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Fair Shops 
 

In discussions on how to deal with injustices in Ireland and in the wider world 

people frequently ask the question, ‘What can I do as an individual to help bring 

about a greater justice for more people’?   
 

Every time we buy Fair Trade goods, apply the 5 Rs, to our use of goods 

(Respect, Reduce, Reuse, Repair, Recycle) take measures to be more energy 

efficient or to become more aware of the causes of poverty we are taking steps 

to create a more just society.  Our choices and decisions are not neutral.  They 

either increase or reduce poverty and injustice.   
 

The latest figures show that 15% of households in employment are living in 

poverty. Low pay does not provide a pathway out of poverty. The Fair Shop 

campaign is a new initiative to improve the living standards of low paid workers by 

changing their current employment situation.   
 

In this edition of Just.Now, Brian Forbes, National Co-ordinator of the Mandate 

Trade Union outlines the thinking behind this campaign and provides information on 

how to make more ethical purchasing decisions.    
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Shop with the ‘good guys’ and help retail workers

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MANDATE Trade Union’s new Fair Shop campaign is a reminder to Irish consumers that there 

is an ethical dimension to WHERE they choose to shop as much as HOW they choose to spend 

their money. 

The innovative drive seeks to persuade consumers to shop with retailers that treat their workers fairly. It 

also makes sound business sense and Mandate hopes retail companies will in turn see the added value that 

comes from respecting workers’ rights and offering them a decent living wage. 

Mandate General Secretary John Douglas has described Fair Shop as “a modern ethical consumerism 

campaign”. Speaking following its Dublin launch in December, he said: “The campaign is built primarily 

on the principle of putting workers first for a change.  We would call on consumers to shop with a 

conscience, back the campaign and support workers’ rights.” 

And from the very outset, there is a vast cross-section of Irish consumers who have a vested interest in 

making this work – members of trade unions. Trade union members total more than 830,000 people across 

the island. That figure does not include family members, so there are literally millions of people who have 

a potential ‘buy-in’ to this initiative. 

The choices they make about where to shop could transform – if properly harnessed – the lives of tens of 

thousands of fellow workers employed in the Irish retail sector.  

Retail workers have been particularly hard hit by the economic downturn. The full impact was revealed in 

a recent report, Decent Work? The Impact of the Recession on Low Paid Workers. 

The Mandate-commissioned study, published last May, found that 39% of the union’s members had seen 

an average fall of €109 a week in their take home pay over the previous 12 months. This precipitous fall in 

wages was primarily driven by cuts in working hours as well as increased taxes and levies.  

The report highlighted how the decline in income was having a very real impact on workers’ lives. Almost 

a third of Mandate members questioned told researchers they were having problems adequately feeding and 

clothing their families. Four in every 10 were experiencing difficulty paying their mortgage or rent and half 

reported problems in paying utility bills.  Three-quarters said that they are finding it more difficult to cope 

in general and were suffering much more stress than a few years ago. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

An increasing percentage of retail workers also have to deal with the scourge of precarious work. Many 

find that what was once taken for granted – full-time work, decent pay, guaranteed working hours and 

social protection in the form of welfare entitlements – is increasingly being chipped away.  

Employers have increased demands for greater flexibility to hire and fire and this has been teamed with a 

growing use of temporary and part-time contracts and very flexible working hours. Added to this is a 

general downward pressure on pay, limited investment in training and upskilling, and an erosion of social 

security rights such as access to unemployment payments and pensions. Precarious work is not new, but the 

current recession has certainly made things much harder for this group of workers.  

Initiatives such as Fair Shop are one way trade unions can respond to these depressing facts. Brian 

Forbes, Mandate’s National Co-ordinator for Organising, Campaigns and Recruitment, said: “Our use of 

collective and individual consumer power has the very real potential to improve conditions for workers 

across the retail sector. 

“Fair Shop with its brand recognition and special online tools will provide the basic information the 

shopper needs to make those ethical purchasing decisions.” 

A new website – www.fairshop.ie – has been launched.  It is hoped the site, which is compatible with all 

modern Smartphone technology, will run regular Fair Shop promotions and will feature a Fair Shop 

location finder. 

Mr Forbes – the brainchild behind Fair Shop – pointed out that a key part of the campaign was to 

acknowledge employers who “do business” with their employees “on issues such as pay, decent contracts 

and terms and conditions”.  

