
Many travellers return 
from visits to the 
developing world 
with heartbreaking 
tales of grinding 

poverty and degradation. But Jeremy 
Piercy returned inspired to found 
a chain of fair trade shops and a 
franchise dedicated to redressing 
global inequalities.

His life-changing trip to India in 
the early Seventies forced him to 
consider what he wanted to do with 
his life – and whether he could make a 
difference to the world in some way.

Eventually he settled on the idea 
of a fair trade shop. It was simple and 
effective. But there was a problem: 
“When the notion of fair trade came 
along I was very attracted to it. 
Unfortunately, when I first looked into 
the idea of starting a fair trade shop 
in 1979 – 80 there weren’t enough fair 
trade products on the market to make 
a shop viable.”

So he gave up on the idea and as he 
did, the epilepsy which had plagued 
him for years, flared up again in the 
early eighties. By the mid-eighties the 
fair trade and epilepsy issues were 
well on the way to being overcome, 
and a combination of rising fair 
trade products and medical advances 
prompted Jeremy to resurrect his once 
abandoned idea.

“In 1986 I was put on a new drug 
which controlled my epilepsy and 
gave me the chance to start thinking 
about work again. And 
coincidentally there were just 
about enough products for me 
to set up a shop.” Shared Earth 
was born.

Most of the products came 
from an organisation called 
Traidcraft, a pioneer in the 
area of fair trade. “They were 
the basis of the stock of Shared 
Earth – or One World as my 
shop was known at the time. 
I ordered everything in their 
catalogue and we opened up.”

From day one the intention 
was to take fair trade out into 
the public domain. “I wanted 
to appeal to more than the 
small minority of people who 
were already interested in fair 
trade – some would refer to 
them as the beard and sandals 
brigade,” said Jeremy. “But our 
aim was to attract everyone 
by the quality of the products 
we sold.”

Twenty years later, the 
evidence suggests this 
strategy has been enormously 
successful. The original shop 
was followed by branches in 
Leeds, Manchester, Bradford 
and Birmingham. More shops 
have since opened in Cardiff, 
Bristol and Liverpool. And 
the original Goodramgate 
shop moved to a picturesque 
location near York Minster in 
the late nineties.

So Shared Earth is doing 
well – but this hasn’t always 
been the case. Trying 
times and hasty decisions 

have occasionally threatened the 
organisation’s very existence.

“We once tried to franchise the 
business but we weren’t ready for it. 
I foolishly accepted some bad advice 
from a franchise consultant and 
opened a pilot project in Wakefield 
which was a disaster.” Although 
Jeremy recognised that franchising 
was a good route forward, his business 
was not ready for it and it was put on 
the back burner. 

“Then we started wholesaling our 
products and had 500 wholesale 
customers in a couple of years,” 
said Jeremy. The backbone of the 
wholesale business was a range of 
very distinctive and popular greetings 
cards called Endangered Species. 
It wasn’t long before Shared Earth 
moved into stationery, writing sets 
and notebooks.

“The idea really took off – and then 
I made another mistake. I decided to 
invest in a warehouse.” Not exactly 
a wise move, as interest in the 
Endangered Species range had peaked 
by this time. Shared Earth was left 
with a large bill, red faces and the 
threat of bankruptcy. “We only just 
survived,” said Jeremy.

Now the organisation is in much 
better financial shape. “In 2000 we 
were buying products from three or 
four countries. Now it’s up to 15 and 
our shops have a greater range of 
products that are unique to us and 
that we have designed and imported 

ourselves.” 
Jeremy recognised recently that 

the timing to consider franchising 
again was right. With the help of 
an expert team, the Shared Earth 
franchise package was successfully 
launched and is now being offered 
throughout the UK with several key 
sites earmarked. 

Since its launch in October 2007, the 
Shared Earth franchise has received 
a record number of enquiries with 
several individuals looking for suitable 
retail locations. 

Shared Earth is currently planning 
its third Discovery Day in May when 
interested franchisees will be shown 
behind the scenes of the York shop and 
learn more about how the business 
operates.

“Fair trade is a fantastic system,” 
said Jeremy. “It helps people in 
developing countries and you’re 
getting something in return. I urge 
people to support it.” Sales of fair 
trade products are now booming and 
Jeremy is positive about the future of 
the industry and his expansion plans 
through franchising. 

He’s also writing a book about 
Shared Earth and fair trade. It has 
the working title of Coffins, Cats and 
Fair Trade Sex Toys and should be 
published in early 2009. 

Shared Earth is at 1 Minster Gates in 
central York. 
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