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The Fair Trade Zone began as a women’s sewing cooperative project in 1999 as part of the 
sustainable economic development work of the non-governmental organization (NGO) Jubilee 
House Community, Inc. and its project, the Center for Development in Central America (JHC-
CDCA).  In the current global economic climate, Nicaragua’s role is to provide cheap, docile 
labor for companies, which often have little or no ties to the local community.  The Fair Trade 
Zone stands as a viable alternative to this model.  Owned and operated by workers who come 
from the surrounding area, it is vitally involved and interested in the welfare of the larger 
community.  The Fair Trade Zone offers sustained work under fair and safe working conditions.  
Furthermore, it has already projected a percentage of future earnings to be invested in social 
projects for the community.  
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The Jubilee House Community (JHC) was formed in January 1979 as a non-sectarian religious 
community to live and work with and among the poor.   Its primary purpose was to work with 
grassroots movements for social justice, while addressing the short-term needs of those most 
impacted by social, economic, 
sexual, and racial injustices.   
 
Towards that end, Jubilee House 
Community established a group of 
emergency services to address 
issues of homelessness, 
joblessness, domestic violence, 
violence against women, and 
hunger while working with 
grassroots movements in the 
United States.  An independent, 
volunteer board of directors under 
the auspices of Jubilee House 
Community, Inc., a 501(c) (3) non-
profit corporation, directed this 
work. 
 



 10

� 
� � � � � �� � �� 
� 
 � �� �� 
 � � � � � �

In 1989 the Jubilee House Community decided to relocate its efforts to work more directly 
among the poor of Central America.  Local U.S. projects of the JHC were placed under the 
control of other non-profit organizations and in 1993 the Board of Directors officially established 
the JHC’s project in Nicaragua, called the Center for Development in Central America (CDCA).   
 
JHC-CDCA works in community development focusing primarily on five areas: sustainable 
agriculture, appropriate technology, primary health care, sustainable economic development, and 
education.  JHC-CDCA’s primary mission is to accompany local communities in their efforts to 
become sustainable, self-sufficient, democratic entities. 

 
The JHC-CDCA began its work in Ciudad 
Sandino, Nicaragua, in 1993.  Since then, 
the JHC-CDCA has developed an organic 
agricultural cooperative business 
(COPROEXNIC) that is grower-owned. 
COPROEXNIC has developed from 16 
growers in the first year to its current 
membership of over 2000 growers.  It 
exports organic sesame, honey, coffee, 
peanuts and cashews.  Building on that 
experience, JHC-CDCA now works with 
five cooperatives.  In addition to 
COPROEXNIC, it works with a building 
materials cooperative, a ceramic water 
filter cooperative, a security cooperative 
and the women’s sewing cooperative, the 
Fair Trade Zone. 
 
In all its work, the JHC-CDCA solicits 
input from the communities and acts on 
their advice.  JHC-CDCA has aided 

development in several communities by assisting them in their efforts to bring water and 
sanitation to their communities using contextually appropriate means.  In conjunction with the 
communities themselves, the JHC-CDCA has built four health centers, one school, and one 
feeding center/preschool. 
 
When Hurricane Mitch hit Nicaragua in October 1998, the JHC-CDCA involved itself in 
emergency relief and with the reconstruction process, assisting several resettlement camps in 
obtaining latrines, food, and medical care.  The JHC-CDCA has worked mainly with Nueva 
Vida, a community of 1,265 families created 1 ½ km down the road from the JHC-CDCA center.  
The NGO began its work in Nueva Vida by organizing the community, first identifying local 
leaders through block elections, then identifying needs and prioritizing them.  Using these 
elected leaders the JHC-CDCA distributed food, latrines, wash stands, provisional shelters, and 
held health clinics.  Currently, the JHC-CDCA operates a full time clinic in Nueva Vida 
providing family and women’s medical care. 
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For more than 25 years JHC has carried out sustainable development projects.  This has always 
been done with keen attention to the desires of the beneficiaries; with a commitment to work 
with, not for, the target community; and based in a context of sustainability, which will allow the 
project to continue long after the JHC has left the community. 
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In 1998, several countries in Central America, including Nicaragua, were besieged by Hurricane 
Mitch, which devastated the region. At that time, there were many poor people living along the 
lakeshore in Managua. During the hurricane the lake flooded and those families lost their homes 
and were relocated.  
 
These families became part of a 
new urban area called “Nueva 
Vida,”  or New Life, in Ciudad 
Sandino, just outside Managua. 
Located seven miles west of the 
capital, Ciudad Sandino has the 
largest population density in the 
country: it houses over 4,500 
people per square mile. The local 
government can do little to help 
the 200,000 residents - the mayor©s 
office has $2.30 per person per year in tax revenues to provide all city services, including 
maintenance of the municipal infrastructure, refuse removal and support of educational and 
health care programs.  
 
