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The coffee we drink has an intriguing history steeped ;n legend, myth, and 

mystery blended with political intrigue, war, climate change, :ind social upheaval.1 From 

its earliest appearances in trade as an exotic rarity, coffee has developed as the second 

largest export - behind petroleum - by both volume and valu0 for many of the world's 

least developed countries. 2 The history of the coffee trade in many ways mirrors the 

expansion of western hegemony in global trade economics; coffee production requires a 

tropical climate, but coffee consumption prevails in the northern temperate zone.3 

l:arliest production and consumption trade regimes reflected colonial 

relationships among European powers and their former holdings.4 The end of slavery 

for agricultural production and the breakup of European colonial empires introduced 

sovereign interests at both ends of the coffee consumption chain. 5 Initially, the market 

for coffee was largely self-regulated by producers, traders, roasters, marketers, and 

regional arrangements until international concerns in the middle of the twentieth century 

prompted concerted political regulation through the International Coffee Agreements 

(ICAs) first ratified in 1962. 6 

-~he ICAs brought together producing countries, prim:->rily tropical states in the 

developing world and United Nations-designated Least Dev1:loped Countries (LDCs), 

and consuming countries, primarily the United States and member states of the 

1 For a survey of the history of the spread of coffee see STEWART LEE ALLEN, THE DEVIL'S CUP (1999). 
(providing the best combination of historical accuracy and storytelling for the story of coffee's rise from a 
local curiosity in Ethiopia to a global commodity). 
2 JOHN TALBOT, GROUNDS FOR AGREEMENT: THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF THE COFFEE COMMODITY CHAIN 
(2004) at 5. 
3 see generally TOM STANDAGE, A HISTORY OF THE WORLD IN 6 GLASSES (2005) (Chapter 7 summarizes 
the histo1y of coffee's rise with the rise of European empire and Chapter 8 tracks the financial speculation 
that has surrounded coffee since its introduction in England and remains an essential element of the 
coffee trade today) 
4 A. D. MCCLUMPHA The Trading of Green Coffee, in COFFEE: VOLUME 6. COMMERCIAL AND TECHNICO· 
LEGAL ASPECTS 1, 1-3 (R.J. Clarke & R. Macrae, eds., 1988). 
5 TALBOT. supra note 2 at 5. 
6 INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION, THE INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION 1963-2013: 50 YEARS 
SERVING THE WORLD COFFEE COMMUNITY at 8 (2013) 
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European Union, to establish a system aimed at stabilizing coffee prices.7 Over the 

past fifty years, a series of agreements have helped shaped global trade in coffee. 

Since 1989, however, the primary focus of these agreements has changed from 

establishing quotas that control economic concerns throughuut the trade system to 

sustainability and development programs in the producer coimtries.8 

The International Coffee Organization (ICO) is the inhrgovernmental body 

charged with implementing the ICAs and overseeing members' sustainability projects.9 

Though similar in some respects, these projects should not be conflated with Fair Trade 

movements or other consumer-driven regimes that promote sustainability objectives in 

LDCs. The ICA 2007 draws on the work of these organizations as well as 

intergovernmental work of many UN agencies and regional agreements in the 

Americas, Asia, and Africa in setting goals for economic, sodal, and environmental 

sustainability in producer countries. 10 In this paper I set out a brief history of 

commercial coffee trade for context, the history of the ICA and ICO in mediating trade, 

environmental and market forces that affect coffee, and discuss other sustainability 

agreements and efforts before turning to the current ICA and these three sustainability 

focus areas. 

I. Green Coffee Cultivation and Marketing 

Coffee for international trade is a commodity crop grown in tropical countries, 

mostly among those classified as least developed by the United Nations while almost 

7 Id. at 8-12. 
8 

TALBOT, supra note 2 at 10-11 . 
9 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION, supra note 6 at 5. 
10 

SETH W. SHANNON, ECONOMIC STIMULATION: THE HISTORY AND HOPE OF COFFEE IN DEVELOPMENT. 18 
Transnat'I L. & Contemp. Probs. 169, 181-82 (2009). 
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80% of world production is consumed in North America and Western Europe. 11 

Commercial cultivation began as early as the 14th century in the Arab world, 

progressed through Turkey into Western Europe in the 17th century, spread through 

European powers' colonial empires, and is now a global conimodity. 12 

a. Growing Coffee and Preparing Beans for Market 

Coffee is the most traded agricultural product in international markets as 

measured by value of trade. 13 Even so, there are two only commercially exploited 

species of coffee, Arabica (coffea arabica) and Robusta (coffea canephora), with world 

production divided 70% to 30% respectively. 14 Arabica is considered the higher quality 

of the species and is subdivided into Colombian milds, Other milds, Brazilian, and other 

Arabicas on the world market. 15 Robusta is a heartier plant than Arabica and is less 

expensive to cultivate, but also has higher oil content and m0re volatile flavor 

compounds that produce a more bitter roasted coffee. 16 Thn complex flavor profile of 

the more desired Arabica is countered by the lower cost and volume of Robusta. 

Because of these varied characteristics, mass-market roasters (the Transnational 

Corporations discussed in section Ill below) maintain proprietary blends that allow for 

substitution of green coffee from multiple sources and in fluctuating proportions to 

manage cost and flavor. 17 

Coffee is the seed of a fruit that grows on a small tree or bush. The fruit is 

11 AD. MCCLUMPHA, supra note 4 at 1-3. 
12 See generally MORTON SATIN, COFFEE TALK (2011) (detailing the history of this expansion from 
agricultural product to global commodity through economic and political intrigue). 
13 FOOD AND AGRICULTURE ORGANIZATION, THE FIRST ASIAN REGIONAL ROUND-TABLE ON SUSTAINABLE, 
ORGANIC AND SPECIALITY COFFEE PRODUCTION, PROCESSING AND MARKETING, 
http://www.fao.org/documents/en/detail/60679 (last visited Apr., 27 2014). 
14 HERBEST AM. VAN DER VOSSEN, Agronomy I: Coffee Breeding Practices in COFFEE: RECENT 
DEVELOPMENTS, 184-201, 184 (R.J. Clarke & 0.G Vitzhum eds., 2001 ). 
15 AD. McCLUMPHA, supra note 4 at 5. 
16 SATIN, supra note 12 at 52. 
17 Id. 
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harvested manually in almost all operations, with some mecl1anization beginning in 

large plantations in South America. The fruit are washed to remove the outer layer and 

release beans still covered in a substance called "parchment" that must also be 

removed before initial marketing. Parchment is removed either through a dry or wet 

process and the beans packaged in 60kg bags for entry intc the trade stream. 18 At this 

stage, the product is identified as "green coffee" and is ready for market. Commercial 

standards govern green coffee at both the exporter and imp0rter end of the trade 
y, 

pattern. The International Standards Organization has issued standards since 1976 

though its specifications are typically "minimum quality" levels onto which individual 

countries add domestic standards to meet political or cultural purposes. 19 Separate 

regimes exist for roasted coffee, instant or soluble coffee, decaffeinated coffee and 

other products and beverages derived from coffee. 20 The ICA focuses on green coffee; 

derivative products are subject to other trade agreements or tariff determinations. 

