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The active protection and promotion of landrace2  

varieties proposed by food sovereignty advocates is 

attractive, therefore, not only for its inherent links 

to self-determination and local control, but also 

because “non-commercial poly-cultures are better 

for balancing diets and reducing risk” (Holt-Gimé-

nez et al, 2012, p.2).  A recent study in El Salvador 

showed that landrace corn varieties outperformed 

hybrid seed on the steep slopes found in the west-

ern coffee regions of El Salvador (Olson et al, 2012). 

While subsistence food production is thought to 

be a necessary component for addressing food in-

security in coffee communities, it appears not to 

be sufficient on its own.  Often included under 

the livelihoods diversification model, subsistence 

agriculture is one of a variety of strategies that are 

combined to improve the wellbeing of families and 

communities.   It is generally accepted that since 

the dissolution of the International Coffee Agree-

ment (ICA) in 1989, prices are more volatile and the 

“capture of coffee profits has become even more 

concentrated in the last stages of the commodity 

chain, leaving smallholders with little leverage to 

improve their livelihoods through primary produc-

tion” (Ponte in Eakin, 2006 p.157). Because of sev-

eral factors including small land holdings, low cof-

fee prices, and the seasonal fluctuation of cash and 

food availability (Morris, forthcoming), almost all 

coffee-producing families hedge their investment in 

coffee by pursuing other livelihoods.  For these pro-

ducers, livelihood diversification consists of basic 

cropping, animal husbandry and/or temporary off-

farm wage work (including migration), among other 

activities (Valkila & Nygren, 2009; Bacon, 2008). 

There is variability in the level to which producers 

invest in subsistence food production, as was dem-

onstrated in a recent study of the effects of certifica-

tions on coffee producers in Mexico and Central 

America by Méndez et al.  Of 469 families surveyed 

across four countries, the average percentage of pur-

chased food that was consumed was 61% across the 

entire sample, with a range of between 0 to 100%. 

2 A landrace is defined as a population of a cultivated plant having historical 
origin, distinct identity, and lacking formal crop improvement (Camacho Villa 
et al., 2005)

These figures varied by country, with farmers in El 

Salvador buying the least amount of food (38%) and 

farmers in Mexico buying the highest amount (68%) 

(Méndez et al, 2010a). 

Ellis defines rural livelihood diversification as “the 

process by which households construct a diverse 

portfolio of activities and social support capabili-

ties for survival in order to improve their standard 

of living” (Ellis, 1999, p. 2).   This is an important 

consideration for coffee growers because, as is ex-

emplified in Nicaragua, earnings from coffee are not 

high enough to enable farm households to meet all 

basic needs, since per capita coffee incomes are be-

low the national and the international ‘$2 per day’ 

poverty line (Beauchelt and Zeller, 2011). Living 

with scarcity, while trying to ensure both a healthy 

coffee crop and sufficient food for the family, means 

that producers are deliberate in their resource al-

location, including considerations for land, labor 

(whether provided by family members or hired out) 

and other inputs (fertilizers, etc).  In some instances 

multiple livelihood strategies can provide both food 

and income. For example, it has been shown that 

even though coffee is self-pollinating, there is po-

tential for up to a 36% increase in the volume of 

coffee produced with bee pollination (Rice, 2003), 

and apiculture also provides byproducts of honey, 

wax and pollen.  Regardless of the diversification 

scheme, Méndez and colleagues found that having 

more income sources was associated with being bet-

ter able to meet food needs (Méndez et al, 2010b).

A n  e x a m p l e  o f  a  d i v e r s i f i e d  p l o t  f o r  s h a d e - g r o w n  c o f f e e .
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Ensuring a better price for producers of cash crops 

is yet another strategy for improving the economic 

situation for smallholder farmers.  In the interest of 

ameliorating inequities that advantage consumers 

from the global North and to provide some insur-

ance against market uncertainties, certifications, 

such as fair trade, have been implemented to pro-

vide a price floor for goods that are produced in 

adherence with predetermined standards.  Sales of 

Fairtrade certified coffee launched in 1988 when 

coffee from Mexico that carried a special label was 

sold into Dutch supermarkets (FLO, 2012).  Since 

then a range of certifications have been developed 

for specialty coffee (including organic and environ-

mental certifications) with emphasis on benefitting 

historically disadvantaged farmers, environmental 

sustainability and improved working conditions.

