Spa Town Community Art Installation Marks ‘Freedom Day’  

There have been strange goings on in Tunbridge Wells, one could almost be forgiven for thinking that the Spa Town was actually living up to its recent accolade of being the fourth happiest town to live in the UK. Not only has the town recently celebrated Fairtrade Town status but this week it is, for the second year in succession, host to a community art project, this one based on Fairtrade Chocolate. Students from 22 of the local schools worked to produce papier mache Easter eggs which were used to dress the trees in the town centre. One shopper commented that “this is the sort of thing you find in London or Brighton, but not Tunbridge Wells.” Could it be that the Towns former reputation for being ‘generally disgusted’ is being swept away in a new found taste for the cosmopolitan? 

The community art installation, initiated by the Fairtrade Town Group, is based on the ethics of the chocolate industry, seeking not only to highlight the problem of finding Fairtrade Easter eggs in our supermarkets and sweet shops (despite the so called move of many of the large retailers towards the more ethical Fairtrade products on their shelves), but also to turn a spotlight on the huge problem of slavery that still exists in the chocolate industry today. Campaigner Mandy Flashman-Wells says “It is incredible that we are celebrating the 200 year anniversary since the Abolition of the Slave Trade in this country, yet children and adults are still used as slaves on cocoa plantations today. This project is part of the ‘Stop The Trafffik Campaign’www.stopthetraffik.org    - a global voice which is calling for an end to the trade in human traffic across the world.”  

The chocolate industry involves vast sums of money, yet the average cocoa farmer earns less each year than the average UK family spends on chocolate “It is very difficult to buy Fairtrade Easter eggs in Tunbridge Wells and there is little or no Fairtrade chocolate offered as choice at child height. We hope that this huge gap in the market can be conveyed to our shops through this project,” continues Mandy Flashman-Wells.

Whilst it is true that farmers who can sell their cocoa into the Fairtrade market are guaranteed to receive a minimum price, there is insufficient consumer demand for Fairtrade chocolate, so the market for Fairtrade cocoa is limited. Many cocoa farmers have to sell their crop for a price which doesn’t even cover the cost of production. For the chocolate industry to be transformed, there needs to be a consumer move towards the more ethically produced Fairtrade chocolate and pressure on the chocolate giants to produce chocolate which is guaranteed ‘Traffik Free’. This is the guarantee that cocoa used in the chocolate has not been harvested by trafficked labour.

Mandy Flashman-Wells commented “What started out as a simple community art project has turned into something much bigger. When we set out on this project we hadn’t realized that we were speaking out for the faceless children enslaved for this country’s love affair with chocolate. Our children can enjoy a huge variety of chocolate products which other children have suffered for. The final twist came as we noticed that the last two papier mache Easter eggs to be hung in the trees had faces painted on them. We felt that the unknown children been given a face by the students in Tunbridge Wells.” 

For more details please contact: 
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