Because it is a tree crop, coffee production is susceptible to natural production 

cycles in addition to market forces. The first harvest from a tree does not occur until 

three or four years after planting and another two or three years pass before the tree 

produces its expected annual yield. 21 Arabica and Robusta have different requirements 

for cultivation and handling and processing. Arabica is a hi9h-altitude crop that needs 

sustained rainfall but is susceptible to leaf diseases and requires herbicides to maintain 

------··-----
18 

Clarke. R.J., International Standardisation, in COFFEE: VOLUME 6. COMMERCIAL AND TECHNICO-LEGAL 
ASPECTS 105-140, 123 (R.J. Clarke & R. Macrae, eds., 1988). 
19 Id. at 107 
'

0 Id. at 126-32. Clarke lays out the standards for coffee in broad strokes and provides the categories that 
are used by exporters and importers with exemplars; however, because the standards are a matter of 
domestic legislation and trade negotiation, deviation from the ISO minimums are common and change 
across political cycles. 
21 

M. TH. A. PIETERSE & H.J. SILVIS, THE WORLD COFFEE MARKET AND THE INTERNATIONAL COFFEE 
AGREEMENT, 6 (1988). 
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commercial viability. 22 Robusta is a low-altitude crop that requires high humidity and is 

more susceptible to insects than leaf diseases.23 Both species require temperatures 

between 13 and 30 degrees Celcius. This narrow tolerance for temperature variation 

has contributed to major market impact over the past century. Historically, Brazil has 

accounted for 33% of global coffee supply and dominates A•abica production. 24 Frosts 

in Brazil in the 1940s, 1960s, and double frosts in 197 4 significantly impacted world 

production and drove up prices.25 Similar effects have been attributed to coffee leaf rust 

in Central America and coffee berry borers in Africa and Asia. 26 

The reaction of farmers to periods of high prices is predicable in basic economics 

terms - a period of high price encourages plantings to maximize profits. Because 

coffee plantings take three to five years before yielding commercially viable amounts, 

however, gluts typically follow planting booms and drive world prices down sharply. 

This fluctuation is only observable on the production side; a similar trend line is not 

apparent in the history of consumer prices in the United States and European Union. 

The growth/price cycle on the production side coupled with stable demand and price 

pressure in consuming countries accounts for commodity price fluctuations between 50 

and 150 percent year to year. 27 

b. Marketing and International Trade in Green Beans 

International trade is divided cleanly into countries that export green coffee beans 

and those that import. As with other commodities, there are large operators who farm 
---····----
22 Id. at 7. 
23 Id. 
24 Id at 14 
25 Id. at '<2. 
26 An excellent overview of leaf rust impact is available in ALEX BERNSON, 11 SHOCKING FACTS ABOUT 
COFFEE LEAF RUST EVERYONE SHOULD KNOW http://sprudge.com/11-facts-about-rust.html (last visited Apr, 
17 2014 ). A similar outline of the agronomic characteristics of the spreading berry borer is provided in 
JAMES HOFFMAN, COFFEE BERRY BORER & GLOBAL CLIMATE CHANGE http://www.jimseven.com/2011/03/02/ 
coffee-berry-borer-global-climate-change/ (last visited Apr., 17 2014). 
27 M. WASSERMAN, TROUBLE IN COFFEE LANDS, Regional Review, 12, 2, at 4 (2002). 
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extensive plantations in producing countries, though small farmers, estimated at 10 

million individuals who support the livelihood of 25 million in production, are the majority 

of producers and are responsible for about 70% of world suµply. 28 Small farmers are 

particularly vulnerable to fluctuations in price because they operate at slimmer margins 

with less capacity to absorb low price cycles or take advantage of high price years. 

At the national level, export councils, private exporters, or governmental 

agencies, depending on the country, manage exports. lnterr.1ediaries (termed 'coyotes' 

in Central America) collect the coffee from the farmers and cleliver it to exporters. 29 

These first intermediaries have the collective resource that small farmers do not and are 

in a position to take advantage of an information asymmetry 30 As the first link in the 

chain, however, the 'coyotes' are in a reversed role with regard to exporters and 

brokers. 31 

International brokers negotiate shipping contracts, dE :ivery to importers in 

consuming countries, and intermediate storage for commodity traders who participate in 

the market only to leverage margins in price fluctuations. Brokers' role in the coffee 

trade was solidified in the late 19th century when the New York Coffee Exchange was 

established to address market volatility and preserve value of accumulated coffee in 

storage. 32 With the New York Exchange and a similar exch;:rnge in London, trade in 

coffee is attractive both to active participants in the coffee industry and as a speculative 

vehicle. Some of the largest brokers are branches of financial trading firms for which 

coffee is one of several lines of business. Other brokers are historically linked 

exclusively or primarily to the coffee trade. 

28 
TALBOT, supra note 2 at 128. 

29 
SHANNON supra note 10 at 5. 

30 Id. 
31 Id. at 6 
32 

'WASSERMAN supra note 27 at 5. 
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Commercial roasters purchase green coffee from brokers and take delivery in 

their home country. The role of Transnational Corporations \TNCs) is explored further 

in section Ill, but the involvement of those players in roasting is substantial and warrants 

mention here. Each of the four major TN Cs purchases and ·oasts green coffee within a 

specific geographic sphere of influence. There is some ove: lap of end product 

marketing among the TNCs, but their roasting operations are separated among the 

United States and several European Union member countries. Specialty roasters, 

including the largest player, Starbucks, also purchase green coffee from brokers for 

delivery in the roasters' home countries. 

Standard contracts underlie the bulk of international trade. The European Coffee 

Federation and the Green Coffee Association of New York i5sue these standard 

forms. 33 Delivery can be to any international port though trajitional ports have emerged 

in nine European cities and New York. 34 The logistics of col'ee delivery is separate 

from the market price that affects the shipment, however. Prices are set either London 

or New York depending on the trader's delivery contract. 35 The price of coffee 

fluctuates but is generally around fifty cents per pound.36 As with other commodities, 

arbitrar.Je is available between those two markets, but also in futures contracts. Meant to 

be a tool to ensure future delivery at a specified price, futurE,s contracts have 

encouraged speculation by hedge fund traders and financial markets looking to 

capitalize on shifts in the growth/price cycle. Speculators in New York trade 

33 
INTERNATIONAL TRADE CENTRE, COFFEE: AN EXPORTER'S GUIDE, 90 (2002) 

34 Id. at 28. 
35 

Id. (Arabica trades tend to dominate in the New York market while Robusta is favored on the London 
exchange) 
36 

GLOBAL EXCHANGE, COFFEE IN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY http://www.globalexchange.org/fairtrade/coffee/faq 
(last viewed Apr., 17 2014). 
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approximately 8-10 times the amount of actual coffee produced each year. 37 The result 

has been an increase in price volatility as reported by World Coffee and Tea: 

The combination of pegging the price of coffee to the futures markets and the 
increased weight of the commodity funds in these markets has probably 
increased the overall instability of world market prices for coffee. 38 

With an understanding of the inherent volatility of international coffee trade, I turn now to 

a discussion of the historical bases for the !CA and ICO. 

II. History of the International Coffee Agreement (ICA) and International 
Coffee Organization (ICO) 

The first !CA was a response to emerging volatility in the coffee trade. 39 In the 

first half of the 20th century, governments in producing countries began to feel pressure 

from their citizens to address price volatility with efforts to stabilize and raise export 

prices. Western powers were returning political and economic control to former colonies' 

local government. For equatorial, coffee-dependent economies, the new governments 

worked for their respective farmers first and for the industry at-large only as a secondary 

consideration. Additionally, many of the former colonies did not have diverse 

economies - relying on coffee exports for the bulk of their revenue - or the political or 

financiCJI infrastructure to encourage and develop alternatives. In this context, coffee-

producing countries were in fact competitors against one another for supplying a 

fungible commodity. These state agencies did little globally to offset the natural 

growth/price cycles of the industry. 

