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FairSource


In the United States, the United Kingdom, and many other industrialized countries, the outsourcing of service jobs to developing countries has become a prominent political and economic issue.  Given the proliferation of telecommunications technologies, trade in services is now starting to resemble commodity trade, especially when the services provided produce computer code or tax forms.  As with goods, trade in services can be done in a manner that fosters opportunity and sustainable development or, as is more common, contributes to global economic insecurity and the concentration of wealth.  This paper will present FairSource, model guidelines for just and sustainable trade in services and how it can be applied through a certification scheme to develop transparency and a stable marketplace. 





Alternative Models in Commodity Trade


Overseas trade continues to grow in scale and in the variety of goods and services traded.  From early trade "outsourcing" in the production of raw materials and agricultural products for export to the relocation of manufacturing sites of clothing, shoes, and automobiles, the free flow of capital in the market has brought changes that alter the social and economic landscape of the globe.  With each move toward the production of goods in developing countries for the developed world there has been a successive movement toward cheaper labor and production costs, often resulting in exploitive conditions and economic instability for labor, local economies, and local environments.  Countries compete against each other to offer lower barriers and more benefits to companies seeking to capitalize on international conditions.  To combat this "race to the bottom," standards, codes of conduct, and company reporting schemes have emerged to distinguish business models.   





One response to global instability in commodity prices is a commercial model called Fair Trade (www.fairtrade.net). Fair Trade seeks more equitable trade relations by providing long term contracts, stable prices based on cost of living plus an added social premium, empowerment of providers, and focus on their development and well-being.  Now the fair trade model has been applied to a number of agricultural commodities, crafts, and sport balls. 





Code: The New Commodity


This paper will provide insight into the nature of offshore outsourcing, with specific attention to outsourcing of information technology jobs.  With the current wave of outsourcing, software code is quickly becoming a commodity: a product that can be produced in a number of places with little difference in quality.  The commodity nature of code could cause a similar race to the bottom with deteriorating conditions of workers as more competition drives ever-lower prices.  FairSource is presented as a means of expanding the value of services provided and to protect workers involved in outsourcing.  





FairSource


FairSource is an innovative extension of the principles of Fair Trade to trade in services.  The intention is to foster an alternative model of outsourcing (both offshore and domestic), one that improves the professional opportunities available to those in the developing world while fostering broader principles of sustainable development.  FairSource is beginning with a  set of guidelines, developed in consensus.  FairSource guidelines cover a process for quality control and information security; ergonomics and workplace safety; professional development and labor relations; responsible use of information technology and the role of technology in sustainable development. After pilot application of the guidelines, there will be a  certification for service providers that demonstrates, no matter what the location or political context, that the IT service provider maintains opportunities for sustainable livelihoods, development, and responsible commercial relations.    





This paper will also present case studies in outsourcing and how the FairSource guidelines have driven sustainable innovation and impacts.  
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