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ABSTRACT

Fairness is a foundational value in agroecology, but it does not automatically materialize through certifica-
tion systems. In this study, we aimed to investigate how the principle of fairness is enacted within agroecological
contexts, particularly concerning democratic governance and grassroots leadership. The analysis focuses on the
Manduvira Cooperative in Paraguay, an early adopter of Fairtrade certification in organic sugar production. Draw-
ing on extensive field research and interviews with key cooperative figures, the study revealed that fairness is not a
passive outcome of Fairtrade mechanisms but a guiding normative that influences decisions, allocates benefits, and
reinforces dignity and recognition among producers. In an environment consisting of persistent economic precar-
ity and structural market inequalities, the Manduvira Cooperative leadership coordinated collective efforts and ad-
vanced institutional autonomy. Through transparent and participatory governance, the cooperative used Fairtrade
Premium funds to directly support members and finance broader community initiatives, including infrastructure
and social services, enabling the organization to shift from a peripheral raw material supplier to a self-sustaining
exporter of value-added organic sugar. The study findings revealed that the contribution of Fairtrade to agroeco-
logical fairness depends on bottom-up governance structures and strong local leadership. By reframing fairness
as a principle enacted through practice rather than an assured product of certification, this study contributes to
ongoing debates on equitable food systems and offers a basis for future policy design.
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1. Introduction

The global food system is undergoing a significant
transformation as it challenges interrelated crises such
as chronic undernutrition, rural economic insecurity,
ecological degradation, and intensifying effects of cli-
mate change!"?l. Currently, agricultural systems are
under increasing pressure, particularly for smallholder
farmers excluded from markets owing to price volatility,
corporate concentration, and environmental instability.
In this context, agroecology is a holistic and socially re-
sponsive framework that incorporates ecological knowl-
edge and focuses on equity and justice for food and farm-
ing systems [34],

The High-Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) on Food
Security and Nutrition, operating under the Committee
on World Food Security, has outlined 13 core principles
for agroecology. Among them, fairness is essential, as it
seeks to address the inherent inequalities embedded in
global agricultural markets[!l. Within the agroecological
concept, fairness refers to transactional equity and dig-
nified and sustainable livelihoods for all participants in
the food systems—particularly smallholder producers—
through practices that support equitable trade, decent
labor conditions, and respect for intellectual property
rights[!l. Rather than being a checklist of institutional
mandates, fairness should be a guiding ethical princi-
ple determining how decisions are made, benefits are
shared, and actors engage in collective action. This fram-
ing encompasses economic justice, procedural integrity,
and cultural recognition, including valuing farmers as
knowledgeable and agents of transformation ], Such a
perspective criticizes dominant market paradigms that
have neglected producers in the Global South, leaving
them vulnerable to price increases and predatory inter-
mediaries. While agroecology provides a normative vi-
sion for restructuring food systems, its realization de-
pends on concrete institutional tools. One such mecha-
nism is Fairtrade certification, which attempts to trans-
late fairness into practice via diverse mechanisms, such
as low-price assurances, social premium funding, and
requirements for democratic governance structures[®7],
Nonetheless, conceptual and practical associations be-
tween agroecology and Fairtrade are insufficiently the-

orized, and empirical research on how Fairtrade initia-
tives might contribute to agroecological transformations
is limited.

Over the past few decades, Fairtrade certification
has been an effective approach for integrating fairness
principles into agroecological systems within markets.
Initially launched with the first fair trade label in the late
1980s, the movement has grown into an expansive cer-
tification framework encompassing over 2 million agri-
cultural producers and workers across 68 countries!®l,
While coffee and cocoa have traditionally represented
the face of Fairtrade, sugar has played a more ambivalent
role. Unlike these crops for export, most of the sugar pro-
duced is consumed domestically, creating structural bar-
riers for smallholders attempting to access international
markets and overcome established power asymmetries
with local buyers; this restrictive market structure de-
termines the choices available to producers. The sugar
sector’s historical entanglement with exploitative labor,
particularly during slavery in Caribbean plantations, fur-
ther underscores these challenges®. Additionally, lo-
gistical constraints—such as cane post-harvest losses —
often limit farmers to selling to nearby mills, strength-
ening monopsonistic dependencies and weakening their
In 2022, the
total volume of sugar produced under Fairtrade certi-

ability to negotiate favorable terms !

fication was 541,059 metric t, with participation from
44,955 farmers worldwide—amounting to 0.3% of the
global sugar trade®!! underscoring the potential and
constraints of certification-based strategies. Paraguay
was used as a case study to analyze these dualities. With
a population of approximately 6.9 million and no direct
access to seaports, Paraguay’s economy substantially re-
lies on agricultural exports, particularly soybeans and
beef, destined for regional markets such as Brazil and Ar-
gentina 12,

Sugar production has historically played a periph-
eral role in the country’s agrarian economy and has of-
ten been dominated by established mills that determine
prices for smallholder producers. Therefore, the evo-
lution of the Manduvira Cooperative—from a group of
sugarcane farmers subjected to exploitative pricing and
trade terms to a globally recognized exporter of organic
and Fairtrade-certified sugar—offers a unique opportu-
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nity to investigate how agroecological values can be ap-
plied through alternative commercial frameworks.

Analyzing such a transformation requires a theo-
retical perspective that extends beyond market integra-
tion or technical implementation. To understand the
socio-political dimensions of this shift, Environmental
Justice (E]J) was selected as the overarching theoretical
framework for this study owing to the inherent limita-
tions of conventional market-based frameworks. While
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) empha-
sizes the “10 Elements of Agroecology”—including ef-
ficiency, resilience, and social values—as a high-level
policy guide, these elements often lack the analytical
depth required to evaluate how fairness is contested
and operationalized at the grassroots level. By inte-
grating the EJ theory, particularly its dimensions of dis-
tributive, procedural, and recognitional justice >3], this
study investigates beyond the descriptive scope of the
FAO framework. E]J theory integration allows for a rig-
orous examination of how Manduvird Cooperative deals
with the structural inequalities of the global sugar trade,
transforming agroecology from technical principles into
a practice of social and environmental equity, and en-
abling the theory to analyze how local leadership and
democratic governance bridge high-level international
standards and the lives of small-scale producers.

In this study, we aimed to address how agroe-
cological fairness is operationalized through organiza-
tional governance and strategic leadership. Specifically,
the study investigates how grassroots leadership func-
tions as a critical catalyst, enabling small-scale pro-
ducer organizations to move beyond passive certifica-
tion compliance toward a proactive enactment of fair-
ness. Furthermore, it examines institutional and man-
agerial innovations—driven by visionary leadership—
that allow commodity producers to cope with struc-
tural market inequalities, ascend into the global value
chain, and transition into autonomous exporters of pro-
cessed goods. The results are significant within the
Paraguayan context and across discussions surround-
ing equitable transitions in the global food system. As
agroecology gains attention in the international pol-
icy discourse, it is essential to evaluate how theoreti-

cal commitments are achieved through local agencies.

Manduvira Cooperative offers comprehensive insights
into the conditions under which fair trade initiatives,
supported by robust internal leadership, can transform
marginalized producers.

Therefore, the present study seeks to conduct a
comprehensive examination of how grassroots leader-
ship and democratic governance drive the operational-
ization of agroecological fairness. Specifically, we ana-
lyze the interplay between organizational transparency
and the three core dimensions of justice—distributive,
procedural, and recognitional—within the Manduvira
Cooperative. Drawing on a hybrid analytical framework
that bridges the FAO agroecology elements with Envi-
ronmental Justice theory, this study explores how local-
ized agency can mitigate structural market inequalities.
Consequently, our analysis is structured to first estab-
lish these concepts within a theoretical framework be-
fore conducting a qualitative assessment of the coopera-
tive’s internal dynamics and their broader implications
for sustainable development.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Design and Theoretical Frame-
work

In this study, we used a single-case study design [*]

because Manduvira Cooperative represents a revelatory
case for observing how agroecological fairness norms
are institutionalized in practice. The case study ap-
proach was selected for its capacity to provide a com-
prehensive and contextually rich analysis of complex or-

151 Given the lim-

ganizational and social phenomenal
ited empirical research on the interaction of agroecol-
ogy and fair trade in the sugar industry, an exploratory
case study design allows for theory building rather than
testing['®]. We used a theoretical framework that con-
ceptualizes fairness in agroecology not as a collection
of specific institutional requirements or practical rules
but as a normative value principle that guides the legiti-
macy of institutional design, decision-making processes,
and organizational practices. As a higher-level theoret-
ical framework, the analysis draws on the FAO’s 10 El-
ements of Agroecology!'”], with a particular focus on
Human and Social Values and Responsible Governance.
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By conceptualizing agroecology as a systemic transfor-
mation that prioritizes human dignity, this study oper-
ationalizes the concept of fairness in accordance with
the HLPE report[!l guidelines, particularly emphasizing
fair trade, employment, and the protection of small-scale
producers’ rights. These dimensions provide the analyti-
cal foundation for examining observed practices, institu-
tional arrangements, and organizational-level decision-
making processes.