37 Id. 
38 TALBOT supra note 2 at 113 (citing World Coffee and Tea, January 1987). 
39 All of the International Coffee Agreements are available through the ICO's website. The ICO serves as 
the official repository for all the agreements and related project documentation for the organization. 
http://www.'1co.org/icohistory_e.asp (last viewed May 6, 2014). The text of the individual agreements is 
available in the COFFEELINE online document repository, http://ico.heritage4.com/ (last viewed May 6, 
2014). COFFEELINE includes the official agreements, submissions to conferences and policy 
statements, academic studies submitted to the ICO for archiving and publication, project report materials, 
and other documentation relevant to the ICO's mission. 
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a. Successful Efforts before the ICA 

There were notable exceptions. Brazil has long been the world's leading coffee 

producer and, perhaps consequently, provides the strongest example of successfully 

governmental regulation of the coffee trade. The Brazilian government encouraged 

growth of the coffee trade through production incentives and mollified the effects of the 

growth/price cycle by warehousing green coffee - keeping stock off the world market -

that could be released during high price periods and stockpiled during lower price 

periods to counteract the effects of those swings on its farmers. In Colombia, "the FNC 

[Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros (Colombia) had] used its income to invest in 

infrastructure in coffee growing zones, and to fund major research efforts and extension 

services."40 Over time, however, the FNC faced financial dif'iculty that resulted in the 

organization selling its interests in the Banco Cafetero and the Colombian shipping line, 

Flota Mercantil Granco/ombiano. 41 In addition to marketing efforts and valorization, 

these state coffee agencies initiated agricultural extension S<'Jrvices to coffee growers 

and research programs into improving both the quality of coffee and overall yields.42 

b. Previous ICAs 

National marketing boards' reduced effectiveness in representing their farmers 

coupled with increased political pressure from domestic roasters made an 

intergovernmental agreement more attractive to the consum;ng countries. The principal 

issue for the roasters was not necessarily quality, but predictability of supply. The 

principal issue for farmers remained obtaining a living profit from their crop. 

Consequently, political pressure in consuming countries was for stabilization of supply 

40 
TALBOT supra note 2 at 117. 

41 Id. 
42 Id at 72. 
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and cost while pressure in producing countries was for limiti11g market entrants and 

protecting trade volume for each state. The dichotomy resulted in bilateral agreements 

between trading partners but no single international body. 

The ratification of the original ICAs can be viewed a product of this established 

trade tension coupled with the United States and Europe's Cold War interests in 

preventing the spread of Communism among their trading partners in the coffee 

producing countries. After the Cuban revolution, the United States was concerned 

about the spread of Communism through Central and South America and saw the ICA 

as a means of supporting friendly governments, specifically Brazil, Colombia, and the 

Central American producers. 43 European countries were similarly interested in 

supporting their former colonies in Africa and Asia.44 

The original ICA's were primarily quota arrangements through which producing 

countries could ensure prices high enough to sustain their industries and the consuming 

countries could ensure continued, predictable commodity supply. The consuming 

countries successfully campaigned to replace a trade regulated primarily by market 

forces with a multilateral institution in the IC0.45 The rules pmmulgated by this political 

body reflected input from both sides of the coffee trade. 

The ICO was established in Chapter IV, Articles 7-20 of the initial ICA to be 

constituted from representatives of both consuming and producing countries and 

maintained the same structure through all of the subsequent agreements.46 The ICO 

set quotas and regulated prices. Voting was distributed equally between producing and 

43 Id at 64. 
44 Id. 
45 Id. at 63. 
46 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION, INTERNATIONAL COFFEE AGREEMENT 1962, http://ico.heritage4. 
com/heritage/heridata/ico_pdf_docs/international%20coffee%20agreements/ica1962e.pdf (last viewed 
May 6, 2014) . 
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consuming countries with no quotas or trade rules arising from a vote that did not have 

requisite participation from both sides - the consuming countries could not 

advantageously increase quotas for their roaster constituencies, nor could the 

producing countries artificially restrict supply to drive higher prices. The ICO managed 

the potential conflict by treating both sides "as sovereign entities who bought and sold 

coffee to one another, with the ICO as the forum for agreeing on the price."47 

The initial ICA's established the ICO and a legacy of negotiated trade 

regulation.48 The producing countries were acting in concer instead of competition and 

had successfully established a mechanism to counteract environmental and market 

forces that had introduced extreme instability in world market coffee prices.49 Those 

forces are the focus of the next section. Though the initial ICA's gave way to nee-liberal 

calls for free trade and markets free from political regulation 1n the late 1980's, the ICO 

remained an international forum for political discussions of the industry. 

Ill. Market Forces Affecting the Price of Coffee and Sustainability for Farmers 

The price of coffee is set in London and New York among importers and 

exporters by reference to standard form contracts and bid prices as mentioned in 

section I above. This price has fluctuated wildly because of the growth/price cycle and 

more recently because of increased financial speculation in the commodity markets. 

The five ICAs from 1962-1989 (re-negotiated and renewed at roughly six-year intervals) 

served to mitigate much of the price volatility with quotas and related production 

agreements among producing and consuming countries. 50 Prior to the ICAs, national 

efforts in the producing countries sought some of the same goals. After the collapse of 

47 Id at 65 
48 Id. 
49 Id. 
5° COFFEE LINE supra note 39. 
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negotiations for the 1989 ICA, however, environmental and market effects on the price 

of coffee were magnified which resulted in industry-infamous "Coffee Crises" and the 

consolidation of power over the international coffee trade among the coffee roasting 

TN Cs. 

A. The "Coffee Crises" of 1989 and 1998 

During the period between the last of the original, qurta-driven ICA's and the 

current ICA no set regime for international governance of the coffee trade was in place. 

This left farmers and producing countries back at the mercy of nature and the market, 

but with added pressure from TNCs, neo-liberal trade advocates, and policies of the 

consuming countries. The demise of the ICA regime in 198~ was a result of the end of 

the Cold War, and the "Washington consensus" among Western Governments, led by 

the United States, and multilateral financial agencies. 51 A r:ariod of deregulation, 

privatization, and liberalization coincided with bumper crops and caused a dramatic 

drop in world commodity price for green coffee. 52 

Without the ICA to set quotas and control trade flows, coffee-producing countries 

lost ground in national control of their principal export, including state subsidy programs 

and extension services. 53 The first of these "Coffee Crises" occurred in 1989 

immediately following the breakdown in negotiations to extend the ICA. The second, 

and more damaging one, occurred in 1998 after the rise of the specialty coffee industry 

in the United States. This period is most notable for the power exerted by TNCs in what 

was tantamount to private regulation of the coffee trade and concentration of profit at 

the top of the consumption pyramid. 