After Hurricane Mitch, the JHC-CDCA began to search for a way to combat the 80% 
unemployment in Ciudad Sandino. Through a marketing partnership with Maggie’s Organics in 
Michigan, USA, the idea came about to form a sewing cooperative run by the women of Nueva 
Vida.  
 
In Nicaragua there are many free trade zones where mainly women work in “sweat shops,”  
producing clothing under unacceptable labor conditions, long hours and low pay. As parents – 
mostly single mothers – the women of Nueva Vida wanted to provide for their own families.  
“Because we’re poor, we have had to struggle on our own behalf,”  declares Fair Trade Zone 
worker-owner Marina Pérez.8   
 
The women of Nueva Vida wanted to be able to send their kids to school. They wanted to have 
meaningful work for themselves. “ It was a good idea for me to have my own work and leave the 
life that I had before,”  remembers Fair Trade Zone president Veronica Calero.  “ I was a 
housewife, and I was always just waiting for my husband to provide for me.  That’s not the way 
things should be; women should work to get ahead for themselves and always be independent.  
And I have managed that, I am now independent, I feel independent.”9   
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Co-op member Rosa Dávila was also a housewife before joining the 
co-op.  “What I did was take in washing to be able to help feed my 
three children…I hadn’ t worked [outside the home] in 14 or 15 
years….I felt incapable of doing anything.  But involving myself in 
the project, continuing with my studies, and interrelating with other 
people can give you a lot of energy, and it can give you 
opportunities in life and I hadn’ t realized that before.”10 
 
Work with dignity is impossible to obtain by working in the free 
trade zones, where as workers, these women would be at the whims 
of employers who care only for their profits, not the well-being of 
their workers. “ [We have] the opportunity to share the profits: in 
other free trade zones you don’ t see that,”  says Fair Trade Zone 
secretary Ruth Mena.  “The [foreign owners] might pay vacations 
and bonuses, but they don’ t distribute the profits; they keep those.”  
 
These women are now the owners of their own cooperative, the Fair Trade Zone, and they work 
hard to make their business run well. “ I feel good because I am the owner of my own work, I 
don’ t work for anyone who’s going to take my sweat.  We are business owners ourselves, all of 
us workers,”  says Zulema Mena, treasurer of the Fair Trade Zone.11   
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Being a worker-owner in the Fair Trade Zone cooperative is a 
constant challenge and requires real commitment.  The original 
group of co-op members worked for 640 hours each on the 
construction of their building and the organization of their project.  
For a period of over two years they each worked 20 hours a week 
without receiving pay. “The hardest part,”  says co-op member 
Andrea Calderón, “was going back to the house after working 
without a salary…that was the hardest part because sometimes we 
didn’ t have the means to feed our children.”12  
 
This work was their sweat-equity buy-in to the co-op. These single 
mothers would work half a day mixing cement and digging post-
holes in the morning, and then they would try to make ends meet - 
many working as street vendors - in the afternoon.  They endured 
plenty of criticism and many people laughed at the idea of a group of 
women doing construction labor.  “But you know that we women are 
more entrepreneurial than men,”  says Zulema.  “Nothing 

embarrasses us.  If someone says, ‘Look, this has to be done,’  then we do it.”13   
  
Not everyone who started out in the project was able to finish.  “We were hacking at concrete, 
putting up walls, mixing cement, digging the septic tank, all of us women.  We started out with 
50 women,”  remembers Marina.  “But…they said they couldn’ t work here without a salary 
because how were they going to eat?  So a few left, then a few more left, then a few more until 
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there were only eleven left, and we are the 
ones that are still here.”14 
 
Many of the women in the project didn’ t 
enjoy the support of their families during 
this time.  “My husband just said to me, 
‘Look, this is never going to amount to 
anything.  You’ re crazy,’ ”  says Marina.15   
 
“Some of our husbands left us because they 
said that we were working for nothing, that 
we had to bring a salary into the household,”  
says Ruth.  “They said, ‘Where have you 
ever seen someone who goes to work 
without earning any money?’…In my case 
he left me because I said ‘ I’m going to see about a future for my children.’   Because you know 
that a man can be with one woman today and tomorrow it might occur to him to leave, but your 
children are always with you.  So one has to look to the future and this was my case, a future for 
my children.”16 

 
It was hard-going working without a salary and oftentimes without 
the support of their families.  “But at the same time,”  says María 
Elena, “ I had hope because I always thought that I was going to have 
a secure job.  [The JHC-CDCA] explained to us that it was a project 
in which we were going to be the owners in the future, and we were 
going to have steady work.  And that means more than anything 
here…because it’s hard to get a job in our country.”17 
 