To systematically bridge these theoretical construc-
tions with empirical evidence, this study employs a qual-
itative methodology that aligns our research questions
with specific field data. The need to explore institu-
tional shifts and the socio-political agency of cooperative
members led to a methodological framework centered
on semi-structured interviews and thematic document
analysis.

Data collection involved semi-structured inter-
views with four key informants who were purposively
selected from among those exercising active leadership
and managerial roles—including the former president
and senior department managers. This directly captured
the strategic decision-making processes governing the
cooperative, ensuring that the evidence—ranging from
the former president’s recollections of historical price
negotiations to internal records of Fairtrade Premium
allocation—directly informs our analysis of leadership
strategies. By adopting this approach, the methodology
functionally links the overarching goal of understand-
ing organizational autonomy with the specific eviden-
tiary data required to evaluate the multi-dimensional na-
ture of justice. Consequently, the gathered qualitative
data provide the empirical basis for assessing how dis-
tributive, procedural, and recognitional fairness are op-
erationalized within the Manduvird Cooperative, while
building upon Schlosberg’s three-dimensional frame-
work of environmental justice [°].

Based on this, we examined how fairness, under-
stood as a normative value principle, is articulated and
practiced within the institutional arrangements of Fair-
trade Premium governance and cooperative organiza-
tions. Fairness is not treated as an outcome that auto-
matically follows the certification standards or formal

rules. This framework focuses on how fairness may

emerge from the interplay of internal governance mecha-
nisms, leadership strategies, and decision-making struc-
tures. Rather than being final explanatory variables,
leadership and governance guide the analysis of the pro-
cesses by which normative commitments to fairness are
operationalized in real-world organizational contexts.
The subsequent case study incorporates these dynamics
through empirical investigation.

Agroecological fairness is often manifested as
strategic resistance against conventional market homog-
(2024) in the context of
regional agroecological initiatives, revealed that such

enization. Becker et al.
spaces function as transactional sites and “differential
spaces” where producers reclaim agency and preserve

(18] This per-

local identities through daily practice
spective shifts fairness from a static certification out-
come to a dynamic process of territorial development,
providing an analytical framework for evaluating how
such “spaces of resistance” are operationalized within
established producer organizations—such as the Man-
duvird Cooperative—where grassroots leadership inter-
sects with institutional autonomy:.

Beyond these socio-spatial dynamics, the concep-
tualization of fairness within an agroecology context
increasingly intersects with the broader framework of
planetary justice. This perspective extends moral con-
sideration beyond human actors to include non-human

91 In-

entities and the integrity of the global system!
tegrating environmental justice into the agroecological
framework requires a shift toward a “more-than-human”
ethics, where biodiversity and ecosystem health preser-
vation are recognized as an inherent component of so-
cial justice. Thus, the operational mechanisms of coop-
eratives can be viewed as tools for socioeconomic eq-
uity and institutional responses to the ethical demands
of planetary stewardship.

The practical success of these initiatives, particu-
larly within the Latin American context, underscores
that sustainability is based on a precise combination of
institutional and operational factors. Recent systematic
reviews of regional projects have identified government
support, increased productivity, capacity building, and
expanded market access as key enablers of long-term im-

pact[?%]. This reinforces the view that Fairtrade mech-
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anisms operate not only as market certifications but
also as developmental frameworks that integrate socio-
political, technical, and economic dimensions to foster
producer agency and cooperative resilience.

Moving beyond institutional trade governance, the
integration of environmental drivers into economic
development models further underscores the multi-
dimensional nature of sustainability. The transition to-
ward a circular economy heavily relies on the synergy of
resource productivity, technological innovation, and en-

vironmental stewardship 21,

In this context, the agroe-
cological practices adopted by cooperatives are not iso-
lated ethical choices but critical drivers of long-term eco-
nomic resilience. By aligning resource efficiency with
environmental performance, these mechanisms provide
a robust foundation for sustainable growth that tran-
scends conventional market boundaries, reinforcing the
systemic association between ecological integrity and

economic viability.

2.2. Study Site and Context

The fieldwork for this study was conducted in Ar-
royos y Esteros, in Paraguay’s Cordillera Department,
which is the operational base of the Manduvira Cooper-
ative since its founding in 1975. The district has approx-
imately 20,000 residents, and agriculture is its primary
economic activity. The strategic importance of this site
is rooted in its historical pursuit of institutional auton-
omy; as Vasquez-Leon documented, the cooperative suc-
cessfully transitioned from reliance on state bureaucra-
cies to a model of direct international engagement, lever-
aging Fairtrade to secure collective livelihoods!??!. This
foundational autonomy enabled Manduvira to become a
dominant actor in the national sugar sector. In 2024, its
total production reached approximately 17,300 t, with
over 12,000 t supplied to Fairtrade markets across 25
countries 23],
it should be noted that Paraguay produced 30,745 t of
Fairtrade-certified sugar in 2021%; thus, Manduvira

To contextualize the scale of this impact,

Cooperative’s output is a significant portion of the na-
tional Fairtrade supply, reinforcing its position as a lead-
ing international supplier.

The subtropical climate of the region supports sug-

arcane cultivation, although small-scale farmers have

historically faced exploitation by large mills. The eco-
nomic incentive to circumvent historical exploitation
is evidenced by a substantial price hierarchy between
conventional, organic, and Fairtrade-certified sugar pro-
duced by the cooperative. In Paraguay’s major retail
markets, standard white sugar is priced at approxi-
mately €1.22/kg (10,200 PYG as of November 2025) [2°],
Contrastingly, Manduvird’s organic white sugar retails
locally for approximately €1.68/kg (14,500 PYG as of
August 2025). Meanwhile, the cooperative’s Fairtrade-
certified organic sugar is marketed online in Spain for
€3.50 per 400 g unit (as of January 2026) 261, When nor-
malized by weight, it is clear that organic and Fairtrade
variants command premiums of approximately 1.3- and
7.1-fold the price of conventional sugar, respectively.
Specifically, the Fairtrade export price for Manduvird’s
product—adjusted to approximately €8.75/kg in the Eu-
ropean market—provides the critical financial premium
required to sustain the rigorous demands of organic cul-
tivation and autonomous governance. As of March 2025,
Manduvird Cooperative comprised 1,030 members, in-
cluding 750 with organic certification. In 2023, the coop-
erative managed 6,504 ha of certified organic land, with
2,901 ha under sugarcane cultivation.

2.3. Data Collection

Fieldwork was conducted in March 2024 and 2025
and August 2025. These visits enabled relationship
building with cooperative members, verification of find-
ings through follow-up interviews, and observation of
the harvest and post-harvest periods. For data collec-
tion, we used multiple methods to facilitate triangula-
tion[?7]. To focus on leadership and fairness in the oper-
ations of the Manduvira Cooperative through its involve-
mentin fair trade, the author conducted semi-structured
interviews with the cooperative’s management, selected
through snowball sampling. Therefore, interviews were
conducted, focusing on people who were directly in-
volved or well-versed in the events of the time and who
had a comprehensive understanding of the cooperative’s
internal affairs from the 1990s to the present, to explore
everything from the historical context to the conditions
within the Manduvira Cooperative.

Multiple comprehensive interviews were con-

792



Research on World Agricultural Economy | Volume 07 | Issue 03 | September 2026

ducted with former cooperative president A, who served
from 2005 to 2024; project department director C, with
7 years of service; sugar mill manager D; the organic
program coordinator; and the export department man-
ager. Informant B, who demonstrated leadership within
the cooperative, particularly in the early 2000s (Infor-
mant B was a cooperative member at the beginning of
the 2000s but later assumed a leadership position in the
agricultural cooperative), explored the words, actions,
and influence of that time through a review of the litera-
ture.

The semi-structured interviews aimed to empiri-
cally investigate the operationalization of fairness and
the strategic role of institutional leadership. The pri-
mary objective was to capture the experiences of coop-
erative members and leaders as they navigated the tran-
sition from passive market participants to autonomous
exporters. Interview questions were categorized into
three thematic areas: the historical struggle against ex-
ploitative local mills to assess distributive justice; the
evolution of democratic decision-making processes to
evaluate procedural justice; and the socio-psychological
impact of Fairtrade premiums on producer dignity and
recognition. For example, participants were asked,
“What specific leadership strategies were employed to
negotiate fairer prices with large-scale mills?” and “How
does the cooperative verify that Fairtrade Premiums are
effectively contributing to the long-term livelihood im-
provements of its members?”

To ensure the reliability of the findings, data
triangulation was systematically conducted by cross-
referencing interview testimonies with a diverse range
of secondary sources. Specifically, the personal accounts
from the cooperative’s leadership were validated against
internal documents—such as informational leaflets and
newsletters distributed to members—as well as exten-
sive external records, including media interviews, inde-
pendent news articles, and official website updates. By
comparing lived experiences with published narratives
and internal records, we were able to verify the timeline
of key institutional shifts—such as the construction of
the sugar mill—and minimize individual recall bias. This
multi-layered approach provided a more comprehensive
and objective perspective on the cooperative’s strate-

gic trajectory, ensuring a nuanced analysis of grassroots
agency.