----·---~···---

51 
DAVID GOODMAN, The International Coffee Crisis: A Review of the Issues in CONFRONTING THE COFFEE 

CRISIS, 5 (Christopher M. Bacon et al. 2008) 
52 Id. 
53 Id. 
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B. Transnational Corporations 

The majority of coffee sold in the United States is thrc.ugh supermarkets, the 

hotel and hospitality sector, and commercial, in-office vending operations. Three 

companies control the bulk of the market: Altria (through Kraft General Foods), Procter 

& Gamble (through Folgers - acquired in the same year as the first ICA), and D.E. 

Master Blenders 1753 NV (formerly the beverage unit of Sara Lee).s4 The European 

market is dominated by Nestle, the world's largest food conglomerate_ss These four 

companies buy most of the world's coffee - both Arabica and Robusta varieties that are 

blended for specific geographical areas or brands - and, in the period following the 

1989 collapse of the ICA quota system, have moved into producing countries for vertical 

integration. 

After the ICA quotas ended in 1989, the World Bank changed its approach to 

lending to coffee producing countries and sought a reduced role of state agencies as 

direct actors in the coffee trade.s6 Fewer restrictions on foreign investment have 

coincided with the lack of intergovernmental regulation of the coffee trade so moving 

subsidiaries into producing countries has been a profitable avenue for the TN Cs 

expansion. s7 As a result, the TN Cs exert stronger influence on producing states' coffee 

policies. The companies are in a position now to discourage cooperation among 

producing states to control exports, and it remove export restrictions with which the 

producing states experimented in an effort to boost prices.s8 

Motivated primarily by profit, the TNCs dominate the global commodity trade in 

54 WASSERMAN supra note 27 at 4. 
55 NINA LUTTINGER & GREGORY DICUM, THE COFFEE BOOK: ANATOMY OF AN INDUSTRY FROM CROP TO THE 
LAST DROP, 133-35 (2006). 
56 TALBOT supra note 2 at 109. 
57 Seth Petchers & Shayna Harris, The Roots of the Coffee Crises, in CONFRONTING THE COFFEE CRISIS, 
48 (Christopher M. Bacon et al 2008) 
58 TALBOT supra note 2 at 109. 
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coffee and continue to seek market share from one another. Figuring out their exact 

profits from the wildly fluctuating market, however, is difficult. 59
. Even though they are 

the largest coffee companies in the world and the major forces in international trade in 

coffee, all four are multiproduct conglomerates, and coffee ir-: not their main product."60 

IV. Sustainability Agreements and Efforts Outside the ICO 

The ICO is not the only international organization involved in projects to promote 

sustainability. The United Nations has held numerous conferences and launched 

cooperative efforts among several of its agencies to define the topic and establish 

standards for international action. 61 The World Bank has made sustainability part of 

many debt-restructuring agreements.62 The World Trade Organization increasingly 

recognizes a role for sustainability in trade agreements and how such programs might 

complement rather than conflict with free trade over time. 63 ;~egional agreements have 

replaced many of the former national marketing associations and include sustainability 

among their key objectives.64 

All of these efforts are reinforced in the private sector by non-governmental 

organizations and consumer-driven trade groups that promote equitable trade regimes. 

This section is divided between those two groups, intergovernmental and non-

governmental, with a look at how they have shaped the understanding of the term 

59 WASSERMAN supra note 27 at 6. 
60 TALBOT supra note 2 at 104. 
61 The United Nations SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT KNOWLEDGE PLATFORM includes listing for 196 initiatives 
of its various agencies and affiliates. http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1500 
62 The World Bank publishes information about all of its sustainability projects and criteria for participation 
in a dedicated section of its website. http://www.worldbank.org/enitopic/sustainabledevelopment (last 
visited Apr 27 2014). 
63 The WTO includes sustainable development across its many areas of trade promotion. Most relevant 
for coffee produced in LDCs is the Enhanced Integrated Framework http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/ 
devel_e/teccop_e/if_e.htm (last visited Apr 28, 2014). 
64 The International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development collects information on the 
importance of Regional Trade Agreements (RT As) in "!promoting] food security, equity and environmental 
sustainability in agricultural trade": http://ictsd.org/programmes/agriculture/#sthash.nP78dhpm.dpuf (last 
visited Apr 28, 2014). 
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"sustainability" and raised public awareness of issues. 

A. Intergovernmental Efforts - Primary Principles 

The most impactful intergovernmental programs are those initiated by the United 

Nations (UN). In the 1987 report Our Common Future, the VVorld Commission on 

Environment and Development set the definition of "sustainable development" that 

forms the baseline understanding of the concept today.65 Norway's former prime 

minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland, chaired the Commission, so it is commonly referred to 

by his name. In it's shortest form, "Sustainable development is development that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs."66 From that straightforward definition sprout the UN's efforts. The 

concept has transcended a single report, agency, or program to become an element 

considered by many agencies in their respective projects. The Sustainable 

Development Knowledge Platform is the central online res0t1rce for information about 

UN activities. 67 

The first substantive conference following the Brundtland Commission's report 

was the Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 in Rio de Janiero. 

Among the results of the Conference Agenda 21, a statement of acceptance and 

framework for commitments among signatories for sustainable development programs 

internationally.68 The document provided the basis for national committees, spurred 

corporate calls for participation, and led to annual review action by the 

65 
REPORT OF THE WORLD COMMISSION ON ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT: OUR COMMON FUTURE, 

http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf (last visited Apr, 11 2014). 
66 Id. at Chapter 2. 
67 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT KNOWLEDGE PLATFORM supra note 61. 
68 

UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR EUROPE, SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT-CONCEPT AND 

ACTION, http://www.unece.org/oes/nutshell/2004-2005/focus_sustainable._development.html (last visited 
Apr, 11 2014). 
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contemporaneously created UN Commission for Sustainable Deve/opment.69 Twenty 

years later, in 2012, the Commission held a follow-up Conference on Sustainable 

Development and Organization called Rio+20. The principle theme of the conference 

was: 

Sustainable development emphasizes a holistic, equitable and far-sighted 
approach to decision-making at all levels. It emphasizes not just strong economic 
performance but intragenerational and intergenerational equity. It rests on 
integration and a balanced consideration of social, economic and environmental 
goals and objectives in both public and private decision-making. 70 

Continuing study and information about the themes of the conference is maintained on 

the UN Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform. 71 The /CA incorporates the 

concepts of economic, social, and environmental sustainabil;ty developed and defined 

by these conferences. 

B. Intergovernmental Efforts - Development Programs 

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is the llN agency most directly 

connected with the /CO as the designated project-executing agency. Since early in the 

history of the /CO, the FAO has played a key role in shaping policy through 

collaboration on rules setting and definitions as well as funding clearinghouse for ICO 

projects.72 The /CO is authoritative in establishing its own policy directives and program 

priorities, and uses the financing and governance structure of the FAO in completing 

projects in member countries. The relationship between the agency and the /CO dates 

back to the early ICAs when representatives from the FAO participated in a tripartite 

study with the /CO and World Bank. The results of the study were never published, but 

the initiative led to the formation of a Diversification Fund that sits at the heart of the 

69 Id. 
70 The materials for the conference are still available in an archived website at: http://www.uncsd2012.org/ 
index.php?menu=62 (last visited Apr., 28 2014). 
71 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT KNOWLEDGE PLATFORM supra note 61. 
72 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 6 at 9. 
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IC O's efforts in producing countries. 73 

Because coffee is the highest value agricultural prodt;ct in international trade, the 

principles that guide the FAO's work in sustainability necessarily affect projects in 

participation with the ICO. These principles were articulated and codified at the World 