While there have been important gains for produc-

ers from certifications, most small-scale farmers still 

annually generate less than a dollar per day per per-

son from their coffee sales (Bacon et al, 2008). This 

level of subsistence is not enough to enjoy even the 

basic human needs codified in the United Nation’s 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)3.   When it 

comes to food security and the wellbeing of coffee 

producers, price premiums have not done enough to 

solve the problem (Méndez et al, 2010a).  For exam-

ple, due in part to expenses associated with attain-

ing certification increased input costs and, for some 

producers, lower yields, “compared to one-third of 

conventional producers, 45% of the organic and or-

ganic-fair trade certified producers have per capita 

incomes below the extreme poverty line—which 

means that they cannot cover their (basic) food re-

quirements” (Beauchelt and Zeller, 2011, p. 1321).

In sum, certifications have not resolved the chal-

lenges of food security and poverty for small-scale 

farmers (Bacon et al, 2008).  Despite good intentions 

on the part of certifiers, there are ongoing barriers 

within the certification systems that result in con-

tinuing struggles for smallholder farmers.  The first 

has to do with the calendar for coffee production 

and payments to farmers.  Many coffee producers 

are paid only once – in the period directly following 

the coffee harvest.  This single influx of cash then 

needs to be managed to last the entire year.  As a 

function of certifications, there have been schemes 

to break up payments so that there is a pre-payment, 

and then one or two additional payouts after the har-

vest (sometimes with delays of as much as four to six 

months). However, whereas selling coffee conven-

tionally might mean accepting a lower price point, 

it also means immediate cash in hand during the 

harvest of many staple foods as opposed to delayed 

payment from certified buyers.  As one producer 

shares, “sometimes we say it is better to sell the cof-

fee at harvest time although we will give it away for 

nothing but we will buy cheaper beans and maize.” 

(Beauchelt and Zeller, 2011, p. 1322) Although the 

organizational structure, administrative costs and 

capital investments required from farmer coopera-

tives to participate in certified markets may benefit 

entire coffee-growing communities, some argue that 

these investments are often too small to reach the 

household or family level (Méndez et al, 2010a).

T H E  W A Y  F O R W A R D :  E N H A N C I N G  F O O D 
S E C U R I T Y  I N  C O F F E E  R E G I O N S

Small-scale coffee producers are up against human, 

natural and economic barriers that challenge the vi-

ability of continuing in coffee production.  The prob-

lem of seasonal food insecurity for this population 

is global in scale, deserving of a response that re-

flects its reach.  Food insecurity exists in the homes 

of coffee producers who grow Robusta and Arabica 

coffees, and touches those who are farming both or-

3 The eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – which range from halv-
ing extreme poverty to halting the spread of HIV/AIDS and providing universal 
primary education, all by the target date of 2015 – form a blueprint agreed to 
by all the world’s countries and all the world’s leading development institutions. 
(United Nations, 2012)



10

ganically and conventionally. The Specialty Coffee 

Association of America (SCAA) has pledged to work 

toward the MDGs, including the first – to end pov-

erty and hunger – and yet this is not just the realm 

of those tasked with corporate social responsibility.  

This is a situation that calls for changes at a systemic 

level.  It is an opportunity to engage the interest and 

resources of the multiplicity of stakeholders who are 

involved in the entire coffee value chain, including 

the governments of producing countries. Below we 

provide some of the key strategies that could have 

immediate and considerable impacts on improving 

food security in coffee growing regions. Although 

many other valuable approaches could be added to 

this list, we believe that these represent some of the 

most pressing issues that need to be addressed to 

confront food insecurity in coffee growing regions:

• Support livelihood diversification so that coffee 
growers have multiple sources of income and food 
(not just coffee). To become less risk sensitive and 
better able to survive market fluctuations, diversi-
fication strategies can provide coffee farmers with 
a certain level of stability. In general, if food se-
curity is our goal, than these diversification initia-
tives should be mindful of a producer’s limited re-
sources and time, and include food production for 
consumption and not just income generation.

• Provide farmers with adequate support and techni-
cal assistance to maximize their food production 
potential and attain balanced nutrition. Although 
we believe it is important to support coffee grow-
ers to more adequately interact with markets, it is 
also imperative that they are able to produce the 
food they consume, if they consider this a priority 
for the food security of their household. Many in 
the rural development community disagree with 
this, and propose that market and income genera-
tion options should be prioritized. However, cof-
fee farmers face considerable risk with the insta-
bility of green bean coffee prices, and adding to 
this the risk of fluctuations in food prices increases 
the food vulnerability of these communities. An 
expanding body of research points towards pro-
viding smallholders with support to transition 
to more agroecological practices that are well 
adapted to their socio-ecological conditions (De 

Schutter and Vanloqueren, 2011; IAASTD, 2009; 
Seufert et al, 2012).  This includes strategies that 
increase access to food not only through produc-
tion, but also improved practices for post-harvest 
storage, decreasing food waste and more substan-
tial strategies that could change the structure of 
the food system.  These innovations are especially 
important for coffee growers because the land-
scapes where coffee is grown (i.e. higher eleva-
tions and mountainous) are usually not well suit-
ed for annual subsistence grain production. 