Unfortunately, he added, there are also many other Irish retailers who currently fail to do any “business” at 

all with employees or unions. 

“The last number of years have seen increasing assaults on workers’ rights, pay and conditions of service 

by unscrupulous employers. They are seeking to gain an unfair, financial advantage over those of their 

competitors that do respect employees’ entitlements.  

“Our slogan says it all – Spend Your Money Where Workers Count. We hope by way of redress our Fair 

Shop brand will help consumers to sort the ‘good guys’ from the ‘bad guys’.” 

Fair Shop hopes to do for retail what the Fair Hotel campaign has done for the Irish hospitality sector in 

recent years. A total of 46 hotels have signed up to the SIPTU-inspired initiative – employers who provide 

quality employment and adhere to the highest labour relations standards. 

Fair Shop could also be seen to be in the tradition of Cafod’s Live Simply campaign in the UK or the 

worldwide Fair Trade initiative.  

Mr. Forbes added: “It makes shoppers aware of the interconnectedness of human beings and links a tea 

plantation worker in Sri Lanka or a worker on the meat counter at Tesco’s to an Irish consumer setting out 

to do the weekly shop. And that’s no bad thing…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Poverty is 
To experience not having the basic necessities of shelter, food, health care, education for a family or oneself; it is 

to experience that survival is a struggle. 

To experience what it means to be insignificant or undesirable for whatever reason; gender, sexual identity, 

class, race, homeland, past history or reputation. 

To experience being pushed away or excluded from the ordinary exchanges of society because of physical or 

mental disease or handicap that others find frightening or disturbing.   

To experience being a faceless person, someone without a name, someone whose reality is invisible to the 

majority  

of people, someone whose life does not matter. 

To experience being a burden to others. 

To come to believe that not only is this the way things are, but that this is the way things are supposed to be for 

me for us.                                                                                                                                                    Estelle Demers 

Action 

Find out ethical standards and labor practices of 

companies when purchasing consumer goods 

Buy Fair Trade products 

Learn about Fair Trade and Trade Justice  

https://www.coc.org/act-now/take-action/fair-trade-

suppliers 

 

 Forgive our unwillingness to share, 

Forgive our politics and commerce 

that exclude rather than                              

include all children of God. 

Forgive us our indifference to injustice issues 

and to the consequences of our decisions. 

Forgive us for leaving Christ hungry, 

homeless, 

neglected and abandoned. 

Forgive us so we can bring ourselves back 

to you and to your human family. 

Lord have mercy 

 

O God our Creator and Sustainer,                  

we pray to You: 

We want to celebrate life. 

We cry out against all that destroys life: 

hunger, poverty, unemployment,              

sickness, debt, 

repression, individualism, abuse of the 

earth, 

injustice and all other forms of slavery. 

We want to announce fullness of life: work, 

education, health, housing,                           

safe environment, bread for all. 

We want communion, solidarity,                      

a world renewed. 

We hope.  With you we want to                      

make things new again 

 

 

“Unless the resources and potential at any people’s 

disposal is guided by a moral understanding, it can turn                     

against these people to oppress them.                                    

Side by side with the miseries of underdevelopment,                                       

we find ourselves up against a form of super development... 

which consists of an excessive availability of                           

every kind of material good for some, makes people                     

slaves of ‘possessions’ and of immediate gratification,                                                   

with no other hope than the multiplication or continual 

replacement of things with something ‘better’”. 

                                                                    Pope John Paul II 

Nike’s total revenue for 1997 was $9.19 billion with a 

profit of $795.8 million, CEO Phil Knight’s fourth quarter 

dividend earnings were $80 million.  Meanwhile in Indonesia 

workers of Nike earn $4.76 a day $811 a year – many below 

the minimum wage.  Vietnam’s minimum wage is $42 a 

month – or $1.50 for each $149.50 pair shoes:- 1% of the 

cost.  It is a common occurrence for workers to faint from 

exhaustion, heat, fumes and poor nutrition during their 

shifts. 

 

Who made the shoes and clothes I am wearing? 

Under what conditions? 

Do I know?    Am I contributing to the slavery of workers? 

What can I do?    Who else is trying to do something? 

Prayer and Reflection 
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