Summit on Food Security held in Rome in 2009. In the Declaration resulting from that 

summit, the FAO sets out the Five Rome Principles for Sustainable Global Food 

Security. 74 Three of the principles focus on the same foundations that underlie the 

ICO's diversification projects in producing countries: 

I. Invest in country-owned plans aimed at channeling resources to well-designed 
and results-based programmes and partnerships. 
II. Foster strategic coordination at national, regional and global levels to improve 
governance, promote better allocation of resources, avoid duplication of efforts 
and identify response gaps. 
IV. Ensure a strong role for the multilateral system by sustained improvements in 
efficiency, responsiveness, coordination and effectivenes$ of multilateral 
institutions. 75 

Additionally, the FAO is partnered with the World Health Organization in 

maintaining the Codex Alimentarius that "establish[es] food standards, guidelines, and 

codes of practice" and coordinates intergovernmental and non-governmental 

organizations' work in food standards projects.76 Maintained by a Commission 

established in 1963, the same year as the first ICA, the Codex includes standards for 

green coffee (both Arabica and Robusta), codes of practice for farmers, pesticide 

residue guidelines, and consumer-product standards for roasted and instant coffeen 

The primary focus of the Codex is food security so the work directly affects 

environmental sustainability projects of the ICO. 

73 Id. at 10. 
74 

WORLD SUMMIT ON FOOD SECURITY, DECLARATION OF THE WORLD SUMMIT ON FOOD SECURITY, 
ttp:iiftpfao.org/docrep/fao/Meeting/018/k6050e pdf (last visited Apr., 15 2014) 
7 ldat2-7. 
76 CODEX AUMENTARIUS, ABOUT THE CODEX http://www.codexalimentarius.or9/about-codex/en/ (last visited 
Apr 15, 2014) 
77 

CODEX AUMENTARIUS, http://www.codexalimentarius.org/codex-home/en (last visited Apr 15, 2014). 
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Other UN bodies and intergovernmental organizations also emphasize 

sustainability as part of their work. The World Bank include$ sustainability factors. in 

determining its loan programs and funding for development projects. 78 The Common 

Fund for Commodities (CFC) is similar to the ICO in that it includes participation from 

UN member countries and institutions from the private secto·. The CFC differs in that it 

is within the framework of the UN so closely follows other agencies' guidance on 

sustainability issues. The CFC is focused on development programs with commodity 

producing countries, primarily LDCs and so supplements much of the work of the IC0.79 

Other UN agencies and intergovernmental organizations affect the coffee sector or 

agricultural trade more generally and follow the Millennium Development Goals 

promulgated by the UN. 80 

C. Non-Governmental Efforts and Fair Trade 

Private sector efforts have also had a significant impc.ct on sustainability 

programs and general awareness in the coffee sector. The ICO governance structure 

includes the Private Sector Consultative Board (PSCB) composed of sixteen leading 

industry representatives from both exporting and importing countries. 81 The PSCB 

meets regularly to advise the ICO on the impact of the organization's policy 

recommendations and development initiatives and provides a strong link between the 

78 
The World Bank has a section of its website specifically describing its sustainable development 

principles available at http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/sustainabledevelopment/overview (last visited 
Apr 16, 2014). 
79 With regard to coffee specifically, the CFC currently lists 62 projects across all coffee-producing 
countries including social, economic, and environmental sustainability programs. A complete listing of 
CFC coffee projects can be found on the organization's website at http:/1www.common
fund.org/projectsl?tx_cfc_projects%5Bcommodity%5D=1 &tx_cfc_projecls%5Bcountry%5D=&tx_cfc_proje 
cts%5Bmap%5D=O (last visited Apr 26, 2014). 
80 The most relevant of these goals is "Target 7.A: Integrate the principles of sustainable development 
into country policies and programmes and reverse the loss of environmental resources" the subsections 
of which directly address farming practice and environmental action for sustainable agriculture. See 
generally http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml (last visited .A.pr 16, 2014). 

81 INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION, supra note 6 at 7 (footnote 48). 
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political processes of the ICO and the needs of the private market. 82 The work of the 

ICO in cooperation with instead of competition against the key market players from both 

sides of the coffee trade has born out that a politically regulated market is a more stable 

one than a pure free trade market. 83 The ICA's have achieved "a reasonably equitable 

distribution of benefits between coffee growers and producing countries, and the major 

coffee companies."84 With the continued influence of the PSCB, this distribution is more 

likely to continue to be realized. 

1. Foundations of Fair Trade 

Consumer-level programs have done the most to raise the profile of sustainability 

as a market choice in consuming countries. Fair Trade is the most recognizable of 

these programs. In essence, Fair Trade sets a price for coffae that guarantees farmers 

a profit on coffee. A Fair Trade label denotes that the roaster paid a premium for the 

green coffee to meet this guarantee. In return, coffee farme,s are required to meet 

standards established by the labeling organization for methods, labor management, 

environmental impact, and other production inputs.85 Fair Trade provides a structure 

within which farmers can be adequately compensated, and relies primarily on consumer 

conscience to fund the efforts.86 

Both the European Union and the United States have Fair Trade regimes that are 

managed by non-governmental organizations. The groups seek to drive a sustainability 

agenda through marketing direct to consumers rather than through politically negotiated 

regulation. Fair Trade programs are independent of the ICC. 

2. Fairtrade in the European Union 

82 
Id. 

83 
TALBOT, supra note 2 at 2 

84 Id. at 3-4. 
85 

TAYLOR CLARK, STARBUCKEO: A DOUBLE TALL TALE OF CAFFEINE, COMMERCE, AND CULTURE, 172 (2008). 
86 Id. at 173. 
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In the European Union, Fair Trade began with the Max Havelaar Foundation 

label in 1988.B7 The Foundation is organized around trade in many tropical 

commodities and establishing living wage prices for those commodities in member 

country markets.BB Through the 1990's the efforts of the Foundation were adopted by 

similar organizations across member countries of the European Union. B9 In 1997, all of 

the organizations were collected into a single effort under the Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International (FLO) which coordinates the standards work and 

compliance monitoring for its constituents. All the major consumer countries (with the 

notable exceptions of the United States and Canada) are represented in FLO. 90 

3. Fairtrade in the United States 

In the United States, Fair Trade labeling is managed by Fair Trade USA 

established in 1999. A coffee company, Equal Exchange, set the roots of the 

organization in 1986.91 Fair Trade USA's mission statement makes clear that the focus 

is on economic viability for farmers to protect the environment through certification and 

social structures in producing countries: 

Fair Trade USA enables sustainable development and community empowerment 
by cultivating a more equitable global trade model that benefits farmers, workers, 
consumers, industry and the earth. We achieve our mission by certifying and 
promoting Fair Trade products. 92 

The focus of Fair Trade, therefore, is to shift portions of the coffee trade value chain 

towards the producers to promote continued and sustainable development in those 

87 FAIRTRADE INTERNATIONAL, HISTORY OF FAIRTRADE, http://www.fairtrade.net/history-of-fairtrade.html (last 
viewed Apr, 16, 2014). 
88 A list of all commodities for which a Fairtrade label is available under this regime, see FAIRTRADE 
LABELLING ORGANIZATIONS INTERNATIONAL, LIST OF FAIRTRADE INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS AVAILABLE ON 
WEBSITE, http://www. fairtrade. net/fi leadm in/user_ upload/content/2009/sta nd ards/docu ments/2012-08-
03 _LI ST_ OF _FLO_Standards.pdf (last viewed Apr., 16, 2014). 
89 

UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR EUROPE supra note 68. 
90 Id. 
91 LUTTINGER & DICUM, supra note 55 at 198. 
92 

FAIRTRADE USA, M1ss10NN ALUES, http://fairtradeusa.org/about-fair-trade-usa/mission (last viewed Apr., 
16 2014). 
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countries. 93 In 2009, Fair Trade USA certified 110 million pounds of coffee imported 

into the United States representing a small fraction of the almost 3 billion pounds 

imported annually.94 The impact of Fair Trade is arguably more in awareness of 

sustainability issues than in direct market effect. 

