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Natural processed coffee at a farm in Brazil. Credit: Paulo Henrique 

 
Sustainability has become a buzz word in recent years, but the long-term economic, 
environmental, and social health of the coffee industry are vital considerations. Reduced 
biodiversity and farmers living in poverty are just some of the issues involved. 
 
Can the industry support fair wages, as well as being environmentally responsible? Is a 
growth economy sustainable? Read on to find out more about sustainability in coffee. 

https://www.instagram.com/paulo.hert/


 
 
Defining Sustainability 
 
The word “sustainability” is thrown around a lot and the understanding of what it is has 
changed somewhat over the years. But when we talk about sustainability in coffee we are 
really considering what is known as the triple bottom line: people, planet, and profit. 
 
Sustainable development meets the needs of today without compromising future 
generations. Simply put, it is being responsible with the way we use resources to ensure 
our children and grandchildren have what they need to live comfortably. 
 
 

Coffee cherries in the Tarrazu region of Costa Rica. Credit: Matthew Himmel. 
 
 



How Does Sustainability Relate to Coffee? 
 
Climate change and fair coffee prices are rightfully important topics today, but 
sustainability is not a new idea in the coffee world. As far back as the first international 
coffee agreement in 1962, there was discussion of how to limit the amount of excess on 
the market to ensure economic sustainability. 
 
It can get overwhelming to consider sustainability in totality and the many ways that 
people, planet, and profit are interlinked. Let’s get some input from the experts. 
 
 

 
Coffee in drying beds. 
 
 
 
 
Economic Sustainability Promotes Social Sustainability 
 
Daniele Giovannucci is the president of the Committee on Sustainability Assessment 
(COSA). The  non-profit organization works to advance the measurement of 
sustainability in agriculture. 

https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2016/10/coffee-farming-will-shade-trees-reduce-effects-climate-change/
https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2018/10/rethinking-the-c-price-should-we-change-how-we-price-coffee/
http://www.ico.org/icohistory_e.asp?section=About_Us
http://www.ico.org/icohistory_e.asp?section=About_Us
https://thecosa.org/


He tells me that just a few decades ago, coffee-producing countries were able to provide 
for their basic health and education needs. He also says that, by cultivating coffee as a 
forest understory crop, these communities were environmentally balanced. 
 
“Today, many cannot say any of those things,” he tells me. “The key has been a declining 
income and more aggressive production systems requiring greater investment and risks. 
In real-dollar prices, farmers earn less than they did decades ago.” 
 

Daniele Giovannucci talking about sustainability at Sintercafe. Credit: Sintercafe 
 
Daniele tells me that the universal challenge for coffee farmers worldwide is simply to 
derive a living income from coffee. 
 
“Without an economic foundation, it is difficult to conceive of thriving farming 
communities that can be the basis for a diversified and growing industry,” he says. 
 
“There are visionary leaders who believe that sustainability is the basis of long-term 
profit and are running their firms that way. Yet, some of the large firms in coffee lack any 
vision except for the uninspiring one of maximizing their short-term profit.” 
 
Learn more in An Unstable Market: The Economics of Global Coffee Prices 

http://www.sintercafe.com/
https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2016/06/unstable-market-economics-global-coffee-prices/


 
Bags of coffee in a warehouse. 
 
Why We Need Social Sustainability In Coffee 
 
Many coffee-producing countries have extreme poverty and lack effective social 
infrastructure. In the highly volatile coffee market, producers and their families are 
incredibly vulnerable. The economic sustainability of the industry is strongly linked to 
the social sustainability of communities around the world. 
 
Unstable coffee prices have a direct impact on access to education, housing, food, 
healthcare, and other basic necessities. The geographical isolation of many coffee farmers 
can place prohibitively high costs on practical things like buying tools or transporting a 
harvest. These things can become inaccessible when coffee prices fall. 
 
One key area in need of improvement is gender inequality. The Rainforest Alliance 
reports that female coffee farmers produce less than their male counterparts because they 
have far less access to resources. 
 
According to the Food and Agriculture Organization, if the playing field were made 
level, women could increase their farm yields by 20 to 30%. The ICO estimates that 
closing the gender gap could create an extra 30 billion cups of coffee per year. 

https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/article/brewing-gender-equality-in-the-coffee-industry
http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i2050e/i2050e.pdf
http://www.ico.org/


 
A coffee picker at a farm in Honduras. 
 
In a 2003 report on sustainability in the coffee industry, the IISD states that the coffee 
trade can reinforce gender inequity by maintaining patriarchal supply chain structures. It 
suggests that alternative trading structures may be an opportunity to improve the gender 
balance throughout the supply chain. Although this is a 15-year old report, gender 
inequality is still widespread in coffee. 
 
Child labour is another social issue to consider. It has been reported that children are 
widely used as cherry pickers on plantations in some countries. 
 
Alex Morgan is the Chief Markets Officer at Rainforest Alliance. He tells me that the 
organization believes that workers around the world should be paid enough money to 
provide a decent life for themselves and their families. 
 
“We co-founded the Global Living Wage Coalition (GLWC), a group of NGOs working 
with two leading researchers to identify how much money workers need to afford a 
decent standard of living for themselves and their families,” he says. “And this year, we 
merged with the Dutch organization UTZ to form a stronger, larger, and more innovative 
organization to maximize our impact around the world in coffee growing countries.” 

https://www.iisd.org/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/


 
Coffee in drying beds. 
 
 
The Urgent Need For Environmental Sustainability 
 
Environmental sustainability is perhaps the most pressing issue facing the world today. 
Agriculture drives 80% of tropical deforestation and coffee farming requires huge 
amounts of resources. Processing and the import-export side of coffee also have 
environmental impacts. 
 
