


clearinghouse Fair Trade 
Resource Network in 
Washington. 

"Faith-based communities 
have been a driving force 
in the fair-trade 
movement. The Lutherans 
have a 90-ton (fair-trade 
coffee purchasing) 
challenge, which is 
doubling the amount of 
coffee their congregations 
are purchasing this year," 
DeCarlo said.  

Though the fair-trade 
movement began after 
World War II as a way to 
spur microbusinesses, it 
has grown drastically in 
the last few years. In 2002, 
fair-trade purchases in the 
United States and Canada 
totaled $180 million, up 
44 percent over the year 
before, DeCarlo said. Fair-
trade food sales nearly 
doubled, led by coffee.  

Fair-trade purchases are 
made around the globe in 
developing countries, but 
much of them are 
concentrated in Africa, 
Latin America and India.  

Consumers will often pay 
a bit more for fair-trade 
goods because they 
believe in the mission 
behind the merchandise, 
said Daniel W. Greening, 
associate professor of 
management at the 

University of Missouri at 
Columbia.  

"There is a flip side," 
Greening said. 
"Economists would look at 
this as upsetting the 
supply-and-demand 
equation. You are 
subsidizing inefficiency."  

But when compared with 
any other handcrafted or 
unique item, similar fair-
trade products often are 
priced competitively, 
DeCarlo said.  

The results of fair trade for 
producers is dramatic, she 
said.  

"It's sometimes really 
transformative, depending 
on where the producer 
started," DeCarlo said.  

The 150 weavers that the 
Blessing Basket Project is 
working with around 
Kampala, Uganda, were 
paid $12 for a set of three 
baskets -- four times more 
than typically offered. The 
weavers -- mostly female 
subsistence farmers -- are 
able to buy milk and meat 
for their children as well 
as books and uniforms for 
school.  

The Blessing Basket 
Project paid the weavers 
half their wages before 
they started and the other 
half when the 600-basket 

order was completed. 
When the women received 
the money, they fell to 
their knees in a show of 
respect; others began 
singing and several cried 
with joy, said the project's 
Ugandan coordinator, 
Anne Kalanzi of Uganda 
Biodiversity Network in 
Kampala.  

"It was quite 
unbelievable," Kalanzi 
said. "This means a lot in 
the rural countryside of 
Uganda."  

The story is much the 
same in Ghana, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, 
Papua New Guinea and 
India. Fifteen other nations 
have weavers that want to 
work with the Blessing 
Basket Project.  

Wilson is working to find 
more retail outlets for the 
baskets. She plans to sell 
them at Tupperware-style 
house parties, to women's 
church groups and to 
nonprofits for fund-raisers.  

She also is in discussions 
with MERS/Missouri 
Goodwill Industries to 
have the baskets tagged 
and processed by the 
organization's sheltered 
workshop.  

"We are providing jobs 
overseas for people who 
had no choice" in 



employment, Wilson said. 
"We also want to provide 
similar people here with 
jobs in St. Louis."  

Though Wilson recently 
quit her $78,000-a-year 
job at KTVI (Channel 2), 
she doesn't yet receive a 
salary from the company. 
She hopes there will be 
enough revenue to begin 
paying her a $24,000 
annual income within a 
few months.  

The company took a major 
blow in April when 
Wilson made an error in 
setting up a 600-basket 
shipment from 
Bangladesh. The bill came 
in at $10,000, far more 
than she had anticipated.  

"It was financially 
devastating to the project," 
she said. "When the bill 
from UPS came in, I 
seriously thought of giving 
up. But it was late at night, 
and I was looking at the 
computer and seeing all 
the faces of the women we 
are working with.  

"I thought, 'Am I going to 
tell them it's too hard?' I 
have to keep going," she 
said.  

Wilson has financed the 
company with $15,000 
from a low-interest credit 
card and the earnings from 
her job. "I've hocked 

jewelry," she said. "I've 
done whatever it's taken to 
get it going."  

Ideally, Wilson would like 
the Blessing Basket 
Project to be a nonprofit 
organization. But she 
doesn't have the money to 
be able to set it up, she 
said. She is seeking an 
attorney to do the work for 
free.  

This is Wilson's second 
attempt at 
entrepreneurship. Her 
previous venture, a 
religious-themed apparel 
company called Fishwear, 
failed after a test market in 
2001. As a result, Wilson 
had to sell her house in 
Staunton to satisfy 
outstanding debt and avoid 
bankruptcy.  

"I would not consider it a 
failure at all. I learned a 
lot," she said. "It was a 
very expensive lesson."  

Wilson said she 
recognizes that the 
Blessing Basket Project is 
a similar financial risk.  

"It is not a project that I 
chose; it is a project that 
chose me," she said. "I 
came from a very poor, 
rural upbringing. I never 
want to look back with 
regret, especially because 
of money.  

"I know today that we are 
changing people's lives." 

 