4. Criticism of Fair Trade 

Despite its high profile as a consumer-awareness anc' consciousness campaign, 

Fair Trade is the target of criticism for its distorting effect on coffee trade. The most 

prevalent criticism is that Fair Trade harms coffee quality by encouraging farmers to sell 

lower quality coffee at higher than market prices.95 Higher quality coffee demands a 

premium from specialty coffee roasters and traders. When farmers have a choice 

between higher market prices for quality coffee and minimun1 prices through fair trade, a 

larger volume of lower quality beans are channeled into Fair Trade buyers% 

There is also uncertainty about the amount of the con3umer premium that 

ultimately ends up with farmer cooperatives in producing countries. A significant portion 

of the increased price of ten cents per cup of brewed coffee is absorbed by the labeling 

organizations to cover overhead in administration of their certification schemes.97 The 

criticism extends to which farmers benefit. Because of the rigor involved in achieving 

certification, in many coffee producing countries, only the richest farmers can take 

advantage of the Fair Trade premium in the first place, let alone leverage market price 

versus Fair Trade premium for their various grades of green coffee. 98 Fair Trade offers 

93 LUTTINGER & DICUM, supra note 55 at 195. 
94 FAIRTRADE USA, PRODUCTS: COFFEE, http://fairtradeusa.org/products-partners/coffee (last viewed Apr., 
16 2014). 
95 HAIGHT, COLLEEN, THE PROBLEM WITH FAIR TRADE COFFEE, Stanford Social innovation Review Summer 
2001, 76 (2011 ). 
96 Id. 
97 GRIFFITHS, PETER, ETHICAL OBJECTIONS TO FAIRTRADE, Journal of Business Ethics, 6 (July 2011). 
98 /d.at15. 
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the promise of consumer-driven sustainability and ethical trade, but ultimately may fall 

short of providing a long-term solution that can best be achieved through political 

regulation like that of the ICA.99 

V. The International Coffee Agreement of 2007: SusLtinability Projects 

The ICA 2007 represents a significant change in emr:hasis for the ICO. Prior 

agreements focused squarely on quota allocations and trade. structures.100 TNC 

involvement in world trade in coffee has served to address the price fluctuation 

concerns that previous troubled consuming countries in their negotiations for quotas. 101 

The current agreement puts into clear terms the long-stated aim of the 

organization in promoting diversification and sustainability in producing countries. This 

final section includes an examination of the current ICA's suntainability definitions for 

purposes of projects, the implementation mechanisms incorporated into the ICA, how 

projects are to be structured, and the specific focus areas fer projects as articulated in 

the Agreement. With that background, several projects are presented as exemplars of 

the ICO's efforts to promote economic, social, and environmental sustainability. 

A. The parameters of the ICA project system 

The preamble of the ICA sets forth the base needs that the agreement seeks to 

address. The recitals include reference to earlier agreements but make a substantive 

departure from the goals of those agreements with emphasis on "the sustainable coffee 

sector" and "sustainable development of the coffee sector" in achieving the United 

99 See generally WEESE, SCOTT B, INTERNATIONAL COFFEE REGULATION: A COMPARISON OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION AND THE FAIR TRADE COFFEE REGIMES 7 Cardozo Pub. L. Pol'y & 
Ethics J. 275 for a comparison of the benefits and drawbacks of each system. The note concludes that a 
market solution optimizes benefits for both producers and consumers when regulated by 
intergovernmental information sharing and collaboration rather than consumer-dependent efforts. 
100 INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION, supra note 6 at 8-22. 
101 TALBOT supra note 2 at 74. 
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Nations' Millennium Development Goals. 102 The key paragraph to these goals as stated 

in the preamble advocates international cooperation to build "an economically 

diversified global coffee sector [and] the economic and social development of producing 

countries". 103 The current ICA then, sets out as a primary recital the goal of economic 

diversification, social development, and environmental responsibility in its projects. 

1. Objectives and definitions 

Chapter I of the ICA lays out the thirteen (13) explicit objectives of the 

Agreement. Objective 3 is the principal sustainability statement that the ICA is to 

"[encourage] Members to develop a sustainable coffee sector in economic, social, and 

environmental terms" .104 Of the other twelve objectives, three address cooperation and 

collaboration, three address international trade, and six address specific elements of the 

sustainability project system including technology transfer, finance arrangements, local 

diversification, establishing national infrastructure, and resefirch and development 

efforts across the membership. 105 

Article 2 of the ICA provides the definitions that drive the whole agreement. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the largest part of the definitions regards the various stages of 

coffee from dried cherry through roasted, liquid, and soluble coffee. 106 Articles 3-14 are 

concerned with the structure of the ICO, its members' rights and responsibilities, vote 

apportionment and voting procedure, and decision-making a•Jthority of the ICO 

102 International Coffee Organization, International Coffee Agreement 2007, Preamble, 1] 3-4 Sept. 28, 
2007. 
103 Id at 1] 5. 
104 I d. art. I, sec. 3. 
105 Objectives 1,2, and 4 address international cooperation; Objectives 5. 7, and 9 establish the ICO's role 
in international trade systems; Objectives 6,8, 10, 11, 12, and 13 contain the substantive objectives for 
sustainability projects under the Agreement. 
106 INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 102, art. 3. 
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Council. 107 Articles 15 and 16 establish the ICO as a separate body from the United 

Nations and non-governmental international organizations, 111hile also articulating the 

grounds for cooperation with those bodies. 108 Articles 17-23 contain the internal 

organization of the ICO's offices and finances including men1ber contributions and 

budget procedures. 109 Articles 24-27 articulate the ICO's rok3 in international trade 

promotion, negotiation, and growth. 110 The preceding articlE,s provide the context in 

which the projects structure is established in Articles 28 and 29. 

2. Project Structure and Consultation 

Article 28 is titled "Development and funding of projects" and contains four 

paragraphs describing how the ICO accepts projects for consideration, evaluates the 

projects, and funds them. 111 Either representatives of memLer countries or the 

Executive Director of the ICO can submit project proposals for consideration by the 

Council. 112 The Agreement does not specify the criteria for ;ipproving projects beyond 

the stipulation that projects must "contribute to the achieverrent of the objectives of [the 

ICA]" but leaves the "procedures and mechanisms" to the design of the Council. 113 

Project reports are due from the Executive Director for all approved projects with the 

status of each from initial approval, through funding, implementation, and completion. 114 

Article 28 concludes by establishing a Committee on Projects that the Council 

designs. 115 This is the structure for all projects under the ICA whether for sustainability, 

trade promotion, or special cooperation. 

