Growing the Cotton Fiber: Aprenic

Our supply chain begins in Nicaragua, where all of the Organic Cotton for this program
is grown.

Maggie’s has worked in Nicaragua for over 10 years. As the second poorest country in
the western hemisphere, and with repeated exploitation by foreign occupiers and
internal dictators, much of the infrastructure of the cotton industry in Nicaragua (along
with many others) has been lost. Using the worker-owned model as our guide, we have
committed to reviving this industry, and to proving that independent and vested workers
can help provide high-quality and affordable apparel.

Regardless of how many times | have flown into Nicaragua, each new visit both inspires
and humbles me. The spectacular natural beauty, the amazing will and strength of a
people so trodden upon and the unbridled sense of hope and humor that so many
possess, is truly moving. Signs of the people’s revolution are everywhere, especially
now that the Sandinista party is back in power. The organic growers we work with are
scattered over a wide range of the country, while the folks who will gin and spin our yarn
are from Ciudad Sandino (near Managua), a government-created “relocation village” for
victims of the many natural disasters that have impacted Nicaragua. There are
abundant natural resources to sustain people and to provide income in Nicaragua, but
very little money and infrastructure to convert these resources into jobs..

Our first grower group is Aprenic, an association formed in 1996 by its 150 grower/
members in rural Nicaragua. Though not a co-op, the association helps its members
with the marketing of the crops, the coordinating delivery of seed, and the harvesting of
crops. Aprenic’'s members act cooperatively by sharing administrative costs, harvesting
equipment, and advice. Like most of the other organic farming groups, Aprenic’s
growers are on a 3-year rotation: 1% year corn, 2" year a legume (soybean, white or
mung beans), 3" year cotton or sesame. The only input used on their fields is 8,000 —
12,000 Ibs of seasoned cow manure per manzana per year (1 manzana = 1.68 acres).
80% of the growers own their own cows, as well as a few chickens and an occasional
pig. Soy is the only mechanized crop — our cotton and other crops are hand-picked.
Each grower owns between 2 and 30 manzanas.

As with the other producers, the SCS inspectors interviewed 10% - 15% of Aprenic’s
growers, as well as checking invoices for crops and the pay for temporary workers.
Growers were paid $26.40 per hundred weight of 2009 harvested cotton used in our
Fair Labor Apparel. This was higher than the Fair trade price set by the FLO last year.
We have not yet set prices for 2010 crop, but we know that both our prices and the Fair
Trade price will be higher.

Temporary workers are employed by most of the growers at Aprenic. Minimum wages
for agricultural workers in Nicaragua is 60 cordobas (@$3) per day. Aprenic growers
pay 80 cérdobas per day, and the workers work approximately ¥z a day (3%z - 4 hours),
so they are able to take other jobs as well.

We are using a specific variety of cotton seed called “Melba”, which was developed by
Nicaraguans to work best in the Nicaraguan climate. We are happy to report that the



farmers were very happy with the profits they received on this first harvest. We hope
this means that their production of cotton will increase next year!

All other grower groups we work with in Nicaragua are 100% worker-owned
cooperatives. These co-ops* were also certified by SCS and plan to grow organic
cotton for us in the future. Unfortunately, the rains did not come at the right times during
2009, so none of them yielded a cotton crop this year. We are anxious to work with
these dedicated growers in the future:

*Malpaisillo and San Agustin cooperatives (both of whose members are women), El
Porvenir cooperative (who also harvest great-tasting organic coffee), and Prinzapolka
cooperative.
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Aprenic’s Certification (click to enlarge)

NEXT: Ginning the Cotton — The Organic Cotton Gin Cooperative




