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Why Buy Shade-Grown Coffee? – Updated April 2004
By Carol Schreter

C

offee is the developing world's second most valuable export product, after oil. Today, two-thirds of the world's coffee is produced in Central America and the Caribbean. So when coffee growing methods change and threaten bird habitat, that is bad news for birds that breed in North America and winter in the tropics.

 Coffee is grown in the world's tropical rainforest regions on hillsides at 500 to 1500 meters above sea level. Coffee is one of the few large-scale commodity crops that can be grown in relative harmony with native forest.  Until the 1970s, nearly all coffee was grown on multi-crop coffee plantations -- in the understory of wild fig, avocado, mango, lychee, citrus fruits, nut or other trees.

The Full-Sun Hybrid

The traditional method of growing coffee is now called shade-grown coffee — because an alternative called "sun-grown"  or "full-sun" coffee was created.

A full-sun coffee plantation looks like an orchard. The rainforest is cleared. The land is thickly planted with hedgerows of a hybrid coffee plant that produces 30 percent more coffee beans per bush. 

Full-sun coffee plantations require more agrochemicals and more maintenance. The naked slopes are vulnerable to erosion. By contrast, coffee grown in the rainforest protects freshwater resources; trees and their roots store rainwater, reduce flooding and landslides, and help recharge underground aquifers.

Bird Habitat Destroyed

Ornithologists find that in full-sun coffee plantations, the number of bird species is cut by half, and the number of individual birds is cut by as much as two-thirds. According to Jeffrey A. McNeely, Chief Scientist at the World Conservation Union, "the widespread conversion to sun-grown coffee is particularly troubling considering that 13 of the world's 25 biodiversity hot spots are in coffee country." 

Since 1980, over 40 percent of the coffee area in Columbia, Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean has been converted to sun coffee, with another 25 percent of the area slated for conversion. This transition to full-sun coffee was encouraged by funding from the U.S. Agency for International Development (US AID) and local governments when world coffee prices were at their highest. Now the market is flooded with coffee and coffee prices are at a 100-year low.


Consumer Options

In 1995, Partners in Flight first publicly connected the decrease in the number of migratory birds in the Americas to the increase in sun-grown coffee. In 1998 the American Birding Association  (ABA) partnered with Thanksgiving 

Coffee Company of California to promote and distribute "Song Bird Coffee," verified by the ABA as shade grown. The Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center now certifies and promotes a similar product called "Bird Friendly Coffee." 

"Organic" coffee marketed to health conscious consumers is grown without pesticides and fertilizers. The organic certification first appeared in the early 1980's in response to "full-sun" coffee. Most organic coffee is shade-grown.

"Fair Trade" certified coffee appeared after the U.S. rejected long-standing International Coffee Agreement price controls in 1989. Prices paid to growers dropped more than 50%. This is marketed to socially conscious consumers wanting to help coffee farmers earn a livable wage. The ABA reports that 80% of Fair Trade CertifiedTM coffees sold in the U.S. are shade-grown.

Nature lovers should still seek out coffee labeled "shade grown" -- to help these three certification movements converge. 

Because shade-grown coffee grows more slowly than full-sun coffee, it costs a bit more. The major players, known as "the cans" in industry lingo (selling Folgers, Maxwell House and Nestle), have not yet started to pay attention because of price. However Dunkin' Donuts' expresso coffee, by the cup, is Fair Trade coffee.  Shade-grown coffee is found at many groceries selling organic products and readily available by mail order and via the internet.

What Coffee Drinkers Can Do

1. Learn about the issue from: 

· Seattle Audubon Society: 

       www.seattleaudubon.org/shadecoffee
· -    The Songbird Foundation:       www.songbird.org

· Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center: http://natzoo.si.edu/ConservationAndScience/MigratoryBirds/Coffee

2. Buy shade-grown coffee for your home.

3. Convert your office to brewing only shade-grown 

    coffee. 

4.  Ask your retailer to carry it.

5. Educate friends. Give a gift of shade-grown coffee.







