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1. Introduction
Coffee is a product that connects countries like no other. More than 80% of the world’s harvest –
valued at US$ 33.4 billion (Potts et al., 2014) – is traded internationally (Panhuysen & Pierrot,
2014). The production and trade of coffee employs an estimated 100 million people in 80 countries
(Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2014). Millions of consumers cannot imagine spending their days without an
energizing cup of joe. Furthermore, the culture of specialty coffee is spreading, for the first time
surpassing the consumption of non-specialty coffee in the United States in 2014 with a market
share of 51% (Ward, 2014). It is estimated that the market opportunities of specialty coffee have a
value of US$ 20 billion in the USA alone (SCAA Convention, 2015).
Nevertheless, current market conditions continue to pose important challenges to a profitable
production, leaving many coffee growers in existential danger. In response, in recent years there
has been a proliferation of non-governmental and private initiatives striving for economic, social
and ecological sustainability in the coffee sector. Costa Rica’s NAMA Café joins these initiatives
with a particular focus on low-emission coffee. To be successful, it is necessary to make sure that
these efforts are recognized and recompensed by consumers.
The first part of this publication examines the market of sustainable coffee and the potential role
of Costa Rica in it. The second half presents different strategies to add monetary value to the
environmental attributes of the new low-emission product, including case studies and a
comparison of benefits and costs for each strategy.

2. The global sustainable coffee market
The definition of sustainability in the coffee sector is the object of a passionate debate;
nonetheless, its most common implementation is through voluntary standard systems (VSS). At
the moment, there are seven competing systems with slightly different definitions and foci
(organic, Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, UTZ Certified, 4C, Starbucks Café Practices, and Nespresso
AAA). Yet, most of these include indicators regarding better agricultural practices and adequate
treatment of workers and aim to reward these attributes with prices that are higher than the world
market average.

2.1.

Production and sales of certified coffee

The amount of coffee produced under one of these systems has increased exponentially, reaching
40% of global production in 2013 (Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2014). At the same time, only 15% of sales
were of certified or verified coffee1. Notwithstanding difficulties in ascertaining the data’s
accuracy, given that it is impossible to capture the double or triple certification of the same
harvest, one can note a constant overproduction of sustainable coffee with respect to its demand.

The difference between certified and verified systems is subtle: Certification is reached through
independent third-party organizations and with external stakeholders as target audience, e.g. through labels
(organic, Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, UTZ Certified). In contrast, verification is an internal process to
ensure conformity with a company’s own standards (Starbucks Café Practices, Nespresso AAA, 4C).
1
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The graph below shows that on average, 30% of certified production is actually sold within the
system. Exceptions consist of organic production, where sales reach 50%, and the systems of
Starbucks and Nespresso that accept all coffee verified in their systems, though it only comprises a
small share of their total purchases.

http://www.coffeehabitat.com/2007/01/costa_rica/
Figure 1: Production and sales of sustainable coffee. Data from 2013, in 1,000t. Source: Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2014.

Nevertheless, the heightening public consciousness for sustainability issues and the growing
interest of roasters to differentiate themselves through sustainability initiatives open up
possibilities that the market will continue to grow. The majority of big purchasers have already
committed to buy a certain percentage of their supply from certified or verified sources, and
almost all of them have entered alliances with one or more of the certifying organizations. In some
markets, such as the European one, sustainability related requirements for market access set by
governments and companies might become more prominent and coordinated in the coming years
(CBI, 2015a, 2015b).
One can observe that for the greater ease of communicating with consumers and establishing trust
in the processes, the bigger buyers tend to collaborate with well-established certifying
organizations. Some prefer exclusive alliances, while others use several suppliers to comply with
their sustainability commitments.
Another point to note is that with the exception of coffee sold by Nespresso, few sustainable
coffees maintain their integrity of origin and quality when travelling through the supply chain.
Rather, they often comply with minimum quality standards in addition to the certification criteria,
after which the harvest is included in a large aggregate of coffees from different origins. This
marketing avenue can prevent reaching quality-based price premiums in addition to sustainability
premiums if one decides to pursue certification as a strategy to access new markets.
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The average premium for certification varies on a case-by-case basis. In 2006, CIMS estimated that
the price premium for the Rainforest Alliance label for reasons of certification alone was between
US$0.10-US$0.15/lb of green coffee. In some cases, there were additional premiums for higher
quality. The average UTZ Certified premium was estimated to be between US$0.05-US$0.12/lb of
green coffee (CIMS, 2006). According to Rainforest Alliance’s own communication, “on the
question of whether or not certified farmers receive price premiums, many of the studies have
generated conflicting or unreliable responses” (Whelan & Newsom, 2014). They cite studies finding
price premiums of 15-20% in Ethiopia, 7% in Peru, 2% in Colombia, or no actual price advantage
over conventional prices.

2.2.