107 
Id. at art. 3-14. 

108 
Id. at art. 15-16. 

109 
Id. at art. 17-23. 

110 
Id. at art. 24-27. 

111 Id. at art. 28. 
112 

Id. at art. 28, 'If 1. 
113 

Id. at art. 28, 'If 2. 
114 

Id. at art. 28, 'If 3. 
115 

Id. at art. 28, 'If 4. 
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Article 29 contains nine paragraphs establishing the Private Sector Consultative 

Board (PSCB) the role of which was briefly discussed in Section IV above. The PSCB 

is a group of consultants to the ICO Council who are drawn from the private sector of 

both exporting and importing countries. 116 The Council appoints the members of the 

Board for two-year terms from trade associations or similar bodies in member countries. 

The Agreement seeks to establish the PSCB as not only a combination of producing 

and consuming countries but also growers and exporters in the former and importers 

and roasters in the latter.117 The PSCB is not limited to this 16 representative 

constituency, however, as each appointee is permitted to designate "one or more 

advisers". 118 The PSCB is organized to run parallel to the Council and in association 

with the Council's efforts. The PSCB is advisory only and none of its members or its 

officers (Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson) are paid by the IC0. 119 PSCB meetings 

are held in the ICO headquarters' location by default, though a member country can 

host the meeting if it pays any additional expense incurred by the ICO for moving the 

PSCB meeting. 120 The PSCB's schedule is set by the Council and coordinates with the 

Council's meeting calendar; however, the PSCB sets its own rules of procedure. 121 The 

PSCB, established in the text of the !CA, is an important constituency for continued 

force of the Agreement; its membership represents the direct actors in the coffee 

industry, not the political appointees. 

Articles 30 and 31 set out the schedule for conference and collaboration among 

-·-·--------
11e Id . at art. 29, ~ 1-2. 
111 I d. at art. 29, ~ 3. 
118 Id. at art. 29, ~ 4. 
119 Id . at art. 29, ~ 5. 
120 Id . at art. 29, ~ 6. 
121 Id . at art. 29, ~ 7-9. 
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members. 122 Article 32 specifies the types and frequency of statistical information for 

which the ICO is responsible to report. 123 Article 33, titled "Certificates of Origin", was 

originally an enforcement mechanism for the quota system that has lost some of its 

importance with the removal of quotas. Certificates are still :mportant, though, as stated 

in the Agreement, for statistical reporting. 124 Article 34 conc·udes the information 

gathering and reporting responsibilities of the ICO to its mernbers with guidelines for 

"Studies, surveys, and reports". 125 

B. Project Focus Areas 

The focus areas for sustainability projects are.established in Articles 36 and 37. 

Article 36 ties the sustainability objectives to "the principles and objectives contained in 

Agenda 21 adopted by the United Nations Conference on Environmental and 

Development ... [and] the World Summit on Sustainable Development"126 These 

conferences, held in 1992 and 2002 respectively, resulted ir international 

understandings among UN members regarding sustainability measures for 

environmental, social, and economic development. 127 

Article 37 emphasizes economic development in producing countries. Projects 

that "[improve] the standard of living and working conditions of populations engaged in 

the coffee sector, consistent with their stage of growth" are a priority for consideration 

by members and the Council. 128 The Article does conclude, however, that projects 

should be for development purposes and special mention is given to preventing labor 

standards from being used in restraint of trade. So, while development projects are the 

122 Id. at art. 30-31. 
123 Id. at art. 32. 
124 Id. at art. 33. 
125 Id. at art. 34. 
126 Id at art. 36. 
127 For further discussion of the findings at these conferences see Section IV above. 
128 Id. at art. 37. 
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majority of the objectives articulated in the !CA, concession is made explicit for use of 

development claims to trump trade concerns among members. 

The remaining provisions conclude the structural design of both the Agreement 

and the !CO. Articles 38 and 39 establish dispute resolution mechanisms for both 

consultations and complaints. 129 Articles 40-48 describe ratification, accession, 

reservations, and withdrawal procedures.no Finally, 49-51 are provisions relating to 

amendment and authentic texts of the ICA. 131 With this understanding of the scope and 

structure of the !CA and its project provisions, I turn now to discussion of exemplar 

projects in each of the three areas of sustainability - economic, social, and 

environmental development projects. 

1. Economic Project - Valorization of the Ethiopian coffee origins for 
marketing improvement 

Valorization is the process of increasing the profile or status of a product through 

government intervention. Valorization may be promoted through direct subsidy, 

government procurement, technical assistance, marketing support, or similar activities 

that add value to the commodity product. In the case of this project, the ICOs 

assistance is sought in valorizing Ethiopian coffee through the European Protected 

Geographic Identification label. 132 The project has an estimated cost of €4,000,000 and 

129 
Id. at art. 38-39 .. In both cases, the Council and Executive Director of the ICO are the dispute 

settlement adjudicators and set the process and procedure 
130 

Id. at art. 40-48. The ICO serves as Depositary for the ICA 2007 by ICO resolution number 436 after 
the United Nations informed the Executive Secretary that it was not in a position to be Depositary for the 
Agreement. Article 10 of the ICA provides for the Council to designate the Depositary - it designated the 
ICO. These articles address how member countries and acceding members are to record their agreement 
with the ICO and pay dues 
131 

Id. at art 49-51. The official languages of the ICA are English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish, the 
latter two underlining the importance of Brazil and Colombia in the history (and present) of the 
international coffee trade. 
132 INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION, REPORT OF THE VIRTUAL SCREENING SUBCOMMITTEE (VSS) ON 
THREE COFFEE PROJECT PROPOSALS, 2, http://dev.ico.org/documents/cy2013-14/pj-67e-vss-report.pdf (last 
viewed Apr., 17 2014) Although the title indicates three projects, the report contains information about 
four projects (three new and one revised proposal). 
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two year timeline. 133 The Virtual Screening Subcommittee (VSS) has recommended 

endorsing the proposal "taking into consideration technical comments provided". 134 

The VSS first considered this in February 2013 on submission from the United 

Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) and lllycaffe (a Italian roaster). 

The project aims to raise the profile of Ethopian coffees by seeking certification with the 

European Union for origin protection (labeling like 'Champagne' or 'Stilton') to protect an 

end market and also to build the administrative infrastructure necessary to support 

certification and verification activities to maintain the designation.135 Now in its third 

revision, the project has passed review by the VSS and is ready for approval by the 

Projects Committee. In its recommendation for endorsement, the VSS cites the 

economic impact of the project in Ethiopia and for small farmers as a key driver for the 

approval. 136 

The project will proceed in five steps: (1) form an Origin Consortium to build 

awareness in consumer markets, (2) socio-economic analysis to identify the regions and 

varietals to differentiate in the Origin Labeling (OL), (3) agronomy and ecology studies 

to advance and preserve the qualities being marketed, (4) develop international 

partnerships to support the OL regime in consumer markets, and (5) training for 

Ethiopian farmers on the qualities being marketed and supply chain management to 

ensure compliance with certification. 137 

The largest single line item in the project is for infrastructure - €400,000 in the 

133 
PROJECTS COMMITTEE, VALORIZATION OF THE ETHIOPIAN COFFEE ORIGl~:S FOR MARKETING IMPROVEMENT, 

7 http://ico.heritage4.com/heritage/heridata/ico _pdf_ docs/cy2012-13/pj-46-r1 e-ethiopia-unido-illy.pdf (last 
viewed Apr., 17 2014). 
134 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 132 at 2. 
135 

PROJECTS COMMITTEE supra note 133 at 2. 
136 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 132 at 11. 
137 

PROJECTS COMMITTEE supra note 133 at 6. 
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.4 
first year and €750,000 in the second - accounting for over 25% of the total propi;>sed 

budget. 138 The project seeks to build long term economic va!ue in Ethiopian origirt 

coffee in the consumer market while also dedicating immediate resources to building 

roads, processing facilities, and warehouses to improve delivery of green coffee to that 

market. 1.n seeking both short-term growth and long-term self-sufficiency, the project 

meets the ICO's economic sustainability targets. 

