A Bird in the Cup

GRINDIMG TOWARD SOCIAL AND ENVIROWNMENTAL JUSTICE IN THE COFFEE WOQRLD

By Travid Brav

E atugo Jimenez laoks a little out of place in the fashionable coffes bar in San Cristobal de las Casas in the southern Mexican

state of Chiapas. Surrounded by walls adorned with contemporary pairtings, he surveys the frothy crganic coffes conco-

tions on the menu. His stiff, white cowboy hat and deeply lined face make him look at least ten years older than he is, and bath

ientify him as a campesino, an Indian peasant, who a few decades ago was not permitted on the sidewalks of San Cristobal. But

he is not at all out of place. tn fact, he cwns the place. Arturn is one of some 1,300 members of the Rainforest Farmers Union

{Union de Ejidos La Selva}l of Comitan, Chiapas, who together
own not only this coffee bar, but several more in Mexico City,

not ta mention the franchise deal they have hopes for'jn $pain. ' |

Morth of the border, a suburbanite couple sits an a deck in
# leafy Mew England backyard on a serene Sunday marning sip-
ping coffes—a Mexican arganic, let's say. A woad thrush flitting
through the canopy catches their attention, and they rmuse over
the fact that the coffee, the bird, and the hackyard may all be
tanmected. But the suburkanites may not suspect that the cone
rections run all the way to Arturc liménez, ar that the wood
thrush in the New England canepy could have spent part of its
winter in Arturg's Chiapas coffee farm. That cup of Mexican
organic, in fact, has a constellation of qualities that contempo-
rary consurmers cavet: it is small-farmer, it is organic, and now—
“hird-frigndgly,”
and even the transcendent “swstainable.” And all

pick your preferred label—it i; “shade-tree,”
“sanghbird,”
of these labels seam significant to our coffee drinkers, even if
they do not grasp exactly what they Sgnify.

The ermergence of these labels has made coffee the next
frontier of conscicus cansumeriser, following in the footsteps of
dolphin-free tuna and child-labor-free clothing, As researcher
Jennifer McLean has noted "coffee is the next major test of the
potential of informed consumer activism to reshape main-
stream markets,” forming a new and uneasy alliance of interna-

tional trade, sacial justice, and the environment.

LEGEND HAS T that coffes and human beings discovered each
ather when goatherds in narthern Africa noticed their charges
stayed awake a1l night after eating the leaves and berries of a
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certain bush. Evan Eisenbrerg, in his imaginative rethinking of
human ecalogical histary, The Ecalogy of Eden, speaks of
“allisnces” between grams angd humans that allowed humble
grasses sHrh as wheat.ﬂnd carn to dominate the plant warld, In
the same sens,e, an alhance between Cﬂf_fea arabica and
humans has enabled this unass;uming understory bush from the
farasts of Ethiopia to conquer nearly 30 million acres in aver
40 tropical countries—the spatial egquivalent 1o a one-mile-wide
strip around the equator.

Once there was Maxwell House, folger's, and Chock Full O
Muts. Maw there is Costa Ricam Terrazu, Sumatran Mandhe-
lings, and Guatemalan Antigua, with attributes as baffling o
the average consurner as those of wines. "Full body, very rich,
with an array of grace notes modulating frem nut and smoke
tanes through hints of wine in the finish,” is how one
Guatemalan brew was recently described in the trade maga-
zine Coffea Journal. And now, the new breed of coffes has
heen infused by socisl and environmental themes unimagin-
abile aven a decade ago.

The emergence of coffee from the political and environmen-
tal darmancy in which most major food commeoedities rest has
been a skow process. First, there was “fair trade” coffee, a pri-
marily European phenomenon, Fair traders, who have captured
as much as five percent of the market in seme Eurapean coun-
tries, discovered a socially conscious consumer who weas willing
ta pay a premium for coffes that was purehased directly from
small eoffes farmer cooperatives, with the premium going
into the pockets of the farmers. Fair trade has not fared as wel!
in the United 5tates, with a smal! Massachusetts-based toaster,
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Equal Exchange, having largely <ormered this market. Then came
organic, first as a companent of the solidarity markets in
Eurcpe, and later as a new spedialty coffee niche in its own
right. T be sure, fair trade and organic merged as early as the
mid-1580s, when another sauthern Mexican small farmer orga-
nization, the Qaxaca-based Union of lndigenous Communities of
the lsthrus Region, started exporting certified organic coffee to
the Dutch fair trade arganization, Max Mavelaar.