New models: Direct trade

Nevertheless, the last years have also seen direct-trade alliances between small tropical producers
and European and American buyers rise in number. For the most part, they are characterized by
the high quality and exclusivity of the coffee produced which is then sold to “gourmet” customers
who do not care about price as long as the quality meets their expectations. These roasters tend to
use a direct communication strategy with their customers and establish the trust in the
sustainability of the production process through personal field visits; that way, they do not depend
as much on certifications and their associated costs.
One Costa Rican study (Haynes et al., 2012) suggests that this strategy highlights the “integration
of meaning” of the product through conveying the story of the producers’ commitment and
dedication; communicating the shared values of the actors in the supply chain; and underlining the
personal relationships between producers and consumers.

Figure 2: The website of "Thrive Farmers" explains both the business model and the production process.

One successful example born in Costa Rica is the “Thrive” model, where coffee growers maintain
ownership of their products during the processing and in certain cases even the roasting phases,
paying for the corresponding services at every step, and sell their coffee themselves to roasters or
traders in the American market at significantly higher prices (LaPorte, 2013). According to one case
study, this strategy can lead to profit margins five to ten times higher than using the Fairtrade
marketing model (Wilson, 2013). The website of “Thrive” also communicates the company’s
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environmental and social sustainability commitments, as well as stories about farmers, and the
model offers buyers the opportunity to have videochats with the producers whose coffee they buy.
As another example, the exporter “Exclusive Coffees” plays an important role in connecting Costa
Rican high-quality farms with gourmet roasters in North America and other countries. Its websites
allows buyers to find micro-batches and micro-mills by micro-region, altitude, variety and
processing type, and they also organize field visits and “cupping” events for international buyers.
A successful Costa Rican strategy for selling its high-quality products could draw inspiration from
these communication methods to reach consumers that are willing to pay premium prices.

2.3.

The market for low-emission products

In the last years, consumers’ consciousness of the environmental impact of their consumption
patterns has increased significantly. Climate labels were subsequently created to respond to the
aim of reducing one’s personal carbon footprint through choosing low-emission products. One can
differentiate between labels that only document the product carbon footprint, those that verify a
reduction of emissions within the production process, and those that also require emissions
compensation to reach carbon neutrality. The most popular labels are presented in section 3.1.
According to evidence collected in market studies, consumers are very interested in the carbon
footprint of the products they consume, but it is uncertain whether there is a willingness to pay
significantly more for the attribute of being climate-friendly. The Eurobarometer survey from 2009
showed that 72% of European consumers supported the introduction of mandatory carbon
footprint labels (Eurobarometer, 2009). Similarly, a survey of 428 English shoppers concluded that
72% were in favor of climate labels (Gadema & Oglethorpe, 2011). However, 89% of respondents
thought that existing information was difficult to understand and confusing. Furthermore, the
survey revealed that shoppers would only choose low-emission products if their prices were
comparable to those of conventional products.
This qualitative data is supported by a quantitative study that used scanner data from an English
supermarket chain and compared detergents with and without a climate label (from the Carbon
Trust Fund) which showed the greenhouse gas emissions of the product in addition to the
manufacturer’s commitment to reduce emissions within two years (Kortelainen et al., 2013). The
analysis did not show significant differences in price or demand between the products that had the
label and those that did not, although the authors partially attributed the non-success to the
design and implementation of the label. Another sales study that introduced traffic light labels
indicating products with particularly good and bad carbon footprints only saw noteworthy sales
increases in climate-friendly products when they were less expensive than the rest (Vanclay et al.,
2011).
On the other hand, stated preference studies that simulate the purchase decision and ask
respondents how much they would hypothetically pay, including one study that looked at coffee
purchase (Steensen Nielsen, 2015), generally show positive results for the willingness to pay more
for environmental and climate labels (Aoki, 2009; Kohnle, 2012, Morrison, 2011). This difference in
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results can be explained by the “attitude-behavior gap” and is frequently observed in consumer
studies. One supposes that it results from the influence of social desirability which leads
respondents to exaggerate their willingness to pay for sustainability or other common goods.
In conclusion, there are no definitive results that can guarantee that the addition of a carbon label
will in itself result in higher prices or higher sales volumes.

2.4.

Costa Rica – a new player in sustainable markets?

