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The basic issues are the same for artisans all over the world, no different for African artisans. Artisans, whether they live in the foothills of North Carolina, on the coast of West Africa or the deserts of Central Asia share the same basic problems of finding, reaching and keeping markets.  Within the “finding”, “reaching” and “keeping” are, of course, so many sub-categories that it’s enough to discourage any artisans.

Competition is hardly a sub-category. It’s the major defining factor:

I’ve talked with artisans in India and Mexico, who state over and over again that China is their biggest problem.  It used to be the Philippines…. And before that, a long time ago, Japan.  What they are really talking about is the competition in price and quantity and, at the moment, there doesn’t seem to be a way to compete with China on price without an unacceptable cost to the makers in wages and environmental conditions. 

How does China affect African goods?  Frankly, I don’t see African handcrafts as very popular in the marketplaces of North America and Europe right now and, therefore, there is no incentive for China to copy them.  We’ve all seen that a popular product will be copied in China overnight. 

For better or worse, the low-cost production of craft items coming out of China is an important factor in “finding” or identifying a market. It simplifies the search.  One look at the large international market makes it obvious….any producer of ordinary baskets can see that there is no way to compete with China.

What then?  So, rule out ordinary popular market products – and accept that artisan products that provide the artisan with a decent living and a profession of which to be reasonably proud must be better and more interesting than everyday popular mass-market products. Their value must be perceived as higher. 

This is only a challenge, nor necessarily a problem. 

Sub challenges

Finding
Given that successful products have to appeal to the market in quality and price and that have to satisfy the customer in less definable ways – fashion, taste, utility… the challenge for an artisan enterprise is to FIND the right market.  This can’t be done in isolation but, nowadays, no one is as isolated as in the past. 

Internet. 

Magazines and Catalogues

Malls

TV & movies – saw the criminal’s office with Mozambique carved wood sugar bowls beside the computer screen! 

Tourist-oriented stores such as the celebrated African Heritage store in Nairobi. (what is it like today?)

Even more practical guidance in “local” international trade fairs SARCDA in South Africa, Delhi, Bangkok, Mexico City, Colombia, Ouagadougou, as well as Frankfurt, Paris and the U.S.

Handicraft begone!

What do you find?  First thing is that Handicraft is a genteel-sounding word from the past, a relic of the days when ladies carried baskets to the poor….  No one in modern markets calls artisan products handicraft anymore.  In US markets the terminology changed from handicraft to handcraft to craft and now to HANDMADE.  Each linguistic step represents a move away from quaint, ethnic, amateurish to a level of quality that now evokes HANDMADE as a product of skilled hands, hands that can do work of a quality and originality that machines cannot match.  This is such an important matter in what we now call BRANDING that I recommend that AGOA and others…. Erase handicraft from the lexicon and move up, at the very least, to handcraft or artisan products.

Artisan products are PRODUCTS the moment they are made for sale.  And as products they are judged, bought or not bought, by the buyers, whether importers, retailers or individual customers.

Back to FINDING and REACHING the market. 

In Country

There is a series of steps, a market progress – from beside the road (make it a well-traveled road!), to the local weekend markets, annual artisan fairs as in Almaty, Hanoi and Bangkok, to the national markets and stores. 

Many artisan groups find that selling to the expatriate community is the fastest and best way to develop both sales and a sense of broad tastes and trends.  

And, as I hope everyone realizes, the tourist market for crafts is gigantic. … a cruise ship stops off the north coast of Haiti, five hundred tourists go ashore and even if each spent only $10.00 – that’s a day’s sale of $5,000.  In a country like Haiti, one of the poorest countries in the world, that’s definitely worthwhile.    The duty-free amount that a U.S. citizen can bring back into the U.S. is $400.  Let’s make sure they spend it all! 

I spoke with Dominique Bouchart last week in Bangkok. He is an experienced consultant in handcraft formerly with UNESCO, and he and his associates now have real numbers for the value of handcraft sales to tourists.  I’m sorry I don’t yet have those figures – they will be compelling.  He says that even he was astonished at the volume and importance of sales to tourists.  That’s one easy kind of “export”.

Export and Support

Entering the real export market. There is an enormous amount of guidance for this search. Although much of this guidance is free to artisans, there is a sizable cost to it to someone and that “someone” is a crucial element. Usually “someone” is a government department or a government funded agency or a foundation.  Without this backup support it would be hard to get started.  Backup support lies, for example, behind this AGOA network meeting and I’d like, on behalf of all of us here, to extend our thanks to the Corporate Council on Africa, the Smithsonian and U.S.A.I.D. 

The search begins in-country with whatever government economic assistance departments exist.  Export promotion might be first, commercial attaches, NGO’s, embassies, multilaterals, foundations, friends and relatives. 

A recent internet listing from the World Resources Institute, Digital Dividend, lists and describes in some detail women’s artisans networks, artisan “clusters”, on-line craft marketers and offers a complete listing at the Digital Dividend Project Clearinghouse. 

ATA doesn’t get much of a mention in this listing but ATA does offer one of the most useful kinds of guidance to export markets with its Market Readiness Seminars at major international trade shows, a real life experience that is invaluable.

Aside – I was a beginning importer once long ago (1970’s) and I would have been thankful to have found this kind of guidance myself and would have saved myself years of experiment and heaven knows how many dollars. 

The first African product lines to become really successful in foreign markets were the mvuli wood animals from East Africa and Botswana basketry.  

There was a ground floor showroom at 225 Fifth Avenue in New York in the ‘70s-‘80s entirely devoted to these baskets.  Those showrooms are expensive to run and without a high level of popularity and sales, the sales representatives would not have kept the line that long and, indeed, they didn’t. 