The interview protocols explored the cooperative’s
historical trajectory from its founding in 1975 through
the early 2000s crisis, when farmers faced exploitation
by monopolistic mills. The questions examined the de-
cision to pursue Fairtrade certification. A multiple cer-
tification strategy was explored, including whether it
was driven by buyer requirements or the availability of
non-governmental organization (NGO) support. Consid-
erable focus has been placed on how premium systems
are structured and enacted, including how benefits are
allocated and verified. Discussions on product position-
ing have addressed the role of sugar within the Fair-
trade market, particularly compared with more promi-
nent commodities such as coffee and chocolate.

Informed consent was obtained from all intervie-
wees, with anonymity assured where requested. The
cooperative’s leadership granted explicit permission for
the use of internal data for academic dissemination, rec-
ognizing the study’s alignment with their broader goals
of advancing fair trade and organic farming. Relevant
documents included materials outlining the coopera-
tive’s business strategies and records related to Fair-
trade Premium allocation. The cooperative provided
records of production volumes, export destinations, pre-
mium prices, and the number of members.

2.4. Data Analysis

The qualitative data from interview transcripts and
organizational documents underwent thematic analy-
sis?8], following a multi-stage coding process of open,
axial, and selective coding. This analysis was guided
by a hybrid approach, using deductive codes derived
from the theoretical frameworks of distributive, proce-
dural, and recognitional justice, and inductive codes that
emerged directly from the field data.

During this process, raw empirical evidence, such
as the former president’s comprehensive accounts of his-
torical price struggles and collective resistance, was sys-
tematically categorized into analytical themes, includ-
ing “strategic leadership for distributive fairness.” This
methodological trajectory ensured a transparent and ro-
bust association between the primary voices of the pro-
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ducers and the final analytical categories. To avoid re-
dundancy while maintaining evidentiary transparency,
the comprehensive mapping of this transition—linking
representative raw data to their respective codes and an-
alytical themes—is structured as a coding matrix and

presented in Table 1. The analysis ultimately focused
on identifying leadership mechanisms at multiple levels
and their interconnections, providing a comprehensive
understanding of how grassroots agency operational-

izes agroecological fairness.

Table 1. Example of the Thematic Analysis Process: From Raw Data to Theoretical Dimensions.

Initial Codes
(Open Coding)

Raw Data (Representative Quotes &
Synthesized Concepts)

Axial Codes
(Sub-Themes)

Analytical Themes
(Theoretical Dimensions)

“Local mills paid us whatever they wanted...
We had to focus on organic sugar to survive.’
(Former President)

“The cooperative faced structural
discrimination and low prices from local
monopsonies. Acquiring their own mill was
essential to secure ‘appropriate selling
prices’ and break away from this
exploitation.”

“Decisions are made in the General
Assembly... 50% of the premium goes to
producers in cash, 50% to the organization.”
(Former President)

“Fairness is operationalized through clear
rules: 50% cash return ensures immediate
livelihood support, while the remaining
50% funds social services, decided
transparently by members.”

“Farmers gained dignity.. We are not just
numbers anymore... The premium provides
health services.” (Cooperative Staff)

“Fair trade is not just about price; itis a
mechanism to visualize the ‘dignity’ of
voiceless producers. This social recognition
restores self-esteem and transforms their
identity from passive laborers to
autonomous agents.”

»

(Monopsony)
- Survival strategy

prices”

rule

collective needs

(Self-esteem)

- “Not just numbers”
- Access to

- Exploitative local market

- Securing “appropriate

- Assembly decision-making
- Clear “50/50” allocation

- Transparent governance
- Balancing individual &

- Restoration of dignity

healthcare/education
- Visualizing producer value

Distributive justice
(Fair allocation of resources
and market benefits)

Strategic resistance &
economic autonomy
(Reclaiming bargaining
power against market
homogenization)

- Escape from discrimination

Procedural justice
(Fairness in decision-making
processes and rules)

Democratic governance
(Inclusiveness,
transparency, and
rule-based equity)

Recognitional justice
(Recognition of rights,
cultural identity, and social
status)

Social recognition &
empowerment
(Restoring producer
identity, status, and
well-being)

3. Results

3.1. Historical Evolution of the Cooperative
and Leadership in Response to Mem-
bers’ Critical Situations

Table 1 provides an overview of the results of the
thematic analysis and highlights the key dimensions of
fairness identified in the Manduvird Cooperative. Ta-
ble 1 reveals the evidentiary foundation for mapping di-
rect quotes to the core themes of distributive, procedu-
ral, and recognitional justice. Building upon this analyti-
cal framework, our findings first revealed that the evolu-
tion of Manduvira was characterized by a transformative
shift from institutional dependency to a self-determined
pursuit of justice. Beyond mere economic fluctuations,
the cooperative’s history reflects a profound struggle

against the socioeconomic and psychological marginal-
ization of its producers. Table 2 outlines the chronologi-
cal events and strategic adaptations that enabled Mandu-
vird's metamorphosis from a marginalized supplier to a
leading global exporter of organic Fairtrade sugar.
Founded in 1975 as a savings and credit cooper-
ative with 39 members, primarily comprising teachers
and small-scale farmers, the organization initially sought
to overcome the bureaucratic barriers of formal bank-
ing systems. In 1990, it amended its bylaws to become
an Agro-industrial Production Cooperative, initially sup-
porting 120 members focused on sugarcane honey pro-

29]

duction! However, the 1990s evolved into an era of

severe structural exploitation. As sugarcane production

[30

ceased to yield sustainable profits3), the cooperative

was forced to temporarily suspend its operations.
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Table 2. Events and Changes Related to Manduvira Agricultural Cooperative and Its Members.

Year Events Related to Manduvira Agricultural Cooperative and Changes in Cooperatives and Cooperative
Its Members Members
1975 (The To make it easier to obtain financing, a credit cooperative was
Cooperative’s established with 39 members. In addition to those involved
establishment) with sugarcane, the cooperative also includes members who
grow fruit such as bananas, melons, watermelons, and
pineapples, as well as teachers.
From 1980 More than 100 small sugarcane factories were established in
the vicinity of Arroyo y Estero.
1990 The cooperative changed from a credit cooperative to an
agricultural production cooperative by agricultural producers.
Early 1990s Sugarcane is no longer a profitable crop. Therefore, sugarcane

Almost the entire
1990s

is no longer grown.

A factory that processes sugarcane to produce alcohol for cars
purchased all of the sugarcane produced by cooperative
members.

1995 The cooperative welcomed fair trade representatives for the
first time.

Late 1990s Within the Manduvira Cooperative, voices were raised
suggesting, “Let’s look for other options,” and they began
searching for new buyers and markets for the cooperative
members who produce sugarcane.

1999 Received the first Fair Trade certification and began selling
Fair Trade products.

2003 Against the opposing factory, cooperative members conducted
3 weeks of protest activities (strikes and small-scale
demonstrations), which led the factory to offer cooperative
members a fair purchase price.

2004 100 organic farmers within the cooperative obtained
certification for organic cultivation.

End of 2005 Started producing 500 t of sugar and began supplying it to the
fair trade market.

2006 It became possible to produce more sugar, and 1,500 t of sugar
were produced.

2008 Based on the requests of the union members, a project to build
their own factory was proposed.

From 2011 to 2014  Construction of a cooperative factory

From 2014 It became possible to produce sugar at our own factory.

Factories decided on purchase prices and other
terms as they pleased, without considering the
producers. Cooperative members have felt
increasingly unfairly treated and distrustful, as
they face delayed payments and even insults.
From then on, the cooperative and its members
learned that they could sell their own products
directly.

A strike has halted the supply of raw materials for
3 weeks.

In 2008, production exceeded 7,000 t.

Source: Created by the author based on interviews conducted in March 2024 and March 2025 and an article published on the Manduvira Agricultural Cooperative

website titled “Manual de Comercio Justo, Historia Manduvira.”

Throughout the 1990s, the normalization of a
monopsonistic structure—where a single local mill pur-
chased the entirety of the members’ harvest—left pro-
ducers having to accept reduced prices. This economic
vulnerability was exacerbated by frequent payment de-
In this

“regime of voicelessness,” the absence of alternative buy-

lays and humiliation by factory management.

ers fostered a deep sense of injustice and systemic mis-
trust. These harsh economic conditions and the result-
ing psychological toll were the “critical situation” that
led to a radical departure from traditional dependency,
ultimately catalyzing the emergence of grassroots lead-
ership and the pursuit of Fairtrade integration analyzed
in this study.

Next, we investigated the circumstances at that
time outside the Manduvira Cooperative and factory.
When the Manduvira Cooperative and its members prac-
ticed fair trade, they were pressured and desperate. Ac-
cording to Mr. A, who participated in cooperative activi-
ties as a regular member in the 1990s and later became
the cooperative’s president, “For a small organization
like our cooperative, it was the only possibility. Large
organizations can produce on a large scale, keep costs
low, and access the market. For us, only Fairtrade certi-
fication allowed us to enter the global market—mainly
the European market.” Looking back on those days, Mr.
A said that fair trade, which purchased products at fair
prices, seemed to be the only breakthrough available
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for a small cooperative that was disadvantaged by price
competition.

