colombia, Costa Rica have started to set up contingency plans 
and campaigns to raise awareness. The regional plant protection 
organization OIRSA is working on a regional strategy and on an 
action plan for Latin America and the Caribbean. The UN Food 
and Agricultural Organization FAO is working on a global action 
plan on TR4 and the World Banana Forum WBF has set up a 
Task Force on TR4, active since December of 2013, coordinated 
by AgroFair.

Raising awareness is key; AgroFair spreads the message 
whenever and wherever she can, for example on events like the 
science debate on this theme together with Prof. Dr. Gert Kema, 
organized by the University of Twente, last December 2016.

In her efforts to stop TR4, AgroFair is also active on the lobby 
side of the trade. In the spring of 2017, the organization that 
governs standardization and certification of agricultural practices, 
GlobalG.A.P., launched an “add-on” in its standards. The add-on 
encourages producers to take preventive biosecurity measures 
at the farm gate, following a strict protocol. AgroFair has worked 
hard at setting this aspect of the exclusion strategy into place.

As World Banana Forum member, AgroFair was actively involved 
in the preparation of this Add-on,  delivering, among other things, 
a presentation in the Technical Meeting on Crops of GlobalG.A.P., 
in September  of 2016, and supplying detailed comments on the 
draft document on control points and compliance criteria.  >> 
In her role as coordinator of the WBF Task Force, AgroFair 
put a lot of effort into opening the Task Force network to this 
GlobalG.A.P. initiative. 

In February of this year, and together with GlobalG.A.P., the FAO 
and the World Banana Forum, AgroFair organized an event on 
the TR4 threat at the Fruit Logistica in Berlin. The event was 
targeted at different stakeholders of the banana industry:   >>  

it is a matter of time before tR4 
arrives in latin America, the source of 

AgroFair’s bananas.  
if nothing is done to stop it, this 

disease could affect the livelihoods 
and food security of tens of thousands 

of families, including the AgroFair 
suppliers. 
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producers, traders, supermarkets and interest groups. One 
week earlier, teaming up with the World Banana Forum, AgroFair 
organized a Webinar on TR4 for small banana producers 
organized in the CLAC, the organization of fair-trade producers in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Next year, AgroFair will run a pilot (with one or more of our own 
producers) combined with training events for producers and 
technicians,  on this disease and on the GlobalG.A.P. add-on. 
We are committed to doing all that we can to hold the TR4 
scare at bay for as long as possible, pulling together to protect 
the industry that we worked so hard to shape and that feeds so 
many mouths, but first and foremost protecting the people that 
depend on the banana as a staple food. If nothing else, it might 
buy them time.

AT THE woRlD bANANA FoRUM SESSioN 
oUR CollEAGUE lUUD ClERCx PRESENTS 

THE GlobAl EFFoRTS To PREvENT AND 
MANAGE THE DiSEASE TR4 DURiNG THE FRUiT 

loGiSTiCA 2017
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Did you know that the earth beneath your feet is crawling with 
life? Well you should: our planet’s soil is a living organism, a fact 
that thankfully is rapidly gaining recognition and in honour of 
which the year 2015 was named The Year of the Soils. As the 
vital importance of healthy soil management is becoming clearer, 
raising awareness on this matter has become one of AgroFair’s 
points of focus.

It is a fascinating hidden universe: right beneath us, thousands of 
microorganism species such as bacteria and fungi (of which we 
can hardly identify!) form an incredibly complex food chain. Unseen 
by us they are hard at work, contributing to a rapid decomposition 
of organic matter and making nutrients and minerals available 
for the root systems of plants and trees. In the course of food 
production, mankind has treated this hidden universe - the result 
of an evolution of millions of years - rather badly, destroying soil 
life through the large-scale application of synthetic fertilizers 
and agrochemicals. This has created havoc in the delicate and 
mutually beneficial relations between root systems and these 
microorganisms, disturbing the delicate balance between disease-
carrying (pathogenic) microorganisms and their natural enemies.

Meet one of the beneficial soil microorganisms: the mycorrhiza 
fungus. The feats that this tiny organism can perform are quite 
impressive! With its small threads, this fungus can penetrate plant 
roots and deliver nutrients to the plant. Nutrients that through 
these threads can be sourced far away from the root system. 
What’s more, this beneficial little fungus is an efficient eliminator of 
soil pathogens and besides all that it finds the time to improve the 
soil structure as well. 
Looking for ways to put this little miracle worker to use, AgroFair 
started a research project among small banana farmers (four in 
Ecuador and four in Peru) to restore the density of this beneficial 
fungus in the soil, with fresh injections of mycorrhiza produced 
by the Dutch company Plant Health Cure (PHC). The hypothesis 
is that plants treated with mycorrhiza will be stronger and, in   >>  

crEEPy crAwliEs:
healthy soils with application of mycorrhiza 
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the case of banana plants, that they will produce larger bunches of 
bananas. The project started on October 2016 and will extend over 
three production cycles.  In 2016 and again in 2017, the project was 
supported with a modest subsidy from Corporate Social Responsibility 
The Netherlands (MVO), a Dutch network with over 2,000 affiliated 
companies. 