• Increase awareness and initiatives within the cof-
fee industry to address food insecurity in coffee 
regions.  The specialty coffee industry includes 
many companies that are seeking to invest in end-
ing food insecurity. These initiatives include for-
mal corporate social responsibility and investment 
in coffee suppliers (e.g. Green Mountain Coffee 
Roasters-GMCR), more direct and supportive re-
lationships between importers/roasters and coffee 
growers (e.g. Cooperative Coffees and Equal Ex-
change), as well as funding from coffee compa-
nies to rural development organizations.  A recent 
film titled “After the Harvest” (http://afterthehar-
vestorg.blogspot.com/) was screened at the 2011 
conference of the Specialty Coffee Association of 
America (SCAA) and served as a wake-up call to 
action with regard to food insecurity in the cof-
fee lands.  To prevent this from being a flash in 
the pan, other leaders in the industry, govern-
ments and producer organizations must commit 
to continued investment until food security is im-
proved in all coffee growing communities. 

• Develop multi-stakeholder, long-term interven-
tions.  Unequal power dynamics are a fundamen-
tal part of the problem that leads to food insecurity.  
By raising awareness of the issue both in the glob-
al North and South (which means including coffee 
farmers in discussions both about the situations and 
proposed interventions), there is a better chance 
that interventions will be adequately resourced, 
and be more appropriate and effective for the con-
text in which they are implemented. This problem 
has been decades in the making, so expectations 
for a quick fix should be tempered with patience 
and investments should be directed toward long-
term solutions (e.g. a recently announced 10-year 
partnership between the Community Agroecology 



Agroecology & Rural Livelihoods Group - Policy Brief 1

11

Network (CAN) and PRODECOOP cooperative 
in northern Nicaragua). Ideally, this work will be 
achieved through broad-based initiatives includ-
ing the participation of governments, international 
NGOs and actors along the entire coffee supply 
chain, in complementary coordination with ef-
forts led by farmers and their organizations. 

• Encourage research that contributes timely em-
pirical evidence.  Research done with farmers 
and other stakeholders (e.g. participatory re-
search), which can inform on best practices and 
policy directions, needs to be supported. This 
research should include all coffee-growing re-
gions of the world, and go beyond ‘technologi-
cal fixes’ for coffee production to also include 
analysis of household livelihoods. This way 
farmers and their families will have access to 
better information as they asses the feasibility 
and ideal balance of alternative livelihoods in 
terms of time, energy, investment and profit. 

Although there is still much to be learned and done 

about food insecurity in coffee communities, the 

strategies mentioned above are not necessarily new 

in the international development context. However, 

the use of these interventions in the context of cof-

fee regions and the coffee industry (i.e. with coffee 

farmers instead of vulnerable communities more 

broadly) requires creativity and innovation that 

presents a series of challenges. Some of the initia-

tives already underway are poised to provide les-

sons learned for future food security interventions.  

For example, international organizations, such as 

Café Feminino, Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Cof-

fee Kids, Community Agroecology Network (CAN), 

Food 4 Farmers, Fundación Ixil, Heifer International, 

Lutheran World Relief (LWR), Mercy Corps, Pueblo a 

Pueblo, Save the Children, and USAID, are actively 

investing in food security projects connected to cof-

fee communities throughout Latin America, Africa 

and Asia.  Stakeholders in the coffee value chain 

support many of these projects through funds and 

relationships within the industry.  A positive next 

step will bring the lessons from these initiatives into 

a process of reflection and action, thereby advanc-

ing our efforts to better support smallholder coffee 

households to achieve sustainable food security.

Food insecurity in coffee communities is incompat-

ible with the idyllic image that is sold to us with 

each morning cup.  It is no longer acceptable to 

claim ignorance – coffee’s problem with seasonal 

food insecurity is gaining attention and deserves 

resolution.  With improved understanding and 

greater investment directed towards the strategies 

detailed in this paper, there is hope of overcoming 

food insecurity for coffee farmers around the globe.
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