Factory manager Mr. D reflected on the situation in
Arroyo y Estero, where the Manduvira Cooperative is lo-
cated. According to him, “In this town, there are influen-
tial people nearby, but they are our rivals with production
costs that are much lower than ours. Additionally, we are
close to the border, and there is a lot of sugar smuggling.
Therefore, to survive in such an environment, we had to
focus on organic sugar [..]. That is why we started or-
ganic production.” He mentioned that, given the presence
of large-scale producers with low production costs and
rampant sugar smuggling at the time, the Manduvira Co-
operative needed to choose a different approach to sugar
cultivation from other cooperatives to survive.

After 1995, when they began to interact with fair
trade professionals, particularly from Europe, the Man-
duvira Cooperative and its members started to feel that
the sugarcane they produced might be the key to over-
coming their previous hardships. Project director C ex-
plained, “Because that one factory had already been buy-
ing from all the producers, the cooperative members
had no other buyers. They were in a terrible situation,
and amidst that, someone became aware of fair trade.
By learning about fair trade, we thought that we could
sell the products ourselves, and we heard (also from fair
trade professionals) that we could sell directly. Then, we
realized that this could free us from having a single fac-
tory set the price and buy as it pleased, and that through
fair trade, we could market ourselves directly, create our
own brand, and sell our products.” This explains how,
at that time, the cooperative and its members found a
solution to their challenges. Based on information ob-
tained from abroad through interaction with fair trade
professionals, the cooperative and its members recon-
firmed the difficulties of their circumstances. Simultane-
ously, they realized that they could sell directly to buy-
ers worldwide. Thus, the Manduvira Cooperative and its
members were prompted to turn their attention to fair
trade by combining local circumstances, economic hard-
ship, and interaction with those advocating for Fairtrade.
This was spurred by the unfair treatment and difficulties
they experienced from the 1990s to the early 2000s.

In 1999, the Manduvird Cooperative obtained Fair-

trade certification for sugar for the first time and em-
barked on fair trade. However, the situation did not im-
mediately improve. The factory that had been process-
ing sugarcane continued to buy sugarcane from mem-
bers at extremely low prices. Cooperative members
were insulted, leaving them with a strong sense of un-
fairness and growing dissatisfaction. Due to economic
losses and humiliation, by 2003, members resorted to

131, Sugarcane was not delivered for 3

industrial action
weeks, and the factory agreed to pay the fair purchase
price that the cooperative members demanded. Since
the 1990s, with the cooperative and its members op-
pressed, fair trade has first allowed them to recognize
the challenges they were facing. By organizing protests,
the factory paid a fair price.

This study examines the events experienced by the
Manduvira Cooperative and its members from the 1990s
to the early 2000s from the perspective of leadership
within the organization. With the acquisition of Fair-
trade certification and the start of sales in 1999 serv-
ing as a turning point, the Manduvird Cooperative and
its producers gained access to international sugar cus-
tomers and consumers in the early 2000s. Therefore,
as sellers of Fairtrade sugar, the Manduvira Coopera-
tive and its members understood the global trade system
and market trends. Through exposure to information on
sugar production and sales from outside Paraguay and
by selling Fairtrade-certified sugar, which requires com-
pliance with standards for environmental impact world-
wide, the cooperative and its members began to realize
that the value of their products and their environmen-
tally friendly soil management practices were being rec-
ognized by consumers abroad. As the cooperative and
its members gradually gained confidence, moving away
from the previous harsh treatment and being forced to
sell at low prices, in 2003, Mr. B, a cooperative member
who would later take on a leadership role in the cooper-
ative, led a peaceful demonstration and strike, demand-
ing a higher purchase price for sugar. As the agricultural
cooperative and its members presented their grievances,
the factory agreed on an appropriate purchase price for
sugar, significantly changing the situation surrounding
the Manduvird Cooperative. Despite the difficult cir-

cumstances, the cooperative and its members endured
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from the 1990s; their sustained engagement with fair
trade partners encouraged them to actively seek global
insights and market developments. This outward ori-
entation eventually culminated in the acquisition of a
Fairtrade certification and subsequent product sales. As
several members got into leadership positions within
the factory, a noticeable shift in collective awareness oc-
curred. Leadership by a few individuals gradually per-
meated the cooperative, promoting voluntary and self-
driven initiatives among members.

These developments were most visibly reflected
in the evolution of sugar production volumes. From a
modest 500 t in 2005, output increased to 7,000 t by
2008 and is expected to reach approximately 17,300 t by
2024. Key turning points made this expansion possible:
in 2004, the cooperative secured its first organic certifi-
cation for sugarcane. A year later, it restarted processing
by leasing an old, previously shuttered mill[?°l, In 2014,
the construction of its own sugar mill was completed.
While this growth path may seem easy, it was shaped
under difficult and uncertain conditions. The coopera-
tive’s achievements can largely be traced to the founda-
tional resolve of its members and leaders to collectively
act, confront adversity head-on, and remain committed
to their shared vision long term.

3.2. Leadership in Identifying the Market
Potential of Organic Sugar

3.2.1. Strategy of Multiple Certifications and
Expanding Market Access

The certification efforts undertaken by Manduvira
Cooperative reflect a strategic awareness of diverse mar-
ket segments and how to mitigate potential risks. In-
stead of depending exclusively on Fairtrade certification,
the cooperative proactively acquired various additional
certifications—particularly those related to organic agri-
culture and product quality assurance. These accredi-
tations granted access to specialized markets and reaf-
firmed the cooperative’s broader dedication to environ-
mental stewardship and social responsibility. The co-
operative currently maintains the certifications listed in
Table 3. Four certifications are available related to fair
trade, represented by organizations such as Fairtrade In-
ternational and Fairtrade Certified. Ten certifications ex-
ist for organic farming, including the European Union Or-
ganic Certification and the United States Department of
Agriculture Organic. Three certifications are available re-
garding product quality: the Food and Drug Administra-
tion Food Safety Modernization Act and Hazard Analysis
and Critical Control Points certification.

Table 3. International Certifications and Standards Obtained by Manduvira Agricultural Cooperative.

Year of Classification Brand Name of Certification Main Certified Administrative Organization
Acquisition  from Manduvira Mark Countries and
Agri-Coop Regions
1999 Social Fair-trade International EU, Germany Fairtrade International (Certified by
FLO-CERT GmbH)
2004 Production USDA Organic USA United States Department of
Agriculture
IMO cert World, Switzerland The Institute for Marketecology (IMO)
EU Organic Certification European Union (EU)  European Commission
2007 Production Naturland Germany Naturland—Association for Organic
Agriculture
Bio Suisse Organic Switzerland Bio Suisse—Swiss Organic Farmers’
Association
2009 Production ORGANIC MAFFRA KOREA Korea Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural
Affairs (MAFRA), Republic of Korea
Organic Japanese Agricultural Japan Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and
Standards (JAS) Certification Fisheries (MAFF), Japan
2010 Circle K Kosher USA OK Kosher Certification
2011 Social HAND IN HAND - Organic Germany Rapunzel Naturkost GmbH
Rapunzel Fairtrade Program
2012 Small Producer Certified Mexico Small Producers’ Symbol (SPP) Global
2013 Production DemeterDemeter Biodynamic World, Germany Demeter International e.V.
Certification
2014 Quality, FDA Food Safety Modernization USA U.S. Food and Drug Administration
Production Act
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Table 3. Cont.
Year of Classification Brand Name of Certification Main Certified Administrative Organization
Acquisition  from Manduvira Mark Countries and
Agri-Coop Regions

2020 Social Fair Trade Certified USA Fair Trade USA

2018 Quality HACCP Certified World Government agencies or third-party
organizations recognized by the
government of each country

2022 Food Safety System Certification =~ Netherlands The Foundation FSSC

(FSSC) 22000

Source: Created by the author based on the year of Fair Trade certification provided by the Manduvira Agricultural Cooperative.

3.2.2. Motivation for Obtaining Multiple
Fairtrade Certifications

In the Fairtrade market, products or goods with
multiple Fairtrade certifications are perceived as not
having a competitive advantage unless they have sev-
eral certifications. Consequently, buyers may request
multiple product certifications. This is because acquir-
ing and maintaining Fairtrade certification requires con-
siderable time, expense, and complex application proce-
dures. Certifications cannot be obtained or maintained
unless the required standards are met.

Why does the Manduvira Cooperative hold multiple
certifications? The reason for obtaining Fairtrade cer-
tifications was because the previous cooperative presi-
dent, Mr. A, strategically aimed to acquire multiple Fair-
trade certifications, open up new markets, and get the
Fairtrade business running. When asked about obtain-
ing multiple certifications, Mr. A responded, “Each certi-
fication incurs costs and takes time. However, the cer-
This allowed
To borrow the words of

tification benefits open up the market.
us to sell at better prices.”
the former cooperative president, Mr. A, the aforemen-
tioned possibility—that “Europa también tiene normas
(de comercio justo) y que obtener la certificacion de
comercio justo permitiria también exportar a Estados
Unidos” (Europe also has [fair trade] standards, and ob-
taining Fairtrade certification would allow exports to the
United States as well)—promotes diversification of ex-
port destinations. Although recognizing the advantages
and disadvantages of holding multiple Fairtrade certifi-
cations, the Manduvird Cooperative has actively sought
to expand market outlets for its Fairtrade sugar. Along
with former cooperative president A, director C men-
tioned that the export destinations of Manduvira Coop-
erative’s produce are Europe, Asia, North America, and

Australia, suggesting that the cooperative carefully ana-
lyzed the regional diffusion of different Fairtrade certi-
fications and strategically differentiated its certification
portfolios to expand its sales channels. By engaging in
diverse certification schemes, the cooperative has less-
ened its reliance on individual markets and strength-
ened its technical competencies to comply with rigorous
certification benchmarks.