KEEPING the market. To find and connect to the market is expensive and difficult and not worthwhile unless the connection is maintained.  Artisan businesses require more than hand skills and exotic heritage. They require Working Capital.

To keep an artisan business alive and thriving requires investment – not as much as for a machine shop, but it does require capital for payment to artisans, for inventory, for shipping, and for the required sales effort.   One of the many challenges for African artisans is the cost of inventory.  Few buyers are willing to wait, say, for the rains to stop so the pottery can dry enough to be fired.  They want delivery within a reasonable time, and 60-90 days is about the maximum. And not many artisans can expect the years of support offered by the Queen of Thailand who, through her Support Foundation, provides training, materials, and then buys all the silk her weavers, now numbering 3,000, produce.  (And no, I don’t know what she does with this yardage.) 

Needed - Language and communication skills – obviously necessary to trade but it’s not necessary here to describe them.

Packing, shipping and documentation – These too are obvious necessities.
Selling! And Customer Service – also obviously necessary, and it may be necessary to point out that artisans have to make what a buyer WANTS.  There is no other motivation for a purchase. 
Designing – this might well be part, or become part, of an artisan’s skill set but designing something that will sell in a foreign market requires a designer who knows that market and who keeps up with its changes. The most successful and useful such designers are also highly skilled with their own hands and with appropriate tools. This gives them a bond with the artisan as well as an important level of trust.

Many of these intermediate steps between the Maker and the market have been described in manuals, some put out by the ILO, some being readied by the Craft Center, some early and still useful manuals by the International Women’s Tribune in New York, 

Edward Millard’s book called, Export Marketing for a Small Handcraft Business, and a few of our own.  It’s our unvarying experience, however, that these manuals must be paired with actual experience before they are understood and actually become useful. 

Middlepeople:  There is a tendency in the international development world to demonize middlemen and their input but, honestly, who else would do all the tasks above?  Why shift the time-honored and practiced hand skills of the artisan into finance and paperwork?  That’s a different specialty, useful and necessary, but different, and, in ATA’s experience, a critical link between the Maker and the Market

Enlarge the Network:  Looking around the room and reading the list of participants, I realize that we almost all know each other already. We all have the same mission and many of the same methods.  We even compete with each other for the funds to “invest” in artisans.  We all believe that artisan work is valuable for all the same high-minded reasons as well as the same truly practical reasons.  

There should be more of us!  

There are not enough buyers of artisan products to make a substantial difference in the eradication of poverty and, as the markets develop for these products, there is not enough support for assisting artisan groups to participate in overseas markets.  Without the assistance and the experience, they’ll be left behind by this not-quite broad enough globalization.

Replication:

One of the most encouraging events of the twenty-five (and more) years that ATA has been functioning is REPLICATION.  And I’d like to put in a plea for more of it!

We take great pleasure in the creation of “Aid to Artisans Ghana”, and satisfaction in seeing the amazing progress and stature of ATAG, especially remembering its origins, when the late and great Dr. Esther Ocloo and I sat under a small shade tree in Agormenya, in northern Ghana and sketched out a proposal to USAID and to the Pew Charitable Trust for an artisan export program.  

We know that with the continued and inspired leadership of Bridget Kyerematen, from whom you will hear later on, ATAG will continue to be able to serve Ghana’s talented artisans.

 We take pleasure in the dramatic export successes and the international fairs (World Felt Symposium, for example) being created and managed by our colleagues at CACSA, the Central Asia Craft Support Association in which artisans preserve their traditions and increase their livelihoods, led by dynamic and dedicated women like Dinara Chochumbaeva (Kyrgyzstan) and Raisa Gareyeva (Uzbekistan). 

We work with many such artisan organizations, some government and some non-government and they are essential pieces in the development of member-based service organizations – CraftLink in Hanoi, a new one, Barro Sin Plomo in Mexico, Agexpront in Guatemala, Bat Shop in South Africa

As satisfying as these support organizations are, it is still essential for artisan businesses to be created, or, in some cases, revived.  Nothing promises sustainability as consistently as a successful enterprise, enterprises like The Sharan Craft Center in Armenia, like Bagatelle in Haiti, Azur (jambolyas) in Macedonia, Peter’s Tomako’s Ceramica Tankloe in Ghana, and like Holland Millis’ Atuto  in Honduras. 

And because there are two sides to trade (at least) it is equally essential that the steadfast importers of artisan products be encouraged, and supported.  Many such importers, people like Jasperdean Kobes of Bamboula, Leslie Mittelberg of Swahili Imports, 

Karen Gibbs of Mélange, Eco-Brazil’s Elizabeth Howitt, and a recent convert from non-profit, 10,000 Villages, are here and are members of what ATA calls its Trade Network.  Helping socially responsible businesses like these to sell the products of African artisans is absolutely the fastest, most efficient and fairest of all the activities in which we might involve ourselves.  

I was asked to talk about the issues and opportunities facing African artisans but, as usual, I find myself jumping to solutions. We all know all too well what the challenges are in our world today.  In the face of AIDS, of water and air pollution, of wars and famines, of loss of species and habitats – sometimes the offering of solutions to the challenges faced by artisans seems inadequate.  Only by expanding to a larger scale effort can we hope to do our share.  

And the only immediate way we see for this expansion is to expand the network, do more (and better) work ourselves and to offer our experience to help others to do so too.  It is our hope that we may, in this widening network, find that our work has been both useful and important in the lives of the people involved and that whatever is useful and important will be copied by many others. 
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