Some efferts in the U5, to promote sodially conscious coffee
also quickly made the conversion to organic, as they discovered
that it increased marketahility, For example, the Fort Bragg,
California-based Thanksgiving Coffee Company started out sell-
ing coffee from Artura liménez's Rainforest Union as " dztec
Harvests” in the early 1930s, using the slogan, "not just a cup,
but a just cup.” But the just cup sold better as certified organic,
and that's what the farmers converted to. Organic coffee began
bogming in the late 13805, riding the crest of the organic foods
movement, now a nearly 4-billien-dolar-a-year business in the
Linited States and still growing at over 25 percent & year.

ARTURD AND apVISORS 10 the Rainforest Union began travel-
ing to European organic agriculture canferences in 1990, and

then to the annual meatings of the Specialty Cotfes Aodiation’: -

in the UWnited States. They quickly learned that the highest
profits in the business were at the retail end, and developed a
vision of selling by the cup to the final consumer, both in the
W5, in Mexico, and in Eurape. This was a revelation, since untit
that time most southern Mexican small coffee gatherers, largely
indigenouws peoples, hag been derided as mere coffes “collet-
tors” rather than actual farmers, With little technical assistance
or eredit, they ventured out to their fields once a year to strip
voffee beans, the red ripe ones and the hard green ones alike.
But many of these farmers, with financizl support from the
Inter-American Foundation (IAF), a U5, government farsiga
assistance agency, began to learn how to become coffee farm-
ers, receiving instruction mostly from fellow farmers who had
been previously trained by the Rainforest Union's technical
staff. They learned how to make compost, how to terrace their
fialds, and how to select only the reddest, ripest beans, saving
the green ones for second and third passes through the farm.
Tagether with their advizors, they mastered the intricacies of
exporting and of international trade, At the beginning the
tarmers didn't know the meaning of the word "to export,” but
in a very short time, they were exporters themselvas.

They learned how 1o be not only coffes farmers, but also
vaffee processors, cotfee exporiars, and finally coffes toasters

Top: Rainforest Union members meer visitors in their San Cristobal coffeelouae {Aruro Jinénes is in the cowboy hat); Middle; Selectng

anly the red. ripe beans; Bottom: Rainforest Union workers soeting brans on 2 voiveyor bele in the beaefice seca {dry procesing plang),
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and tasters. The Rainforest Unian, with help from the John
L. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, established a tast-
ing laboratory in their caffee processing plant, and began
leaking for that “array of grace notes” in their product. With
further support from the 1AF and a Mexican computer con-
sulting firm, they established a bar-code system to track cof-
fee from the farm to the factory and beyond, assuring quality
contral and fair prices to producers. They learned howe to sell
coffea, and to sell the environment, even if some of the farm.
eTs may not see the connection in all its ramifications, Crucial
1o the process was the vision of advisors like José fuarez,
an agronomist wha grasped the potential of organic coffee as
a catalyst far organizing small farmers, and had the patiesnce
and skills to make it happen.

luarez and bis team have created a uniquely Mexican model
of grassroots sustainable developrent. The Rainforest Union
amerged fram a sprawling confederation that encompassad
much of the Lacandon Rainfarest, The confederation was born
in the 19708 in response to the land and human rights struggles
of indigenous pecples. By the late 19805, when some of the
land tenure struggles had been won, the organization began
focusing on how to make the land more productive. Years of
patient training ang organizing started paying off, and by the

late 1§%s over 1,0@5 members of the Rainferest Union had
meade the transition to organic. For them, erganic offerad a
glimmer of hope that life an the land could be lived with digni-
ty and some madest measure of comfort, by Mexican rural

standards. But then the marketing situation got complicated
again, when ornithologists rediscovered a little-known attribute
of small coffea farms: birds, both migrants and residents, like

them just about as much as natural forests.