To see to what extent the injections actually work, the participating 
farmers manage 4 treated plots and 4 control plots each. On all plots, 
the height and circumference of the plants are carefully tracked, as are 
the bananas: by weight and by number of “hands per bunch” when 
harvested. AgroFair’s own technicians that are based in Ecuador and 
Peru are responsible for data collection both in the field and in packing 
stations, and for the registry of these data in a large database. 

Almost one year down the road, there are already some indications 
that treated plants are stronger, showing more and healthier roots. 
There are signs that the next generation of plants benefits as well: 
already the so-called ‘followers’ are larger in size. Of course, valid final 
conclusions should not be drawn until the close of the project, but 
so far the signs look promising. In October of 2017, the trial sites in 
Ecuador and Peru will receive another visit from the PHC company’s 
soil specialist for a second shot of mycorrhiza. At that point, the 
preliminary results will be disclosed in workshops with producers and 
technicians.

It’s enough to make our skin crawl, not with fear but with excitement! 
By opening up the hidden world of microorganisms we are learning 
that, if handled wisely, these tiny creatures are of incredible value: 
healthy and balanced soils help to strengthen plants, increase crops, 
contribute to rapid decomposition of organic matter, and lock carbon 
in the soils, which is of course vital for slowing down global warming.

Seeing what amazing things microorganisms do for our planet and 
how they can be put to effective use in healthy food production, 
AgroFair has gotten involved in several soil management projects 
besides this mycorrhiza project. By learning more about the beneficial 
use of microorganisms, AgroFair, would hope to find ways to stimulate 
both productivity and climate-smart banana production. The economic 
and practical feasibility of measures to restore healthy soils on a wider 
scale is something that the future will have to point out. So far the 
results look hopeful, which just goes to show that great things can 
indeed come in tiny sizes… 
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In the past year, we have made many smaller and larger steps 
to develop our business, fulfil our goals (and a little bit of our 
dreams) and to do our bit to make the world a better place.
Of course we will continue our existing efforts and add new 
activities in the year to come.  This is what’s on the list  for the 
next year:

pRofit & eConomy
• We will train producers on the implementation of the TR4 
   add-on module by GlobalGAP and run a pilot in 2 farms or  
   cooperatives.
• We will continue our Ecuador project with ASOGUABO.   
   The goal for this project, started in the spring of 2017,  is to  
   modernise the entire Ecuadorian supply chain, using an integral  
   approach. This project was awarded by the Belgian Technical  
   Cooperation (BTC). On the to-do list are:
• Furthering the promotion of healthy soil management; 
• Promoting smarter use of water in packing stations;
• Putting a system in place to monitor the weather conditions;
• Strengthening biosecurity measures for the prevention of  
   Fusarium wilt Tropical Race 4;
• Exercising control of red rust trips and black rot;
• Strengthening the entrepreneurship among associated farmers; 
• Modernising the chain management with new ICT tools in an  
   application which runs on mobile phones, and 
• Modernising communication with videos and a renewed  
   website. 

planet & eCology
• We will train producers on the use of the CO2 tool and run at  
   least one pilot in the field;
• We intend to introduce a climate-neutral banana;
• We plan to realise a small full-plastic recycling plant in Peru; 
• We will complete the second cycle of micorhyza soil  
   experiments in Ecuador, expecting to generate enough data to  
   report on the feasibility of this method for improving soil quality.  
   Depending on the outcomes, we will then decide on further  
   steps.
• We will continue our water management project in Peru.   >>  

whAT’s nExT? lOOking AhEAd. 

29



The outcome of the first study (on adaptation of the Water 
Stewardship Council method to the reality of small farmers) will 
determine our line of action.

people & SoCiety
• We will extend our attention to animal welfare. This is a new 
theme in our active sustainability policy. In some countries, 
animals (mostly donkeys) are used on banana farms, for instance 
for pulling the cableway through the plantation. In the coming 
years, we will define our requirements, wherever possible 
following existing certification schemes.
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SUSTAiNAbiliTy MEETiNG iN PANAMA

 - whAT’s nExT? -
- looKing ahead -

On both faces of the globe, dedicated teams are contributing to the Agrofair Active Sustainability Program. 
In August  of 2017, we held a 2-day meeting with representatives from both sides of the ocean. Of course 
our producers were present as well. Stories were shared, presentations given on the progress of our projects 
and we took time for discussing future challenges and plans. The meeting was kindly hosted by producer 
Cooperative Cooobana in Changuinola, Panama.
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