PRESS RELEASE

Local Schools participate in Community Arts Project 
To Celebrate 400 years of Tunbridge Wells

and to Canvass for Fairtrade Status

 Organised by the Tunbridge Wells Fairtrade Town Campaign Group, twenty-six local secondary, primary and infant schools have taken inspiration from Rolf Harris to create a town centre installation of Millet’s 19th Century masterpiece, “The Gleaners”.

The finished artwork, which measures around 5m x 4m and was put together on Saturday the 11th March on a specially constructed scaffold outside Dixons, by the Millennium Clock. Timed to coincide with Fairtrade Fortnight, the finished work will be on display for two weeks. 

To recreate “The Gleaners”, a copy of the painting was divided into a patchwork of 300 panels, which were randomly distributed amongst schools for students to enlarge and paint.  Some sections were held back, and members of the public were encouraged to come along and join in the fun and add their own brushwork on the day.  The Mayor of Tunbridge Wells, Jennifer Paulson-Ellis and local Conservative MP Greg Clarke also added their artistic talent, as did the Archdeacon of Tonbridge, Clive Mansell and the Vicar of St. Lukes James Wheeler. Tunbridge Wells Fairtrade Town Campaign Group is a collaboration by local churches, organised by Tunbridge Wells Churches Social Responsibility Group (TWCSRG)

Painted in 1857 by Millet, “The Gleaners” is an example of ‘Social Realism’ which captures the harsh reality of life at the time.  However, it remains a potent and relevant image for the Fairtrade campaign today, as it contrasts the poor gathering leftover grain (gleanings) after a wealthy farmer has harvested his crop – a stark analogy for the unfair global trade rules that keep farmers in poverty all over the world.

For many people, rural poverty is very much as it was 150 years ago. The serious side to this community art project is the issue of Fairtrade, both for farmers in the developing world, and for our local farmers, many of whom are also struggling to compete in the global market place. 

Mandy Flashman-Wells said “The community art project is an important lesson which shows what can happen when people work together.  In this case, each one of our contributing artists was called upon to reproduce a small, 24cm x 24cm, abstract painting.  When all of these individual efforts were brought together we have created a piece of art of breathtaking scale and beauty.  The way that Millet’s artwork emerged from these abstract components dramatically visualises what happens when people collaborate; anyone who doubts what even the smallest contribution can make should draw great encouragement from this project.”

“In the Western world we are used to paying a premium for brands – the fact that people are prepared to pay a premium is one of the things which distinguishes brands.  The premium that is paid for the Fairtrade mark means a living wage for farmers in the developing world in addition to the cost of production and money to invest so that the whole community benefits.  In short, even when one person chooses fairly traded goods, it starts to bring change for the good.  If we all choose Fairtrade products, together we can really Make Poverty History for rural communities around the world.  A look at the Gleaners in Tunbridge Wells town centre proves it!”
Sales of Fairtrade goods have rapidly increased over the last 11 years.  There are now over 1300 Fairtrade products available and even major brands are now incorporating fairly traded good into their ranges, e.g., Nestle recently launched a Fairtrade instant coffee blend in recognition of both consumer demand and the economic viability of fairly traded products.

“Fairtrade is a direct action that doesn’t rely on waiting for politicians to get the message, or diplomats to strike deals. It’s something that we can all help to deliver, right here, right now. Already over 5 million people – farmers, workers and their families – are directly involved in and benefiting from the Fairtrade scheme in over 58 developing countries around the world. They in turn are using the premiums from Fairtrade to help Make Poverty History in their own communities.” (The Fairtrade Foundation, Feb. 2006).

Students at schools around Tunbridge Wells know that when they choose to buy fairly traded goods they really are changing lives.

For more details please contact: Mandy Flashman-Wells Flashy@amos5v24.org 01892 532888; Jane Clarke 01892 547106: Gloria Thorpe 01892 532149

NOTES:

Many farmers and small producers in the developing world have to sell their goods at a price that does not cover the cost of production because their local markets are flooded with cheap and often subsidised produce from richer western countries (eg. rice, cotton, sugar).  They are forced deeper and deeper into the spiral of debt and poverty and as a result many will have to make life choices that would be unthinkable here in the UK.  Choices between food and water; between medicine and education.

However, for small producers linked to the Fairtrade movement life is different:  Guaranteed a fair price for their products that covers the cost of production and provides a living wage, they are also given market advice and helped to compete in the international market place.  In addition, there is a payment of a social premium, which is used by the producers to ensure that the whole community benefits, not just the farmers.   