A% EARLY A% 19312, Ludbow Griscom of the Amorican Museum
of Natural Histary had nated that the density and diversity

af bird populations in traditional coffae farms did not seem ta
vary much from yirgin mountain tropical forests. In the 1970s,
Mexican biclogist Arturc Gomez-Pompa led a team of
researchers wha confirmed that heavily shaded traditional cof-
fee farms had almost the same number of bird species as neigh-
bering cloud ferests, and went on to discover very high rates of
diversity in epiphytes and mosses as well. A cloger look at these
small coffee farms darified why. Coffee is traditionally grown

i the shade of taller trees. At one extreme of rusticity in coffes
cultivation, the virgin forest stood as what Odmez-Pompa

catled “the recipient structure” for coffee bushes that ware sim-
ply slipped into the understory. There are then successive grada-

Top: Full-sun coflee s planted on the hillside in the Foreground: Middle: Baltimore orioles are among the many migratery hirds that

FHOIGGORAPHS: AMITHYONIAN MIGBEATORY NIED COIMTIR

winter on rostic, shaded coftec farms; Bottom: Traditional coffee farm with shade-grown coffee planted in die underseory.
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tions of shade removal culminating in modern hyerid “full sun”

varigties, which have very high yields but alsa require very high
inputs of fertilizers and water, not to mention the fact that
they create biological desarts.

The ecological advantages of traditional small farmer
*shade tree” coffee were mare recently rediscoverad by a team
of resparchers led by entomologist vette Perfecto of the
University of Michigan and arnithologist Russell Greenberg
of the Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center [SMBC), Greenberg
demonstrated that not only did small coffee farms have high
hird diversity, but that many of the birds were seasanal
migrants. Beyond birds, Perfecto has found very high rates of
bipdiversity in ants a5 well, noting that “the traditional coffee
farm resembles & forest more than a field.”

small farmer coffee was becoming an endangered habitat
under assault from the fullsun varieties. As researchers Robert
Rice of the SMBL and tustin Ward of the Natural Resources
Defense Council have reported, of the 6.9 million acres planted
10 coffae in ngrthern Latin America, about 40 percent has baen
converted to the capital-intensive, full-sun coffee.

But the emergence of conservationists an the coffes scene
has ereated tension in the ranks of coffee certifiers and produc-
ers. The fair trade and organic moverments had developed
elaborate self-pohicing certification measures to build consumer
confidence in their products. The shade-tree concept seemed ta
dramaticaily lower the entry barriers 10 market [.:nrerniums.
Praducers like Arture liménez had worked very hard, spending
both time and money, to become certified organic. They had

The discovery of an agricultural method that generates

income for small indigenous farmers while

sustaining migratory bird habitat was a major finding.

Suddenly. hundreds of thousands of U5, hirdwatchers had a

major stake in rustic small coffee farms. As the SMEBC has I:}!::int-

ed out, migratory bird censuses over the past several decades
arg showing alarming declines, with the numbers of birds cross-
ing the Gulf af Mexico each year diminished by half in a 20-
yaar span. Thus, the discovery of an agricultural methad
that generates income for small indigenous farmers while sus-
taming migratary kird habitat was a major finding, This habitat
*eureka" has led to a sudden and intense interest in small cof.
fee farmers on the part of ornithclogists and conservationists,

Terms like “bird-frrendly” and “shade tree” coffee entered
the lexicon at the First Sustainable Coffee Congress sparsored
by the SMBC at the National Zoo in Washingtan, D.C, in
September, 1996. It was an interesting gathering, bringing
together biclogists, foundation representatives, Starbuck's offi.
tials, and representatives of small coffee farmer organizations
from Latin America. The conference sought to publicize the
rrigrant bird-small farmer-shade tree link and has had a
measure of success in daing so. drnithological campaigns have
sprung wp, such as the Northwest Shade Coffee Campaign
ungartaken by the Seattle Audubon Society, The Natienal
Auduban Sooiety, in association with SMBC, even tried launch-
ing a bird-friendly “Café Audubon,” which was |ater discontin-
ued. But Thanksgiving Coffee has perseversd with its own
labet, marketing several varieties of “Song Bird Coffee” in asso-
ciatian with the American Birding Association (ABA).