In February of 2001, the small group of women heads of household 
was incorporated as a cooperative, Cooperativa Maquiladora 
Mujeres de Nueva Vida Internacional, COMAMNUVI (“Women©s 
International Sewing Cooperative of Nueva Vida”). By May the 
building was finished and they received their first machines with the 
start-up capital provided at low interest from the JHC-CDCA. Now it 
was time to learn to sew. 
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Most of the co-op members had never worked in the free trade zones and didn©t have experience 
sewing on industrial machines. Of the fifty women who started the project, half had sewing 
experience and half did not.  During the construction phase when members were working 
without pay, those women who had sewing experience – a very marketable skill – left the project 
to find work in the free trade zones.  Those who did not have experience – and therefore no other 
employment option – stayed.  They went through a training program and practiced on their own 
machines – well-worn outdated models purchased in a liquidation sale from the U.S.  Their first 
job was making organic hair scrunchies for Maggie’s Organics in Michigan.  
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By August of 2001, they had 
learned the 15 different operations 
to make a T-shirt and they sent 
their first small order of organic T-
shirts to Maggie’s.  It was an order 
of 50 and it took the members one 
whole month to produce, 
compared with the co-op’s current 
production of 1,000 pieces daily.  
Though Maggie’s was happy with 
the quality of the shirts, they 
weren’ t able to send large orders 
right away, and so the co-op 
continued at a slow pace.   
 
Over the next year the original 
group of co-op members worked mostly on very small orders of organic tees, paying themselves 
$2 a day to come in to work, keep their factory clean, meet regularly as a co-op, and to practice 

their sewing skills.  When the co-op received its first 
sizeable order of 3,000 conventional tees, everything that 
could possibly go wrong did.  As the first full-package 
order it was time-sensitive and the co-op was forced to buy 
a much higher quality cloth than required in order to 
receive it on time, which put the co-op at risk of losing 
money on the order from the beginning.  None of the 
worker-owners were yet trained in cutting, so the co-op 
hired an out-of-work cutter from a traditional free trade 
zone to cut the cloth into T-shirts.  Because he was used to 
cutting blue jeans out of cloth that belonged to someone 
else, he did not know how to minimize waste.  As a result 
the co-op ended up with mountains of wasted cloth and 
had to place another emergency order with the cloth 
manufacturer to complete the order.  There was no time to 
train additional machine operators or money to pay them, 
so all the co-op members sat down at machines to sew – 
still paying themselves their basic daily wage of $2.  At the 
end of the order, all the co-op members as well as staff 
from the JHC-CDCA stayed up all night working side-by-
side to get the order shipped.  Despite all efforts, the 
order was shipped late.  The client liked the quality of the 

shirts received, but the co-op has never received a subsequent order from them.  
 
Though this first large order was a nightmare, the co-op learned a lot from its mistakes and by 
June they were working on orders of women’s “Organic Bliss”  camisoles for Maggie’s – a 
sophisticated garment that requires a soft touch and very high quality. In the U.S., everyone in 
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the industry had told Bená Burda, the owner of Maggie’s, that it was impossible for this small, 
inexperienced co-op to sew quality camisoles with the equipment they had. Fortunately, the co-
op proved these naysayers wrong, and continues to sew all of Maggie’s camisoles for Bená, with 
better quality than she ever received in the US. 
  
“The majority of us didn’ t have any experience whatsoever and now we have masters in quality 
control, in design,”  boasts Rosa.  “ [The product development team] gets a design and knows how 
they’ re going to put it together, they understand it well.  They get another design in and they 
learn to master that too.  This has been through experience and the effort that has been put into 
the cooperative.”18 
 
In August of 2002, just one year after completing their first 50 T-shirts with the original 
members, the co-op employed 65 people working two shifts to sew a container of 26,000 organic 
T-shirts for Maggie’s.  Splitting the experienced workers into two shifts was a real hardship at 
this early stage, and the co-op still had a lot to learn about production efficiency: each eight-hour 
shift rarely produced as many as 400 finished T-shirts and there were constant bottle-necks 
throughout the process.  Newly hired workers had to be trained from scratch and there were 
continual problems with operators not showing up to work and the process coming to a standstill 
at their station as a result.  The container took two long months to produce, during which the 
staff at JHC-CDCA often worked 18-hour days accompanying both shifts at the co-op and 
helping to ease the process along.  The positive result of all this hard work was not only 
subsequent orders from Maggie’s, but also the emergence of strong leadership among the co-op 
members.    
 
