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The world loves coffee. We love coffee. But we also love the people of Costa Rica as well the incredible diversity found in the Costa Rican landscape. The goal of our book is to show not only the importance of coffee, but how conservation and coffee can go hand in hand with increasing living standards. This book is a celebration of a combined fifty years of working in Costa Rica and other tropical countries. We appreciate the hospitality repeatedly demonstrated by our Costa Rican friends and the patience of our wives. We dedicate this work to the students of Wilkes University, especially those that trusted us with their first trip out of the country or even their first time in a plane. We wish you great success and a passport filled with stamped pages. We raise our mugs to you.
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Introduction

The Importance of the Coffee Industry to International Political Economy

This book examines the coffee industry in Costa Rica and the complex ways in which politics, society, economic development, and ecological issues intersect. As most college students cramming for an exam know, coffee is a very important part of many people’s lives. In fact, the National Coffee Association reports that 62 percent of Americans drink coffee each day, even exceeding the consumption of tap water (prnewswire.com)! Despite the centrality of coffee consumption to many people’s lives, few understand where it comes from, how it is produced, and the amount of work it takes to create their morning cup of coffee. This book seeks to provide an understanding of the complexities of the coffee industry and the myriad ways in which we are connected to it in our daily lives. Furthermore, this book will also examine the interplay between the long-term economic sustainability of the coffee industry in Costa Rica and long-term ecological sustainability, the ecological impacts of the coffee industry, and the historic role of coffee in Costa Rican politics, culture, and society. The issues of economic and ecological sustainability in coffee production are important to the long-term social and political stability of the coffee industry and the people who have dedicated their lives to it. In order for coffee to have a sustainable future, there needs to be strategies that integrate policies that promote the long-term profitability of coffee farming, including ecological management techniques to continue to have the sort of yields that provide for a steady income.

Throughout the history of Latin America, coffee has served as a central but often unstable economic enterprise that many rely on for their livelihoods, most especially in rural areas that are often economically underdeveloped. The question at the heart of this book is what factors contribute to the long-term economic success as well as political and social stability of the coffee industry in Costa Rica. The central argument of this book is that long-term 
economic success for the Costa Rican coffee industry is enhanced and catalyzed by economic, social, political, and especially ecological sustainability. We define ecological sustainability as the use of a renewable resource without continuous declines in that resource or increasing negative impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services.

Since coffee is one of the most traded commodities on the international market, its impact on the everyday lives of the people who produce it is enormous. The problems faced by coffee farmers are further exacerbated by the fact that the vast majority of the world’s coffee is grown in developing countries where the coffee trade makes up a large amount of the total trade and there are few other economic opportunities. In addition, unlike many other agricultural products, coffee tends to be grown on small farm plots with around 25 million farming households accounting for about 80 percent of the total output (FAO 2023). It is also important to note that while the vast majority of coffee is produced in the developing world, the majority of it is consumed in the developed world. As such, it is important to understand the economic impact of the coffee trade on the places that produce it and the best strategies to increase the long-term viability of the coffee industry. Social stability for the coffee industry is reinforced by measures that improve market stability via ecological management policies that make year-to-year harvests more predictable so farm families can have a more stable source of income. Political stability will be improved by government policies that empower coffee farmers rather than seeing them as a source of tax revenue or as atavism that should recede to the background of Costa Rican economic policy.

Due to the fact that most of the world’s coffee production is skewed toward much smaller operations than many other agricultural operations, this further intensifies the importance in many of the world’s poorest countries. Approximately 125 million people worldwide depend on coffee to make a living, with small and often family-run farms producing about 80 percent of coffee production spread across 25 million smallholders (Fair Trade UK). Consequently, the impact of a difficult coffee-growing season or a decline in the price of coffee tends to be more acute among groups that are the least likely to withstand it. The importance of coffee to Latin America cannot be overstated, as the tradition of coffee production in the region runs deep and many countries have long depended on coffee production as a major export crop.


Coffee is a particularly important commodity for analysis not only because it has been one of the world’s most valuable internationally traded goods for the past two centuries, but because Latin America has dominated production. At one time or another, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, coffee was the leading export of nearly half the countries of the Americas and an important secondary crop in a number of others. (Topik and Samper 2006, 119)




For much of its history, coffee was an outsized part of the Costa Rican economy and society. Though its importance has diminished somewhat over time, coffee continues to be an important export and the sole livelihood of many people who live in coffee-growing regions. For instance, in Costa Rica during the 2019–2020 growing season, there were 38,804 coffee farmers utilizing 93,697 hectares of land to produce 1,472,366 60-KG bags of coffee that were exported to the following countries: the United States (47.7 percent), followed by Belgium (17.5 percent), Germany (6.6 percent), and South Korea (4 percent) (Gonzalez 2020). At the aggregate level, the scale of Costa Rican coffee production has dipped since the mid-twentieth century due to various factors; however, it is important to understand that coffee farming is highly localized and concentrated in a handful of areas in the country, which means that in places like the Los Santos region, which include the famous Tarrazú and Dota coffee-growing regions, coffee production is easily the most important economic activity and is linked to the livelihoods of nearly the entire population. Due to this, it is important to analyze the various risks to coffee production from pests and diseases as well as the volatility of the market.


The Economic Importance of the Coffee Industry

One of the most important problems facing coffee farmers is the volatility of the market due to the usual issues inherent in agricultural production, such as weather conditions, pests, and diseases. Despite the benefits for coffee farmers in being connected to the global trading system, one of the main sources of economic angst among coffee farmers is the problem of market volatility. While market volatility is an issue with agro-exports generally, coffee production is often more acutely affected by it due to the nature of coffee growing. First, since the coffee harvest is spread over 3–4 months, there is a lot of time for weather and pests to decrease the yield. Secondly, the emergence of new competitors growing large amounts of coffee has affected the supply chain, often causing a glut of coffee.

Given the amount of coffee produced on small, family-run farms, extreme price volatility is especially detrimental to the coffee industry because price instability often makes it difficult to interpret the price signals necessary to efficiently manage their operations. Since coffee is a crop grown in many parts of the world, it is essentially impossible for coffee producers to react to short-term fluctuations in price and adapt accordingly. This is further aggravated by the fact that coffee is grown by small producers who are not as connected to the international market and therefore not in a position to make rapid policy changes based on market changes. This means that volatility























Table I.1  Exports of Green Coffee (60-KG Bags)


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	























The Pursuit of a Value-Added Coffee Product







Fair Trade Certification



	Prices that aim to cover the average costs of producing their crop sustainably—a vital safety net when market prices drop.

	The Fairtrade Premium—an extra sum of money paid on top of the selling price to invest in business or community projects of their choice.

	Decent working conditions and a ban on discrimination, forced labor, and child labor.

	Access to advance credit ahead of harvest time.

	Being able to plan more for the future with more security and stronger relationships with buyers (Fair Trade UK, https://www.fairtrade.org.uk/farmers-and-workers/coffee).







Sustainable and Organic Coffee Certifications







The Social and Cultural Component of Coffee









Coffee Labor in Latin America




The Political Stability of Coffee
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