The marketing campaign for these various coffees was given
added urgency by the fact that, in some areas of Latin America,

learned new skills. They had made the transition from produc-

“ing a Iowl;n_ralug mass-a’?ricultural commodity to specializing ina

high-value niche-market product, But suddenly, any qrown-gvar
coffes gatherer's farm could apparently henefit from a market
premium for shade-tree coffee. In fact, the less well tendad the
farm, the more attractive it was to the conservationists,

The small farmer representatives at the Smithsonian gonfer-
ence were understandably miffed by all the attention to birds. It
sgemed like yet another elite conservationist effort that placed
wildlife ower the needs of human beings. In practice however, a
shade-tree marketing threat has not materialized, The hird-
friendly forces have tended to adopt organic certification as
a close proxy, not wanting to antagonize small farmers who had
advanced in terms of better ervirenmental management.
Further, most roasters and imparters recognized that the com-
plexities of establishing & third certifying procedure that was
not necessarily either fair trade or organic woutd run the risk of
confusing consumers and creating splits among producers.

SMBL has gone shead and developed a “Birg-Friendly™"
seal of approval, which is already being used by a handful of
coffae importers and about ten roasters, whose beans have
been inspactad by an independent, third-party certifier to verify
that they meet organic standards as well as the SMBC's bird
habitat requirements for shade coffee. According to Robert
Rice, a geographer and policy researcher with SMBC, “a ot of
coffees that say they're shade grown don't necessarily meet the
criveria. They're based on a ‘trust me’ certification By those with
a vested imterest in sales, The coffee industry desperately needs
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to adopt its own mechanism for third-

—
party verification based on sound scien- R

—
tific criteria.” The Rainforest Alliance's L
“Ec0-QOK"program has alsa begun certi- b

fying shade coffees using their own ori-
teria, which address similar concerns,
but fall short of encompassing arganic
certification.

Howeaver, ane of the pioneers in hoth

organic and social consciousness, the

4

marketer of “the just cup,” has triad to
¢reate a third course, Paul Katzeff, CEQ
of Tharkigiving Coffee, has been the
sodial and environmental conscience of the specialty coffee
industry for years, Katzefi has jumped with both feet onto the
bird-friendly bandwagan, marketing Song Bird Coffes with the
ABA. But Katzeff has reawakened the fears of the organic
farmers by declasing in a manifesto to his customers that
“shade is inchusive—organic is exclusive.* He went on to arque
that shade-grown coffee will “save what is loft of the forest
habitat,” that organic is expensive for small producers whe are
ot sophisticated, and that “sustainable issuss are much broad-
er than arganit, including water pollution, ground cgver, soil 1 '
pratection, community ceoperation, and social well-being.” '
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It only 10% of US.
coffee drinkers de-
manded hird-frigndl g seng i
coffee, about 135,000 5oniz. e memcsiino oo o
hectares of plantation
land could be convert- sown s ven
e ed hack o shade.

Katzeff is reaching for the next market
niche “heyond organic,” but all the
issles e mentions are assaciated with
either fair trade or organic or both,
5till, going "song bird" does allow him

customers certified organic coffees,
whith are markated as being shade

Bevouo Bikos, there are other issues
af concern in the warld from which cof-
tee emerges, It's mot easy being a small farmer trying to make a
living the hard way producing a commodity also produced in 43
other countries, Arturo Jimenez and his colleagues are descen-
dants of Tojolobal Mayan indians. Most of them were essentially
serfs on coffee fincas on the steep forested hillsides of Chiapas
if @ remote, rugged region known as “the Canyons,” a series of
rarrow, deep valleys that stretches from the highlands of
Chiapas to the lowlands of the Lacanden Rainforest, After the
Mexican Revalution, they were able to escape bondage and
hread off inta the mpuntain forest. In mare recent decades, they
have been joined hyj waves of land-poor migrants from the
highlands of Chiapas and elsewhere in Mexico, These were pic-
neer tarmers who urgently hacked out a hole in the forest to
plant their milpas, or corn fields, to feed their families, and then
began sticking coffee seedlings inta the “recipient structure® of
the farest as their cash ¢rop. After waiting three to five years for
these coffee bushes to begin maturing, they would still anly
earn $1,400 a year at best from their coffee, representing most
of their total annual cash income, In Arture's organization, 44
percent of its members have never attended school, They live in
howels with beaten earth floors and are almost totally beraft of
government sarvices, Many Hive hours from the nearest passahle
reads, far from stores and health care.