Rather than emphasizing the potential downsides,
such as the financial burden, procedural time, or doubts
surrounding the necessity of multiple certifications, the
organization has embraced a progressive strategy cen-
tered on using Fairtrade certification to expand interna-
tional distribution channels. This strategic orientation
was spearheaded by the former cooperative president,
who guided these efforts for nearly 2 decades. His long-
standing involvement as a sugarcane grower and cooper-
ative member since the 1980s informed his strong con-
viction that sustained, favorable valuation of products
through fair trade channels is critical for maintaining re-
liable income streams for all members. Having experi-
enced economic adversity in the 1990s, including degra-
dation and low payment for sugarcane, Mr. A was deter-
mined to transform those setbacks into organizational
resilience. By pursuing multiple Fairtrade certifications,
Mr. A sought to ensure consistently high product quality
and secure economic stability for the cooperative.

Beyond improving market entry, the multi-
certification pathway protects against market volatil-
ity, reduces overreliance on any single system, and fa-
cilitates the establishment of new commercial relation-
ships. The overlapping nature of these standards simul-
taneously promotes excellence in environmental sus-
tainability and social accountability. The second and
third functions derived from the multi-authentication
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strategy are strongly influenced by the cumulative suc-
cessful experience gained from the certification process.
This was achieved by meticulously fulfilling each cri-
terion required by the respective accreditation bodies.
Third, the process of obtaining and maintaining certifi-
cations built internal capacity for documentation, trace-
ability, and quality control, essential for the success of
the cooperative. The cooperative strategically used each
certification for its intended purpose, using it as a tool
to support stable sales performance and high product
evaluation. This approach has enabled the cooperative
to maintain profitability and income from members for
approximately 20 years.

While the acquisition of multiple certifications en-
tails significant administrative and financial commit-
ments, these strategic investments are the primary
drivers for enhancing the cooperative’s market position-
ing. The economic advantages of this approach manifest
in the ability to command premium prices that signifi-
cantly exceed local market rates; for instance, Fairtrade
and organic certifications allow for export prices nearly
8-fold higher than those of conventional sugar in domes-
tic markets. Furthermore, the amortization of costs asso-
ciated with obtaining and maintaining these certificates
is strategically managed across the annual production
cycles. These expenses, including audit fees and com-
pliance infrastructure, are typically recouped within the
first few years of market entry, as the increased revenue
from premium-tier exports offsets the initial capital out-
lay. This financial structure stabilizes the cooperative’s
long-term liquidity and ensures that the costs of sus-
tainability are internalized within a robust, value-added

commercial model.

3.2.3. Why Sugar Was Selected for Fair-
trade Certification

Mr. A became the head of the cooperative in 2004
and led the Fairtrade business for >20 years, and made
the decision to focus on sugar among the many Fairtrade
products. Mr. A highlights the broad potential consumer
base for Fairtrade sugar as follows: “Among fairtrade
products, sugar is used extensively as a primary com-
modity and produces various other items. Sugar typi-
cally accounts for >60% of the ingredients in cookies,
cakes, chocolate, and juice. In the past, 100% of Fair-

trade products had to be made using Fairtrade ingredi-
ents. As a result, sugar has been rapidly incorporated
into fair trade.” He highlighted the diverse demand for
sugar in the fairtrade market.

The International Fairtrade Labelling Organization
(FLO) has played a central role in enhancing the sys-
tem regarding the use of Fairtrade ingredients (inputs)

in the production of Fairtrade foods 2.

For products
made primarily from a single ingredient, such as coffee
or bananas, the Fairtrade label cannot be used unless
100% of the content meets Fairtrade standards. Mean-
while, the system for multi-ingredient foods eligible for
Fairtrade certification became clear to FLO by the early
2010s. In 2011, guidelines for composite products were
established, which required the use of air-traded ingre-
dients wherever available. These standards were re-
fined and reviewed. Under the current framework, key
fairtrade ingredients must constitute at least 20% of
the product. In 2014, the Fairtrade Sourcing Program
was introduced, which, while limited to certain ingredi-
ents such as sugar, cocoa, and cotton, made it possible
to determine whether specific raw materials were fair-
trade, even if the product was not. This system remains
a Fairtrade-sourced ingredient. Thus, the systems and
rules surrounding ingredients in Fairtrade foods have
eased the required proportions of Fairtrade ingredients,
indicating gradual diversification and differentiation of
regulatory frameworks governing Fairtrade ingredients,
moving beyond models centered exclusively on single-
ingredient products.

As illustrated in Table 2, the Manduvira Coopera-
tive began full-scale production and sales of Fairtrade
sugar at the end of 2005, supplying 500 t of sugar to
the Fairtrade market. Although the global production
of Fairtrade-certified sugar increased gradually from the
mid-2000s onward, the supply volume was extremely
limited in 20053%, The global and Manduvira Cooper-
ative’s production volumes of Fairtrade sugar were lim-
ited at the time, and there was only potential for future
increases in the production, sales, and supply of sugar in
the Fairtrade market.

However, Mr. A’'s account suggests that at the time,
there was a limited supply of Fairtrade sugar in the mar-
ket and that there was demand for Fairtrade sugar in
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many foods bearing the Fairtrade label. Nevertheless,
Mr. A envisions a bright future for Fairtrade-certified
sugar. Therefore, since the mid-2000s, Mr. A has been
planning to expand Fairtrade sugar demand. Therefore,
he promoted the production and sale of Fairtrade sugar
within the cooperative. Mr. A, who led the Manduvira Co-
operative at the time, recognized the importance of Fair-
trade sugar and its future growth in demand in connec-
tion with Fairtrade products. This recognition helped
drive his efforts to actively promote fair trade for 20
years. Based on the prospects for global sugar and Fair-
trade markets, Mr. A demonstrated exceptional leader-
ship. Under his leadership, the Manduvira Cooperative’s
global sales in the fairtrade market have expanded since
the mid-2000s.

3.3. Premium Allocation Systems and
Democratic Governance

A review of how the Fairtrade Premium has been
allocated reveals that these expenditures can be broadly
categorized into social activities, such as educational
support, health and medical services, and the construc-
tion of community facilities; economic activities, includ-
ing advance payments to producers, certification costs,
and investments in production facilities; and environ-
mental activities, such as costs associated with the tran-
sition to organic agriculture, including reductions in the
use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides and forest con-
servation initiatives.

At Manduvird Cooperative, a Fairtrade Premium
was received from the sale of Fairtrade products. When
the Manduvira Cooperative sells Fairtrade sugar, it first
receives funds as a Fairtrade Premium: $60 per ton for
conventional sugar and $80 per ton for organic sugar.
The annual certified sales exceeded 12,000 t, thus gen-
erating substantial premiums.

Half of this funding is paid in cash to agricultural
cooperative members thrice a year. In the words of the
cooperative member, “As decided at the General Assem-
bly, rather than making a single lump-sum payment, it’s
better to pay out before Christmas, festivals, or other
holidays, because that is when everyone actually wants
money” 331, At these times, the premium returns to mem-

bers in cash. The remaining 50% is retained by the co-
operative and is mainly used for services for members,
such as covering the application and maintenance costs
for Fairtrade certification and funding social programs
and community improvement projects aimed at enhanc-
ing the quality of life of residents. Various projects are
being implemented in accordance with the Fairtrade De-
velopment Plan, which was approved by the coopera-
tive members at the General Assembly to enable produc-
ers to improve their social and economic conditions and
strengthen the environmental sustainability of their com-
munities. Before the General Assembly, a survey was con-
ducted among cooperative members to incorporate their
desired activities into the Fairtrade Development Plan.

Table 4 summarizes the use of the Fairtrade Pre-
mium by the Manduvird Cooperative. Funds are allo-
cated to agriculture-related projects, such as technical
training for members, the distribution of biofertilizers
and seeds, and the lending of agricultural machinery.
Programs have been developed to enable stable agricul-
tural production from technical and economic perspec-
tives. This includes the use of expensive agricultural
machinery. Medical services such as dental and pedi-
atric care are provided to members and their families.
Nurses and other medical practitioners living in rural ar-
eas are entrusted with medical kits to provide medicines
to members and their families.