� � � �%��&� ' � � � � � ( � $ � ' �
�
During this time, the co-op was still working mostly as a cut-and-sew shop. This means that 
clients supplied all raw materials and the co-op sewed them into garments, selling only its labor. 
Under the cut and sew system, it was very difficult to make a profit, 
and the co-op was dependent on its clients to send raw materials. 
This meant that production was very irregular. “We only worked 
four or five months a year in the first years,”  remembers María 
Elena.  “We had to stay at home waiting because there wasn’ t work, 
there were no orders or maybe we didn’ t have cloth, or we didn’ t 
have money to buy cloth.  It was very difficult because we earned 
less…If we weren’ t working, we weren’ t earning.”19 
 
Many times the co-op would go months without a large order and 
then suddenly have only one month to sew an entire container of T-
shirts. They would hire on and train contracted workers during big 
orders, but since they were only able to maintain the co-op members 
during the slow periods, they continued to lose workers to the free 
trade zones.  “Many workers that we had taught how to use 
industrial machines had to go look for work in the conventional free 

trade zones and the thing is that we always had to look for new 
people and teach them again and this didn’ t get us anywhere,”  
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explains Rosa.20  Because the co-op’s goal is to provide steady employment, they began to look 
for ways out of this problem.  
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In October of 2003 the co-op received a grant for 
two purposes, one of which was to buy raw 
materials to provide a full package service to 
clients.  With full package service, the cooperative 
buys its own raw materials and sells a finished 
product to its clients. Not only is this system more 
attractive to clients, but it puts the worker-owners 
in control of their own production schedule.  
Predictably, full package service has come with 
its own set of problems.  Because the co-op must 
now supply the raw materials, the difficult task of 
finding a steady supply of good quality organic 
cloth now rests on the cooperative’s shoulders.  
It’s also a constant struggle to keep a cash reserve 
in the bank for purchasing raw materials, which is 
necessary because the co-op must buy all the cloth 
for an order before receiving full payment from its 
client.  In spite of these issues, switching to the 
full package service system means that the co-op 
can now give full-time employment to a group of 
53 heads of household from the community of 

Ciudad Sandino. They are able to pay themselves double what the average worker earns in the 
conventional free trade zones in Nicaragua.  The Fair Trade Zone is one of the few textile 
companies, large or small, in Central America that is currently providing full package service. 
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The second purpose of the grant was to certify the cooperative as the world©s first worker-owned 
free trade zone.  After many years of working towards this goal, the members of COMAMNUVI 
formed another business to administer the free trade zone, Zona Franca Masilí, S.A. “The Fair 
Trade Zone / Zona de Comercio Justo.”   It was necessary to form this second business because 
the law does not allow a cooperative to be a free trade zone, so COMAMNUVI could not form 
the free trade zone directly.  The Fair Trade Zone is wholly owned and operated by the members 
of COMAMNUVI and each member has equal shares in the Fair Trade Zone.   
 
In October of 2004, the Fair Trade Zone received certification as a free trade zone and after 
fulfilling the final requirements began operating as a free trade zone in July 2005.  Free trade 
zone status gives the cooperative benefits that allow it to compete on more equal footing with 
conventional free trade zone “sweatshops.”   The Fair Trade Zone, however, provides just pay, 
fair working conditions, and worker control of the workplace.  As a registered free trade zone, 
the Fair Trade Zone enjoys tax incentives usually available only to much larger companies.  With 
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its savings in sales tax, income tax, and preferred rates on some utilities, it is becoming more 
competitive internationally.  Unlike traditional companies, the workers share in the profits of the 
cooperative, which means that the additional savings gained with free trade zone status are 
passed directly on to the workers as increased profits.  
 
The members of the Fair Trade Zone have had to make many 
sacrifices to build their cooperative. Despite this, they have 
continued to work with the co-op toward the goal of finding 
a way out of the extreme poverty in which they live in Nueva 
Vida. They are working together to create sustainable 
employment in the community so that they can support 
themselves and their families. “We’re not millionaires,”  says 
Fair Trade Zone worker-owner Tomasa Jirón.  “More than 
anything else, our work isn’ t to make ourselves rich.  It’s to 
maintain ourselves and be working and to give more work to 
other people.”21  
 
For the members of the cooperative, their dream for the 
future is to raise production levels in order to provide steady 
full-time employment for more families in their community. 
“Because here in Nicaragua there is a lot of unemployment,”  
says Verónica.  “That’s why my dream is to give work to 
many more women – and men too, but it’s more of a priority 
for women.”22  
 
Everyone who works in their cooperative becomes a member so that all workers are owners and 
have a vested interest in the success of the cooperative. “Because we don’ t want anyone to be 
just a worker.  We want us all to be owners,”  explains Marina.23    
 
One of the Fair Trade Zone’s goals is to generate more earnings in order to be able to put a 
percentage of their co-op’s profits toward social projects such as homes for the elderly, children©s 
feeding centers, rehabilitation houses for drug addicts, and schools. “ I would like to support my 
neighborhood here in Nueva Vida more,”  says Zulema, who has taught adult literacy classes in 
her spare time.  “Because it’s not all about working and exporting; it’s also about the help that 
we give.”24  Co-op worker-owners are currently working on plans for a childcare center for their 
workers, most of whom are single mothers.  
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