2. Social Project - Improving the participation of women in the coffee value 
chain in Cameroon 

The UN identified gender equality and empowerment of women as one of the 

Millennium Development Goals. Thirty years prior to the Goals, the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women set forth the principle that 

equal participation by women contributes to the growth of the prosperity of society. 139 In 

the interest of furthering that social goal, the ICO accepted a proposal from the 

Government of Cameroon to build capacity for women to more actively participate in the 

coffee trade in that country. The project has an estimated tirneline of three years and 

total budget of US$1,219,400. Funding is secured through a US$238,400 grant from 

the Common fund for Commodities (CFC), a US$669,000 loan from the CFC, 

US$25,000 co-financing from the International Trade Centre, and a national government 

contribution of US$287,000. 140 

The VSS first considered the project in February 2014 and recommended 

endorsement on first reading. 141 Proposed by the government of Cameroon, the 

objective of the project is to include more women coffee farmer's organizations in the 

138 Id at 7. 
139 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 1979. 
140 PROJl'CTS COMMITTEE, IMPROVING THE PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN IN THE COFFEE VALUE CHAIN IN 
CAMEROON, http://dev.ico.org/documents/cy2013-14/pj-67e-vss-report.pdf at 3 (last viewed May 6; 2014). 
141 INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 132 at 2. 
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domestic coffee trade preparing for export. The goal is to reduce the number of 

intermediaries in the domestic market chain to increase the women's share of 

international prices. 142 In its recommendation for endorsement, the VSS cites the 

benefit to women who are "more vulnerable to fluctuations in production, prices, 

demand, etc." in areas with "low viable alternatives" as key contributors to social· 

development goals of the IC0. 143 

The project will proceed in four steps: (1) investment loans to strengthen 

marketing infrastructure (warehouses, transport facilities}, (2) establishing credit 

facilities as working capital to collect and store coffee to take advantage of market 

fluctuations, (3) access for women to marketing information services and training, and 

(4) building relationships between Cameroonian women's organizations and 

international trading partners. 144 

The project budget is divided into five components. The largest expenditure is for 

Component 2, revolving credit to collect and store coffee to take advantage of higher 

market price cycles, at US$555,400 representing 45% of the total budget. 145 The other 

four components address knowledge and technology transfer for farmers' groups to 

support the market timing facility of the warehousing. 146 The predictability and 

economic advantage offered by the ability to time the market for maximum prices ·is 

intended to support social stability and reduce the impact of market volatility. The 

project's focus on women and the social stability goals furthered by their participation 

meets the ICO's social stability goals. 

142 
PROJECTS COMMITTEE supra note 140 at 2. 

143 
INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 132 at 7. 

144 
PROJECTS COMMITTEE supra note 140 at 2-3. 

145 Id. at 5 
146 Id. at 3. 
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3. Environmental Project - Improving and protecting coffee production 
through managed pollination and disseminating biological control 
agents against pests and diseases 

Because coffee is an agricultural commodity, ecology and agronomy are common in 

project proposals. In the battle against leaf rust and berry borers as well as the pursuit 

of higher yields and stronger genetics to support flavor quality profiles, the !CO 

considers projects that provide novel environmental solutions to chemical intensive 

methods. In pursuit of non-chemical methods, the VSS evaluated a proposal from the 

Arthur Dobbs Institute in Mexico to use honeybees to increase pollination of both. 

Arabica and Robusta coffees and distribute anti-pest and anti-fungal agents organically 

through beehives. 147 The project has an estimated cost of US$109,500 and timeline to 

be determined. Funding of US$97,000 to supplement a grant already acquired and 

proposals to the CFC and other agencies. 148 

The VSS first considered the proposal in February 2014 and split evenly on its 

recommendation to the Projects Committee. 149 The main concern lies in the novelty of 

the proposed method. The VSS noted that the proposal is consistent with the ICA 

2007's environmental goals as a promotion of environmentally-friendly technology to 

combat leaf diseases and pests. Management of bees on coffee farms, critical gaps in 

the proposed methodology, and effectiveness of the method were identified as key risks 

in endorsing the project. 150 The VSS recommendation includes enthusiasm for the 

potential, but favors a wait-and-see approach to allow time for the method to be proven 

on a smaller scale or in further laboratory testing. 

147 
PROJECTS COMMITTEE, IMPROVING AND PROTECTING COFFEE PRODUCTION THROUGH MANAGED POLLINATION 

AND DISSEMINATING BIOLOGICAL CONTROL AGENTS AGAINST PESTS AND DISEASES, http://dev.ico.org/ 
documents/cy2013-14/ pj-64e-concept-note-dobbs.pdf, 3 (last viewed May 6, 2014). 
148 Id at 2. 
149 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 132 at 2. 
150 

INTERNATIONAL COFFEE ORGANIZATION supra note 132 at 3-6. 
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The project plan has four steps (identified as objectives in the proposal): (1) 

assemble a team of experts to develop an interdisciplinary and practical strategy for 

environmentally compatible coffee production, trade, marketing, and consumption, (2) 

site visits to selected countries to identify the regions' characteristics and capacity for 

honey bee cultivation, (3) seek further funding for information, training, and marketing to 

farmers, (4) data collection and analysis to refine the biovector pest and fungus control 

delivery system. 151 

The project budget is not as concrete as the other proposals analyzed here. The 

proposal focuses on objectives and anticipated outcomes, particularly the potential for a 

'greener' image for coffee marketing and increased yields for small farmers. 152 The 

project's focus on employing novel agricultural methods to address the environment-

threatening problems of increased chemical herbicide and pesticide use in coffee 

cultivation meets the ICO's environmental sustainability goals. 

Conclusion 

The initial ICAs brought together producing countries and consuming 

countries to establish a system aimed at stabilizing coffee prices. With the ICA 2007, 

the primary focus of these agreements has changed from establishing quotas to 

sustainability and development programs in the producer countries. The emergence 

and eventual dominance of TN Cs in the coffee industry has removed much of the price 

volatility in consuming countries and prompted this change in focus. Consumer-level 

pressure in movements like Fair Trade has raised awareness of the difficulties facing 

coffee farmers and their communities, but has not had a widespread impact on 

151 
PROJECTS COMMITTEE supra note 147 at 4. 

152 Id. at 6-7 
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changing conditions. In three main focus areas, economic, social, and environmental 

sustainability, the ICO works with partner organizations to implement projects to 

improve conditions in exporting countries. Against the historical backdrop of the coffee 

growth cycle and trade patterns, and with consideration of the early efforts and 

agreements among the current member nations of the ICO, the exemplar projects 

presented here provide a view of how the organization is maintaining a valuable and 

viable role in an industry that its earlier efforts brought market stability and predictability. 

4699 - ICA Sustainability 33 