As mandatory requirements for implementing the
Fairtrade Premium, certification bodies require demo-
cratic decision-making, transparency, accountability,
and the use of the Fairtrade Premium for collective

benefits [3435],

The Manduvird Cooperative practices
democratic decision-making by discussing and approv-
ing its Fairtrade Development Plan at the General As-
sembly, where decisions regarding the allocation of
Re-

garding transparency and accountability, the coopera-

premiums are made and formally documented.

tive ensures the disclosure of premium-related expendi-
tures and provides implementation reports on premium-
funded projects during the General Assembly and re-
lated meetings. The Manduvird Cooperative has imple-
mented the Fairtrade Premium for collective benefits in

various ways over time.
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Table 4. Main Uses of Fairtrade Premiums at the Manduvira Agricultural Cooperative.

Category Purpose of Use Details of Use Main Target Users Remarks
Agriculture Technical training Topics such as fairtrade standards, Cooperative members
organic cultivation standards, and
soil improvement
Distribution of Distributing solid and liquid Cooperative members  Solid fertilizer will be
biofertilizers fertilizers to farmers to increase distributed at 3,000 kg per
sugarcane yields hectare, up to 5 ha. Liquid
fertilizer will be distributed
forup to 5 ha.
Distribution of green Priority distribution of green manure  Cooperative members Green manure for 1 ha
manure at no cost for soil improvement and
area expansion
Distribution of lime Free distribution of agricultural lime Cooperative members ~ Up to 1,000 kg on a
maximum area of 3 ha
Seed distribution Improving seeds and distributing the Cooperative members Seeds for 1 ha
improved seeds free of charge
Agricultural machine It can also be used when you want to Cooperative members Machines can be used for up
rental expand production or when to 3 h per hectare and can
cultivating the soil. be rented for up to 5 ha.
Soil Analysis Fully covering the cost of soil analysis ~ Cooperative members
Collection yard facility ~ To collect sugarcane from Cooperative members
cooperative members who are small
farmers producing in areas far from
the cooperative’s factory, collection
yards facilities were in various
locations, and these collection sites
were equipped with the necessary
facilities.
Agriculture Climate change Technical support for cooperative Cooperative members

Medical care

Education

Infrastructure

measures

Opportunities for
medical examinations

Distribution of
medicine

Creation of
educational
opportunities

Construction and
repair of
infrastructure

Construction of a
cafeteria
Creation of
opportunities for
interaction

members who have suffered damage
to their sugarcane fields due to
wildfires caused by controlled
burning. Seedling cultivation and
reforestation are also conducted.
Under the slogan “Manduvira
Juntado: By Your Side,” a variety of
medical services are provided to
cooperative members who have
difficulty accessing healthcare.
Distribute medicine boxes to local
nurses with knowledge of medicine
and distribute necessary medicines.
Providing scholarships for university
attendance and distributing school
kits (uniforms, bags, pencil cases,
notebooks, etc.) so that children of
cooperative members can attend
school without having to work.
Infrastructure improvements that
benefit cooperative members and
bridge construction and road repairs
that benefit the entire community.
Construction of a cafeteria building
near the factory

Construction of recreational facilities
for cooperative members who have
organized a workers’ association. For
example, building a soccer field and a
volleyball court.

Cooperative members
and their families

Cooperative members
and their families

Children of
cooperative members

Cooperative members
and local residents
Cooperative staffs

Cooperative members
and staffs

Medical services provided
by dentists, pediatricians,
and internists

Bags, uniforms, and shoes
are the most expensive
items, so the cooperative
provides these expensive
items.

Source: Created by the author based on interviews conducted in March 2024 and March 2025, as well as the article “Cooperative Azucarera Manduvira” and the
handbill “Benefits Provided by Fairtrade 2025: Exclusive to Sugarcane” from the Manduvira Cooperative.

The beneficiaries of the Fairtrade Premium are that benefit residents and uses the Fairtrade Premi-

not limited to cooperative members and their families.

The Manduvira Cooperative undertakes social projects
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cane sales are allocated to community projects such
as building bridges and repairing roads. They imple-
ment projects that benefit residents and cooperative
staff. The Fairtrade Premium is distributed considering
three groups of beneficiaries: producers who are coop-
erative members, the community, and cooperative staff
and workers (including day laborers hired during the
harvest). Projects aimed at improving the lives of all
stakeholders involved in the cooperative are underway.

Premium activities benefit cooperative members
and their families, the cooperative secretariat, and local
community residents. Cooperative members are part of
their families, members of the cooperative secretariat,
and the local community. Premium activities were im-
plemented so that their benefits would reach the cooper-
ative members and, in order of closeness, their families,
the cooperative secretariat, and the local community, im-
proving the situation for every group to which they be-
long. The specific activities performed using these pre-
mium funds were decided in advance by gathering opin-
ions and then voting on them at a general assembly at-
tended by cooperative members. Therefore, the Fair-
trade Premium system in Manduvira Cooperative exem-
plifies how market-based mechanisms and fairness can
support democratic governance and community devel-
opment when embedded in cooperative structures.

According to Fairtrade International ¥, “the Fair-
trade Premium is intended to benefit workers, their
families, and their communities within the framework
of Fairtrade Premium projects,” establishing the use of
the Fairtrade Premium for collective benefit as a pri-
mary requirement that extends to various beneficiaries.
The Manduvira Cooperative has implemented premium-
funded projects designed to benefit all stakeholders in-
volved in the cooperative, including member producers,
the surrounding local community, and cooperative staff
and workers, including seasonal and daily wage laborers
engaged during the harvest period.

Previous studies have analyzed Fairtrade Pre-
mium governance from the perspectives of decision-
making (participation) and accountability. Loconto
et al.[30]

by the high visibility of premium governance. In

suggest that organizations are characterized

this study, decision-making on the Fairtrade Premium

is separated from routine organizational management
and handled through dedicated committees and proce-
dures, which tend to exhibit higher levels of participa-
tion and accountability, with a stronger emphasis on
social investments, such as healthcare and education.
They concluded that achieving better outcomes from
the Fairtrade Premium requires financial transparency
and strengthening internal decision-making responsi-
bility, clarifying who makes decisions and how those
decisions are made. Central to this argument is the
clear definition of roles and responsibilities in decision-
making processes and the distribution of responsibili-
ties within an organization.

Analyzing the Manduvird Cooperative provides in-
sight into how responsibilities related to Fairtrade Pre-
mium usage are internally distributed. All members are
encouraged to present their opinions on how the pre-
mium should be allocated, with final decisions made
through a vote at the General Assembly. To ensure that
the perspectives of all members are considered, particu-
larly those of small-scale farmers who may be reluctant
or unable to speak in public forums, the cooperative’s ad-
ministrative team conducts surveys. From a governance
standpoint, Manduvird’'s approach to fairness stands out
in two ways: individual members can meaningfully par-
ticipate in discussions on premium allocation, and the
benefits reach beyond members to their families and lo-
cal communities. This broader scope of benefit reflects
a tangible commitment to fairness.

However, should these practices be seen merely
as examples of good governance? Although democratic
decision-making, transparency, accountability, and col-
lective benefit are mandated by certification bodies as
conditions for Fairtrade Premium implementation[36],
additional structures are required for small-scale pro-
ducer organizations to effectively use these funds. Op-
erating within primary sectors such as agriculture and
fisheries, these organizations remain particularly sus-
ceptible to external shocks, including price volatility and
environmental instability [737]. Their structural fragility
often includes limited financial resources and manage-
ment capacity. Fair trade was initially conceptualized
as a structural intervention aimed at mitigating these

vulnerabilities by stabilizing earnings, empowering or-
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ganizational functions, and supporting collective auton-
omy 43¢l Therefore, the case of Manduvira Cooperative,
which has successfully positioned its Fairtrade organic
sugar in international markets, offers valuable lessons.
Despite facing prolonged hardship similar to many peer
organizations, it persisted through adversity by seeking
innovative solutions presented themselves capitalizing
on opportunities as they present. This success is mainly
due to its leadership, which demonstrated foresight and
strategic vision while guiding members and administra-
tive staff.

In this context, strong and visionary leadership is
an indispensable component of effective Fairtrade Pre-
mium governance, particularly in small-scale producer
organizations across vulnerable primary sectors. Such
leadership functions as a managerial role and an inter-
nal mechanism that enables organizations to overcome
difficult conditions and pursue sustainable development
through long-term strategic action.

4. Discussion

4.1. Reframing Fairness as a Normative
Value Principle in Agroecological Prac-
tice

In this study, we demonstrate that fairness within
Manduvira Cooperative is not a product of external cer-
tification but owing to strategy-driven leadership that
bridges in-field needs with normative international stan-
dards of fairness. For instance, the former president of
Manduvird Cooperative recalls the shift toward organic
production as a strategy to face the exploitative local
market, directly substantiating distributive justice. This
in-field, empirical evidence aligns with the conceptual-
ization of justice as a mechanism for structural resis-
tance against market monopsony, as argued by Nicholls
and Opal 381,

First, the implementation of fairness certification
relies heavily on proactive leadership resolving struc-
tural market constraints through diverse periods. In
the case of Manduvird Cooperative, the strategic tran-
sition to organic sugar production led by the cooper-
ative’s leadership to overcome exploitative local mill
prices demonstrates that strong leadership is the pri-

mary driver for securing distributive justice. This en-
ables small-scale producers to bypass intermediaries
With-

out such decisive leadership, the economic benefits

and participate in high-value-added sectors.

promised by Fairtrade certification would remain in-
accessible to marginalized farmers facing local monop-
sony.