It was out of this deprivation that the Zapatista Army of
National Liberation burst onto the warld stage on fanuary first,
1584, plunging many areas of Chiapas into ungovernable anar-
chy, where they have remained ever since. The Zapatistas, now
largely fargotten outside of Mexica, are still a significant thorn
in the side of the Mexican government, and have cantinued to
huddle deep in the Canyons, surreunded by the Mexican Army,
ang issuing defiant communiqués, YWhat is little known ahout
the Zapatistas Is that they essentially chose armed rebellion
over organic coffee. Arture Jiménez's Rainforest Farmers Union
last about half its membership 1o the Zapatistas, organic coffea
not maturing as an opticn quite fast enough 1o head off the
choica of the rifle instead of the mug,
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The arganic coffee farmers of Chiapas have had to struggle

with other, scarcely imaginable, afflictions as well, Maw, 1o

the fires of political and social struggle have been added real
fire, and torrents of water, The Mexican forest fires that burned
eyas in the sauthern United States in the spring of 1958 also
destroyed thousands of acres of coffee bushes, More recently,
antediluvian rains, pne-guarter of the average rainfall for the
year, fell in five days, killing hundreds of people, leaving 15,000
hornelass, and destroying 90,000 hectares of coffee, including
B0 percent of the plantings of the organic coffee organization,
Indigenous Peoples of the Sierra Madre of Maotozintla

But for those farmers who have been able to escape armed
wprisings, fires, and floods, crganig coffee has presented a
promising option. bn the first years as they made the transi-
ticn to organic, the farmers of the Rainforest Wnion earned as
much as 43 percent mare than their nenargamc neighbors, In
more recent years, as the price of regular coffee rose, that
premium has mare commonly ranged from 5 to 20 pereent, a
good pereentage of which goes toward the higher labor
demands of implementing the initial phase of switching to
argari¢ produstion: compost piles must be established and
maintained, terracing may be carried out to impede erosion, -
more attention is given to the fields in general. Furthex these
naw |abor demands occur at the time of year when family
members alse need ta be tending the corn fialds. But once
the transition phase is over, these farmer coffoe gatherers will
reap the benefits of having positioned themselves to attract
the higher prices the market cffers for high-quality, organic,
gourmet coffee,

Ang then thera are the coffeehouses in 5an Cristobal and
Mexico City, where poverty-hlasted small farmers have a piaca
of a new chain. It took years of step-by-step advances, and
some Mexican government financing, to realize this dream,
but the coffee shops are a reality. They haven't seen much
benefit yet, and its not <lear if it really qoing to work, but
they have realized their vision of selling cups of coffee directly
to the consumer, where the highest prafits are concentrated.

Despite the precarious economic benefits of organic coffee,
the members of the Rainforest Union are happy with their
decision to adopt organic practices. While not necessarily
appreciating all of the conservation benefits, they note the
richer, greener foliage and the richer soil of their farms as
compared te those of nonarganic neighbars, They arg no
longer dependent on agrachemicals manufactured far away,
but gather the necessary nutrignts from natural materials
arpund tham. And if the fact that their farms provide winter
homes for migrating songbirds means that people will pay
thern mare for their coffea, they count that as a plus too.

Interviews carried out by Mexican researcher José Luis Plaza

show that the farmers understand that their most wnportant
benefit comes nat from being organic coffee farmers, but from
being organized. The Rainfarest Union brings them educatian,
relief supplies, activities far their children, as wall as the possi-
bility of growing and marketing organic coffee. Organic i3 just
ane of what they think of a5 a “basket of penefits” thay
receive from being organized, And indeed, almost all of the
arganit coffee coming cut of Mexico cornes from crganized
small farmers, not from individual entrepreneurs, If these
farmers have kearned how to position and sall themselves

in the world market, they have done so by taking some of the
traditional elements of indigenous solidarity and recasting
them as a source of competitiveness, Thus, Arturo Jiménez and
the deck-dwelling suburbanites come together around a pot of
coffee and a migratory bird, and their mutual search for 4
sacial habitat where an "array of grace notes” is found not
only in the cup. B
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