Alex tells me that the effects of coffee wet milling on streams and drinking water is an 
issue in producing countries. Polluted processing water enters the local waterways and 
can cause disease or death in plants, animals, and humans. 
 
Water Footprint Network reports that the global average water footprint of a 125 ml cup 
of coffee is 140 liters. With the global population estimated to reach 9.8 billion by 2050, 
food security and the environmental impacts of agriculture are more relevant than ever. 
 
Further, farmers are facing new obstacles. Alex says, “Climate change is hitting coffee 
farmers particularly hard. Precipitation is more volatile, drought and flooding are both 

https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/issues/food
https://waterfootprint.org/media/downloads/Hoekstra-2008-WaterfootprintFood.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/world-population-prospects-2017.html


more widespread, and rising temperatures threaten coffee farmers, regardless of 
location.” 
 
Unpredictable climates can have a direct impact on crop quality. Heavy rains in an 
expected dry season can have a devastating impact on an entire crop and, in turn, 
dramatically reduce a farmer’s income. 
 
Alex tells me that specialty coffee is particularly at risk due to climate change. “Because 
higher-altitude coffees tend to be higher-quality coffees, rising temperatures will force 
farmers up the mountainside to seek out the cooler temperatures that speciality coffee 
needs. But as farmers move up the mountainsides, there is less and less land available for 
coffee.” 
 

 
Coffee farm in Colombia 
 
In general, coffee farming has a negative impact on biodiversity, but some methods are 
more destructive than others. Coffee farms with shade trees are best for birds and other 
wildlife populations. But the overwhelming majority of coffee is produced on 
monoculture farms, which reduces biodiversity. 
 

https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2016/12/harvest-rains-destroy-coffee-crops/
https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2016/12/harvest-rains-destroy-coffee-crops/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/02/how-to-choose-a-sustainable-coffee


The World Economic Forum reports that intensive sun-grown coffee farms can have 
pollination and pest problems, which increases reliance on pesticides and further 
perpetuates ecological degradation. 
 
Coffee consumers also have a role to play. Both disposable cups and single-use coffee 
pods are difficult to recycle and create waste volume with every cup. There are some 
small moves toward more sustainable options, including the proposal of a latte levy and 
cornstarch pods that are commercially compostable. 
 
But Daniele says that “while the easy fixes of better packaging and energy efficiency are 
being addressed, it is the origin side of the business that really needs attention.” 
 
 

 
Bags of green coffee at Jubilee Coffee in Colorado. Credit: Devon Barker 
 
 
Can Coffee Be Sustainable? 
 
So what can we do to reduce our environmental impact and ensure the economic and 
social wellbeing of farming communities? 

https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2018/01/latte-levy-ludicrous-long-overdue/
https://www.perfectdailygrind.com/2017/02/nespresso-specialty-use-third-wave-coffee-pods/
https://www.instagram.com/devonbbarker/


 
Daniele highlights how people, planet, and profit are interlinked. He says, “I am 
confident that many of the environmental and social factors that coffee growers face 
could be addressed adequately if the economic factor was reasonably addressed. 
 
“As we learn what actually works and what does not, we are making strides with smarter 
sustainability programs. It is possible to get much closer to sustainability. We simply 
need the courage to make it a priority that is part of and not separate from profit.” 
 

 
A coffee farm in Zimbabwe. Credit: Nicole Motteux 
 
Alex tells me that it is possible for the coffee industry to meet the triple bottom line. He 
says “We have good examples of farmers from across the globe implementing good 
agricultural practices, protecting the environment, providing good working conditions for 
workers, and earning a decent income from the sale of their certified coffees.” 
 
He highlights some of the work that the Rainforest Alliance is doing. “One of my favorite 
examples is a group of communities we work with that live around some of the last 
remaining wild coffee forests in the world. These are the forests where Arabica coffee 
originated, and they are threatened by conversion and deforestation. 



“The Rainforest Alliance worked with these communities and other partners to provide 
training, technical assistance, and market access for these special coffees. As a result, the 
local communities are taking a soft touch on the environment, diversifying their income 
with honey and other crops, and ultimately gaining a better income from some of the 
most spectacular and important coffees in the world.” 
 

Ripe coffee cherries. Credit: Café Santa Matilde 
 
It may seem overwhelming to consider all of the effects of the coffee industry. It has 
huge impacts on communities around the world and the health of the planet. But there is 
hope. 
 
When you buy your coffee, consider its origin and farming method. Think about the most 
sustainable way to prepare it. And consider whether you can support the projects of an 
organization that encourages sustainability. 
 
 
Written by Hazel Boydell 

https://www.instagram.com/cafesantamatilde/


    
Coffee cupping in Guatemala. Credit: Devon Barker         V60 brewing devices in a coffee shop. 
 
 

Learn more in What Effect Does The C Market Have on Small Coffee Farmers? 
Learn more in From Seed to Cup: How Do Producers Grow Coffee? 

 
 

Want to read more articles like this? Sign up for our newsletter! 
 
 
 
Since launching in late January 2015, Perfect Daily Grind has achieved unprecedented levels of growth and has 
rapidly established itself as the go-to source for specialty coffee news and information. Perfect Daily Grind’s 
dedication to providing real-life editorial content, paired with a deep understanding of digital marketing, has 
established it as a must-read daily resource for anyone with a professional or passing interest in the world of 
specialty coffee. 
 
Upbeat and informative, Perfect Daily Grind is a cross-platform, global network which distributes coffee content 
to a worldwide audience. 
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