Building upon this leadership, the participatory
governance structure further institutionalizes fairness.
Specifically, the Premium allocation rule, whereby 50%
is returned in cash for immediate livelihood and 50% is
reinvested in collective services, serves as a concrete op-
erationalization of procedural justice. This rule-based
transparency validates producers’ trust in democratic
governance, transforming the cooperative from a pas-
sive supplier into a self-determined agent of agroecolog-
ical fairness. This strategic direction is further validated
by the longitudinal growth in membership, which high-
lights the distinct correlation between transparent lead-
ership and organizational stability.

This internal governance ensures that procedu-
ral justice is a formal requirement and a lived reality,
where producers actively participate in resource allo-
cation. Such bottom-up institutional engagement legit-
imizes the certification and effectiveness at the grass-
roots level.

Furthermore, a critical element for effective imple-
mentation is the psychological and social recognition of
producers. This recognitional justice, fostered by the co-
operative’s leadership and staff, ensures that producers
are empowered agents rather than mere suppliers. By
prioritizing human dignity, Manduvira Cooperative cre-
ates the social capital necessary to sustain agroecologi-
cal practices long term.

These empirical insights suggest that fairness
within agroecological contexts should not be reduced to
a checklist of institutional conditions satisfied through
certification alone. Instead, the Manduvird Coopera-
tive illustrates how fairness is an underlying ethical
compass, shaping organizational governance, decision-
making, and collaborative efforts. This perspective of-
fers an empirical contribution to agroecological knowl-
edge by emphasizing that the practical realization of
core principles—particularly those linked to human dig-
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nity and social justice—depends on deliberate institu-
tional engagement and structural support(-17],

HLPE conceptualizes fairness considering fair trade,
employment, and the treatment of intellectual property
rights!].  However, the findings of this study demon-
strate that fairness is not a dependent outcome variable
automatically achieved through the introduction of cer-
tification schemes. Rather;, fairness becomes tangible in
practice only when it functions as an evaluative princi-
ple that guides organizational decision-making, resource
allocation criteria, and the development of social rela-
tions, consistent with theoretical approaches that con-
ceptualize justice and fairness as matters of distribu-
tion, multi-dimensional constructs encompassing the le-
gitimacy of decision-making processes (procedural jus-
tice), standards governing the allocation of resources and
benefits (distributive justice), and the recognition of so-
cial relations and agency (recognitional justice) °. Schol-
ars of procedural justice have revealed that stakeholders’
acceptance of outcomes and perceptions of legitimacy are
determined less by the outcomes than by how decisions
are made*8], In the Manduvira Cooperative, decisions re-
garding the use of Fairtrade Premiums have been made
considering prior surveys and deliberations in general
assemblies, suggesting that procedural fairness is indis-
pensable for the substantive realization of fairness.

Simultaneously, fairness extends beyond concerns
over how resources and benefits are allocated to include
the social construction of recognition, namely, who is ac-
knowledged as a legitimate subject of decision-making
and a rightful beneficiary. This viewpoint resonates with
justice frameworks that emphasize the interaction of re-
distribution and recognition!3l, The cooperative’s tar-
geted investments—involving members, local residents,
and younger generations—demonstrate that recogni-
tional justice is achieved through intentional governance
strategies, rather than being an incidental outcome of
structural arrangements.

To embed multidimensional fairness as a lasting
organizational norm, governance mechanisms that for-
mally embed participatory engagement and transpar-
The findings of this
study support previous research suggesting that separat-

ent accountability are essential.

ing Fairtrade Premium decision-making from routine or-

ganizational management and administering it through
visible and formalized procedures enhances participa-

tion and accountability 361,

Manduvira Cooperative il-
lustrates that the impact of institutional frameworks is
based on leadership that promotes fairness as a collec-
tive value during significant adversity. This underscores
the importance of members who actively interpret and
translate normative commitments into practice, ensur-
ing that fairness operates as an ideal abstract and as a

principle embedded in governance.

4.2. Leadership and Governance as Enabling
Conditions for Fairness

A key insight from this study is that it analyzes how
leadership and governance facilitate the enactment of
fairness amid economic precarity and unequal trading
conditions. Manduvird’s trajectory was shaped by pe-
riods of intense adversity, with exploitative trade prac-
tices, volatile pricing, and a lack of domestic processing
infrastructure, suggesting that the cooperative’s move
toward greater autonomy was not merely the result of in-
cremental market-based improvements. Instead, it was
driven by leaders who consistently promoted fairness as
a collective moral imperative, embedding this principle
into the organization’s structural reforms.

Strategic leadership played a pivotal role during
critical junctures, such as collective actions and price
renegotiations, by framing them as financial demands
and claims rooted in dignity, recognition, and equitable
treatment. This ethical framing reinforced internal unity
and justified difficult decisions, including prioritizing
long-term organizational investment in Fairtrade premi-
ums over immediate individual gains. In this way, lead-
ership transformed fairness from a concept to an embed-
ded institutional ethos.

The need for embedding fairness in internal demo-
cratic governance becomes evident when considering

the risks of “certification dependency” [3°],

In many
smallholder contexts, reliance on external certification
can lead producer organizations to become passive
price-takers, burdened by high auditing fees and admin-
istrative costs without achieving genuine institutional
autonomy %1, Without robust internal leadership, coop-

eratives may struggle to cope with market fluctuations
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or over-saturation within certified niches. Manduvird’s
leadership avoided dependency by utilizing its demo-
cratic structures and not becoming complacent. Rather
than acting as a passive recipient of Fairtrade premiumes,
the leadership fostered a collective ethos that prioritized
sustainable capital investment, for example, the con-
struction of their own sugar mill, thereby securing struc-
tural independence. This strategic autonomy demon-
strates that while certification provides a market entry
point, it is the internal governance that prevents the “de-
pendency trap” and transforms fair trade principles into
sustainable socioeconomic empowerment.

These findings broaden our understanding of Fair-
trade Premium governance by indicating that, while
participatory and transparent procedures are founda-
tional 3%l, they are insufficient. Rather, sustained and
visionary leadership proves indispensable for maintain-
ing participatory structures under persistent economic
strain.

Building on the market characteristics mentioned
earlier, the strategic impact of this leadership becomes
notable when contrasting Manduvird's model with that
of other sectors growing other commodities, such as cof-
fee. In the coffee industry, studies indicate that “over-
certification,” where the supply of certified products out-
strips market demand, can result in diminished net re-
turns for smallholders owing to the substantial costs of

41 However, Man-

maintaining multiple certifications
duvird’s strategic use of multiple certifications oper-
ates within a fundamentally different market framework.
Unlike coffee or cocoa, where approximately 70% of
production is exported 3], sugar remains a predomi-
nantly domestic commodity, with approximately 36% of
global production exported 1Y), Therefore, the Fairtrade
sugar market represents an even narrower niche, with a
total production of approximately 458,740 t in 2023 [*4,
By securing multiple certifications in such a limited and
specialized export window, the cooperative’s leadership
ensured compliance and significantly increased the orga-
nization’s institutional visibility and reputation. Conse-
quently, this specialization allowed Manduvira Coopera-
tive to secure a distinct strategic advantage, proving that
the operationalization of fairness is not a moral choice

but aresponse to the structural constraints and niche op-

portunities of the global sugar trade.

4.3. Multi-Dimensional Fairness: Distribu-
tion, Procedure, and Recognition

Empirical findings revealed a nuanced, threefold
conception of agroecological fairness that resonates with
Schlosberg’s model of environmental justice [°!. First, dis-
tribution is evident in how Fairtrade Premiums are de-
liberately apportioned, balancing individual payouts to
members with long-term investments in communal in-
frastructure, certification, and public services. The strate-
gic allocation of these funds to community-wide benefits,
as summarized in Table 1, provides empirical evidence
of how distributive justice is institutionalized within the
cooperative’s operational framework. Second, procedu-
ral fairness is operationalized through inclusive mech-
anisms such as pre-assembly consultations, participa-
tory general meetings, and transparent reporting proto-
cols, enabling members to influence the allocation of re-
sources. Most significantly, the case of Manduvira Coop-
erative highlights the salience of recognition-based jus-
tice. Premium-funded projects extend benefits beyond
members to encompass youth, local residents, and fu-
ture generations, affirming the legitimacy of broader com-
munity interests. Thus, recognition is not passively as-
sumed but actively generated through governance prac-
tices, echoing the emphasis of HLPE on dignity and re-
silience !,

4.4. Implications for Agroecology and Fair-
trade Policy

The analysis indicates that certification frame-
works aimed at advancing agroecological transitions
should not rely solely on rule-based compliance but
rather engage with the internal dynamics that fos-
ter value-driven leadership and inclusive governance.
While Fairtrade standards offer a foundational institu-
tional framework, their capacity to drive transforma-
tion is contingent upon how they are interpreted and
enacted within organizations that contend with struc-
tural and contextual constraints. This study adds to the
theoretical knowledge of fairness by linking agroecol-
ogy’s normative foundations with grounded empirical
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insights into organizational leadership and governance.
The Manduvira Cooperative illustrates that fairness func-
tions not as a static set of obligations but as a dynamic
state determining institutional arrangements through
intentional action, moral commitment, and agent-driven
design.

