Promoting Environmental Conservation in the Specialty Coffee Industry

Coffee is the second- most-traded commodity in the world next to crude oil and is grown in some of the Earth’s most biologically diverse and environmentally sensitive regions. Coffee growth and processing can pollute local waterways, deplete soil quality, and threaten forests and wildlife if environmentally friendly farming techniques are not practiced.


In 1998, Starbucks and Conservation International (CI), a nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting biodiversity, launched a partnership to improve environmental conservation and farmer livelihoods in the area surrounding the El Triunfo Biosphere Reserve in Chiapas, Mexico. Coffee farmers in the area traditionally cleared forests to plant coffee trees and polluted local water sources with coffee processing waste. Improving farming techniques to reduce environmental impacts had been too costly for coffee farmers, who were struggling financially from low market prices.


Through the partnership, CI and Starbucks worked with local farmers to implement farming techniques to reduce environmental impact, while improving the quality of their coffee. To encourage farmers to participate, Starbucks committed to purchasing the coffee grown through the project at prices above the local market. In 1999, Starbucks began selling the coffee as Organic Shade Grown Mexico, which is coffee grown under a canopy of native shade trees to preserve migratory bird habitat. By providing coffee farmers with an economic incentive to implement environmentally friendly growing practices, the partnership resulted in increased income for the farmers, a steady supply of high-quality coffee for Starbucks consumers, and improved conservation of the El Triunfo Biosphere Reserve. By 2004, Starbucks and CI had initiated similar Conservation Coffee™ projects in Colombia and Peru and were in the process of developing others in Costa Rica and Panama.


Building upon the Conservation Coffee™ program, CI and Starbucks worked together to develop environmentally and socially responsible coffee-buying guidelines called C.A.F.E. (Coffee and Farmer Equity) Practices.


After three years of collaborative work with farmers, cooperatives, and the CI team, Starbucks officially launched C.A.F.E. Practices in October 2004.


.A.F.E. Practices is a set of buying guidelines designed to:

• Ensure high-quality coffee

• Promote equitable relationships with farmers, workers, and communities

• Protect the environment


High-quality coffee and economic transparency (documentation providing information on how much money the farmer received) are prerequisites for participation in C.A.F.E. Practices. Starbucks buys coffee on a preferential basis from coffee farmers who meet these requirements and who score high in environmental and social criteria.


The environmental guidelines in C.A.F.E. Practices outline criteria for coffee growing and processing, providing guidance for protecting and conserving water, soil, biological diversity, and the overall ecosystem. These guidelines encourage best practices such as chemical fertilizer and pesticide reduction, prevention of runoff and surface erosion, proper wastewater management, and the use of native tree species to provide needed shade for coffee plants.


In fiscal year 2004, Starbucks purchased 43.5 million pounds of coffee under the pilot program that evolved into C.A.F.E. Practices. By fiscal year 2007, Starbucks’s goal is to purchase 225 million pounds of coffee under C.A.F.E. Practices. It is estimated that this will represent the majority of all coffee Starbucks purchases.


C.A.F.E. Practices and the Conservation Coffee™ program are just two examples that demonstrate the ability of nonprofit organization, corporations, and communities to work together to allow businesses to grow in an environmentally responsible manner. For more information on C.A.F.E. Practices, visit http://www.scscertified.com/csrpurchasing/starbucks_programdocs.htm 

