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recently returned from a
four-month venture to Laos
and Thailand with some
new and interesting prod-
ucts for an eagerly await-
ing Canadian market.
Ellen Agger and Alleson

MAHONE BAY — A pair
of Mahone Bay entrepre-
neurs who are staunch
advocates of fair trade
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Alleson Kase, left, and Ellen Agger recently returned from
a four-month-long, fair-trade trip to Laos and Thailand. Ms
Agger is sporting a bucket hat produced along the Thai-Lao
border which is made from naturally dyed, 100 per cent
organic cotton.
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Kase are partners in Tam-
machat Natural Textiles,
importers of handcrafted,
naturally dyed, fairly trad-
ed textiles.

Their latest journey
to Southeast Asia began
when they left Nova Scotia
in early December, look-
ing to revisit the women of
Laos and Thailand whom
they had bought textiles
and woven goods from on
their four previous trips,
as well as to make connec-
tions with some new pro-
ducers.

“All of these produc-
ers are pretty small vol-
ume,” Ms Kase explains.
“We wanted to expand our
network, so we went to
Laos and connected with a
group there called the Laos
Sericulture Company.”

Sericulture is a term
which describes the rais-
ing of silkworms for the
production of silk, some-
thing which Ms Kase says
is “very much an indig-
enous product” for the
women of that country.

“Raising  silkworms
is something they have
done for generations, and
although silk can be pro-
duced in afactory, and often
is in China and Vietnam,
traditionally, it is produced
by hand in a village set-

¢

ting by women who are pri-
marily rice farmers,” she
says. “Because they'’re
farming a traditional
form of rice, which is
based on the rainy sea-
son, the rest of the year
they do have time to, and
they need to, have other
income streams, so they
produce silk that time of
year.”

Ms Kase says the women
not only raise the worms
in a traditional fashion,
but also dye the cloth that
is produced from their silk
in a traditional manner
using natural dyes, such as
indigo, which come from
their environment.

“And the weavers in Laos
are recognized in weaving
circles as being extremely
expert,” she adds.

Ms Agger says that on
their recent trip, along
with purchasing products
made from silk, they also
bought a lot of organically
grown cotton which is pro-
duced through more of a
cottage-industry system.

“It’s a very small part
of the hand-weaving sector
in Thailand, and the or-
ganic cotton that is grown
is hand spun.

It’'s very beautiful, but
it’s very labour intensive,”
she says, adding that for
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that reason, it is also avail-
able in limited quantities.

One organic cotton
product they purchased
while on their trip was a
quantity of naturally dyed,
reversible bucket hats that
were made from cotton
grown on the banks of the
MeKkong River.

“The Pattanarak Foun-
dation helped us with this
order,” Ms Agger explains.
“They are located along
the Thai-Lao border and
they work with rural com-
munities, holding income-
generating projects that
balance development and
conservation.”

The hats are made by
four different groups who
live along the river — the
growers of the cotton, the
hand spinners, the dyers
and weavers and finally
the sewers who complete
the finished product.

“So, a lot of hands were
involved in the production
of each hat and several
communities benefited
from our purchase. That’s
the kind of buying that
we're setting out to do,”
she says.

They also returned
with products made from
a relatively new kind of
silk being produced in the
northern areas called eri
silk, which is made in a
different way and from a
different kind of worm
than traditional mulberry
silk.

The eri silkworm feeds
on the leaves of the cas-
sava or tapioca plant, the
roots of which are the sec-
ond-largest agricultural
crop in Thailand, rather
than on mulberry leaves
which is the diet of tradi-
tional silkworms.

That difference in diet,
coupled with the different
manner through which the
worms spin their cocoons,
produces an end product
that displays “the comfort
of cotton, the warmth of
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wool and the elegance of
silk.

Because it has been
difficult for producers to
grow enough mulberry to
support the traditional silk
market, Ms Kase says the
development of the eri silk
industry is “an introduc-
tion of appropriate tech-
nology to make use of a
resource that is environ-
mentally suited to the en-
vironment.”

Marketing that product,
as with the others they sell,
is another way Tammachat
achieves its goal of buying
work from groups that are
organized so that the sale
doesn’t just immediately
benefit the weaver or the
producers, but ultimately
assists the entire commu-
nity as well.

“If we’re buying from a
group that does skill train-
ing on how to effectively
use natural dyes, how to
minimize environmental
impacts and how to man-
age the money within the
group ... it becomes a kind
of commercial model of a
community development,”
she explains.

“And there are groups in
Thailand that are very well
organized on this model.”

She says the bottom line
of their business is not
maximizing profitability,
but is rather “the social
enterprise ... to have mu-
tual benefit for the produc-
ers, the consumers and the
traders.”

Tohelp two of the groups
which they trade with, the
Prae Pan and Panmai Co-
ops, overcome their lan-
guage barrier with foreign
buyers, Ms Agger and Ms
Kase have produced a pair
of books which contain
photographs and descrip-
tions, in English, of the
processes they use to pro-
duce their weaving.

Ms Kase and Ms Agger
presented each group with
copies of their respective
books during their latest
trip, which they can now
use when they attend sales
and fairs in Thailand to
sell their work.

“They were thrilled to
get these books,” Ms Kase
said. “This allows their
customers to go through
an education process so
they understand ... this
just isn’t something we
wove.” Tammachat Natu-
ral Textiles will be holding
a show and sale of their
latest line of fairly traded,
natural textiles, including
silk and cotton scarves,
bags, shawls, -clothing,
tableware and fabrics, at
14 Pleasant Street, Mahone
Bay, May 10 and 11 from 10
a.m. to 5 p.m.

Included will be a novel
idea developed through
consultation with local
quilters, that of a package
of five 20 x 20-centimetre,
naturally dyed, handwo-
ven organic silk squares to
be used in the art of quilt
making.

For more information
on Tammachat Natural
Textiles and their fair-
trade products visit www.
tammachat.com.