Furthermore, the findings from the Manduvira Co-
operative offer broader insights that transcend the spe-
cific context of the Paraguayan sugar industry, under-
scoring that the international relevance of agroecolog-
ical transitions depends less on the formal adoption
of standardized certification and more on the institu-
tional adaptability of producer organizations. For poli-
cymakers and international development agencies, this
suggests that support strategies should prioritize the
strengthening of internal democratic structures coupled
with the cultivation of value-driven leadership. By foster-
ing these foundational organizational capacities, small-
holder cooperatives across diverse geographical and
commodity contexts can more effectively navigate struc-
tural market inequalities. Ultimately, the integration of
multi-dimensional fairness as a guiding governance prin-
ciple provides a scalable model for enhancing the so-
cioeconomic resilience of small-scale producers globally
and ensures that fair trade remains a transformative tool

rather than a static compliance requirement.

4.5. Limitations and Directions for Future
Research

This study has limitations. First, it is a single-
case analysis, namely, the Manduvird Cooperative in
Paraguay. While the case is comprehensive, context-
specific insight into how fairness in agroecology can be
practiced through participatory governance and strong
leadership is needed; the findings need more statistical
power. The goal is to contribute to theory-building by ex-
ploring fairness as a normative principle in agroecology.

Second, the empirical evidence of qualitative data
gathered through semi-structured interviews and doc-
ument review. Although cross-validation efforts were
conducted, the views presented may largely reflect those
of cooperative leaders and individuals actively involved
in decision-making. Thus, perspectives from members
with less involvement in organizational governance may

be underrepresented.

Third, the interpretive nature of qualitative re-
search means that the researcher’s perspective and an-
alytical view influenced the findings. Despite employ-
ing systematic coding and iterative reflection to mitigate
bias, alternative interpretations of the data are plausible.

Future studies should conduct comparative anal-
yses across multiple Fairtrade or agroecological coop-
eratives in different sectors and geographic contexts.
While this study is grounded in a single case within the
Fairtrade-certified sugar sector, its analytical insights
are notable. The institutional dynamics and leadership
strategies identified here may be instructive for other
small-scale producer organizations across diverse com-
modities and regional contexts. In particular, the em-
phasis on fairness as an enacted, value-based princi-
ple, rather than a static institutional guarantee, sug-
gests a transferable framework for understanding how
democratic governance and ethical leadership can me-
diate structural vulnerabilities. These findings provide
a framework for cooperatives and certifying bodies to
evaluate and enhance fairness-oriented practices across
agroecological and fairtrade landscapes.

Additionally, longitudinal research tracking changes
in governance and leadership structures would clarify
how fairness, as a normative value, evolves under varying

economic and ecological conditions.

5. Conclusions

The results of this study suggest that fairness in
agroecological practices depends on certification and op-
erationalized reality sustained by three critical elements:
strategic leadership, democratic governance, and trans-
parent resource distribution. The analysis of Manduvira
Cooperative’s trajectory confirms that while Fairtrade
provides the institutional framework, it is the internal
agency driven by decisive leadership and a commitment
to producer dignity that transforms abstract standards
into tangible socioeconomic justice.

Our empirical findings identify the following three
thematic pillars as essential and reliable evidence for
bridging theory and practice of fairness: the former
president’s decisive shift to organic production (leader-
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ship), the institutionalized 50/50 premium allocation
rule (governance), and collective investment in commu-
nity social services (distribution). These elements trans-
form the certification framework into a functional mech-
anism for socioeconomic justice, ensuring that the ben-
efits of Fairtrade reach the grassroots level effectively.
Consequently, the answer to our inquiry lies in the syn-
ergy between external certification and internal organi-
zational catalysts that foster genuine empowerment.

The case of the Manduvira Cooperative offers prac-
tical insights into how fairness, as a normative princi-
ple, can be meaningfully translated into organizational
practice. In managing the Fairtrade Premium, which is
additional financial resources secured through certifica-
tion, the cooperative emphasized participatory decision-
making and strong accountability mechanisms. Annu-
ally, cooperative members collectively decide how the
premium should be used. Half of the funds are disbursed
as direct cash transfers to producers, strategically timed
to coincide with periods of high household expenditure,
such as major holidays and local festivals. The remain-
ing portion is directed toward community-wide benefits,
including access to healthcare, dental care, and educa-
tional materials for children.

These decisions are reached through inclusive,
member-driven deliberations, culminating in votes at
the General Assembly, where members collectively de-
termine premium spending priorities. This participa-
tory governance structure has supported various so-
cial initiatives: the deployment of mobile medical units,
the collective rehabilitation of agricultural roads and
the construction of bridges, and the distribution of
school supplies and uniforms. Through such measures,
the cooperative has linked the Fairtrade Premium to
individual income stabilization and the strengthening
of community-level infrastructure and social cohesion.
The Manduvira Cooperative experience demonstrates
how fairness as a guiding ethical commitment can be en-
acted through democracy.

This case underscores the critical role of locally
rooted leadership and participatory governance. With-
out accountable leadership embedded within the coop-
erative and supported by democratic decision-making

mechanisms, it would have been nearly impossible to

translate abstract fairness principles into enduring and
concrete achievements. The leadership of the Mandu-
vird Cooperative consistently exhibited strategic fore-
sight and organizational coordination, which reinforced
member solidarity and built a sugar mill owned en-
tirely by the cooperative. As the president noted, “we
have done it with strong management and sound ad-
ministration, a strong cooperative and strong leadership,
and now we are in an excellent market position for the

"[45] " His reflection un-

organic and Fairtrade markets
derscores how leadership has been instrumental in en-
abling smallholder farmers to reclaim agency in pricing
and retain a greater share of value. Furthermore, by em-
bedding fairness in the cooperative’s identity, leaders
have cultivated a shared ethos in which “everyone is val-
ued for who they are, not by how much they have. All
have one vote and the right to be heard”[*®l, This in-
clusiveness ensures that women participate equally with
men. In this way, synergy between internally generated
leadership and accountable governance has been central
to turning fairness from a guiding value into consistent,
measurable organizational practices and outcomes.

This study contributes to the theory of connecting
fair trade and agroecology through a multi-dimensional
interpretation of fairness. While traditional equity in
food and agricultural systems has largely emphasized
economic distribution, this research reframes fairness
as a composite concept of distributive (fair allocation
of resources), procedural (fairness of decision-making
processes), and recognition justice (acknowledgment of
farmers’ agency and dignity).

By analyzing inclusion in governance and respect
for farmers’ agency, the study underscores that fairness
is not only the number of outcomes but also how they
are achieved and who is involved in shaping them. The
structural framework provided by Fairtrade certifica-
tion does not guarantee equitable outcomes unless inter-
nal governance and leadership within producer organi-
zations effectively embed fairness as a core value.

This study expands the importance of inclusive,
participatory governance and social recognition in fair-
ness. The Manduvira Collective is a practical case of how
fairness operates as a dynamic and evolving organiza-

tional principle rooted in values and enacted through

807



Research on World Agricultural Economy | Volume 07 | Issue 03 | September 2026

daily practices.

In conclusion, the case of the Manduvira Coopera-
tive illustrates that institutional frameworks alone are
not sufficient to sustain fairness. Hence, individuals
and organizations capable of translating normative val-
ues into everyday organizational practices, supported by
sustained investment in local capacity, are essential for
realizing fairness. The fair trade model aims to transfer
decision-making authority to producers by encouraging
democratic control over premium fund allocation and
fostering local leadership and self-management at the
community level *7!, However, for this model to reach its
full potential, external support and structured capacity-
building initiatives are needed to strengthen the institu-
tional and leadership capacities of cooperatives tasked
with conducting fair trade.

Translating fairness as a normative value into tan-
gible outcomes depends on people’s active engagement
and governance quality. Policymakers should move
beyond designing institutional incentives and focus on
measures that cultivate individuals and organizations ca-
pable of embodying and advancing shared values. Such
measures may include leadership training for small-
scale producer organizations, support for improving
internal governance arrangements, developing mecha-
nisms that encourage member participation, and estab-
lishing monitoring systems that ensure transparency
and accountability. Through these approaches, the prin-
ciples of certifications are not static and can be meaning-
fully dynamic in local contexts.

This study underscores framing fairness as a guid-
ing normative principle and acknowledges the need for
leadership and governance in organizational and local
contexts. The findings yield insights relevant to advanc-
ing sustainable and equitable food systems, offering ex-
amples of fair trade initiatives, agroecological strategies,
and policy formulation. By extending this framework
to different geographic and agricultural contexts, future
studies can enrich our understanding of fairness in agroe-
cology and guide more integrated and responsive food
and agriculture policies. Thus, this study contributes to
building just and sustainable food systems of engagement

among institutions, shared values, and human actors.
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