Among coffee producing countries, Costa Rica finds itself in the unique position that the
production of coffee – and agricultural products in general – only contributes a small percentage
to its national economy. The level of education and opportunities to work in the tourism or service
sector contribute to a salary level higher than in many competing countries. Furthermore, other
inputs also have higher costs due to taxes and transportation costs, such that Costa Rican coffee
farmers have considerable expenditures that have to be recouped by high coffee prices.
On the other hand, Costa Rica has a reputation as a high-quality country. By law, only arabica
coffee – known for its superior taste – is grown, and the high altitude of most coffee farms means
that a large percentage of Costa Rican coffee can compete in the specialty coffee market. In
addition, media reports speak of a “micro-mill revolution” where small mills develop the idea of
individually processing small batches of high-quality coffee in the country of origin.
Additionally, the country has a wide range of exporters, including many independent exporters
that allow producers and cooperatives to connect with different actors in the value chain. As
mentioned above, the exporter Exclusive Coffees specializes in single-origin products coming from
micromills or small cooperatives. International roasters that sell Costa Rican coffee in direct trade
include Pilot Coffee Roasters (Toronto, Canada), Crimson Cup Coffee and Tea (Clintonville, USA),
Fratello Coffee (Alberta, Canada), Boston Stoker Coffee (Dayton, USA), Stumptown Coffee
Roasters (Portland, USA), Farmer Brothers (Portland, USA) or Zoka Coffee (Seattle, USA).
Another feature of the Costa Rican market is the sparse utilization of the international labels
presented in section 2.1. According to data from ICAFÉ, only 11 mills (out of a total of 172) have
decided to undergo certification with Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, CAFÉ Practices or UTZ
Certified. Six of them carry not only one, but several certifications – including one that has all four.
According to interviews, this low demand for certification can have several explanations.
In the Costa Rican high-quality market, it is relatively easy to focus on achieving quality-based
premium prices rather than sustainability-based ones. Fairtrade is the only certifying organization
that guarantees minimum prices, but they have only recently been slightly corrected upward after
not being adjusted for inflation over more than 10 years, in which time they lost an estimated 40%
of their real value (Bacon, 2007; 2010). The other certifications leave the negotiation of higher
prices in the hands of producers. However, in Costa Rica, where prices already frequently lie above
world market prices, the probability of receiving additional sustainability-based price premiums
sinks as the total price approaches the maximum willingness to pay (CIMS, 2006).
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The costs associated with certification constitute another barrier to entry, particularly when there
is no definitive demand for the entire certified harvest as the global overview has shown. In
certified cooperatives, it appears that one risk mitigation strategy is then multiple certification,
which allows access to a greater number of differentiated markets once the certification
requirements are met. However, the other option is to eschew certification and focus on
communicating the benefits directly without the use of a label. One should also not neglect the
additional costs linked to the separate processing of certified production. In one of the certified
cooperatives, only 6% of producers participate in a sustainability labeling initiative. In this case, a
significant administrative and logistical effort is necessary to maintain traceability throughout the
value chain.
Finally, thanks to its history and tradition as a coffee-producing nation, Costa Rica has a stronger
legal framework regarding environmental and social conditions than other countries. There are
voices arguing that third-party verification is not necessary to convince consumers that Costa
Rican coffee is an ethical product because its legislation and the national reputation should suffice.
Nonetheless, to include the private sector in the goal of carbon neutrality and low-carbon
development, it is necessary to create market conditions where eco-friendly production is
profitable. In the case of the NAMA Café (the greenhouse gas mitigation action in the coffee
sector), the costs of investing in eco-efficient equipment, the additional cost of sustainable soil
management and the carbon footprint measurements all have to be covered financially.
When analyzing the world market, one can see a double differentiation that Costa Rica could take
advantage of to produce high-quality coffee that is also environmentally friendly:

World coffee market

Specialty coffee

10 15%

15%

Sustainable coffee

NAMA low-emission
coffee

Figure 3: Costa Rican coffee has the potential to take advantage of two differentiations simultaneously.
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With this aim, the rest of the document will compare and contrast the different market
mechanisms that can be used to add value to low-emission coffee.

3. Marketing strategies for low-emission coffee
The primary challenge consists in establishing how producers’ and mills’ participation in the NAMA
Café could be valued at the level of roasters or final consumers. For a stylized first glance, each
strategy will be represented graphically with the following symbols.

Coffee flow

Farmer

Mill

Roaster

Consumer

Payment flow

Base value

Δ (“CC”)

Δ

$
Certification
costs

Certification
premium

Mitigation
communication
premium

Certification options

MRV

CC

Application of
MRV system

Climate change
mitigation

“CC!”
Mitigation
communication

Carbon credit
generation

In each case, it is interesting to note who covers the costs of certification, where additional value is
created, and what certainty exists in the amount of premiums at stake.
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3.1.

Climate certification as additional criteria of sustainability labels

+ CC

+ CC

$

$
“CC!”

+Δ

+Δ (“CC”)

Currently, 9 out of the 11 certified cooperatives and/or mills in Costa Rica carry the Rainforest
Alliance label. The certification already includes criteria linked to agricultural practices that help
mitigate climate change. For example, certified farmers do not convert forest into croplands,
thereby reducing deforestation, they plant shade trees and restore ecosystems, reduce their waste
and use agrochemicals in a sustainable manner, all of which can have greenhouse gas mitigation
impacts.
In addition, in 2011 the SAN Climate Module was created with 15 additional voluntary criteria that
aimed to demonstrate climate-friendly practices both regarding mitigation and adaptation. The
Module can be implemented by all farms that already have the Rainforest Alliance Certified
certification and is verified at the same time as the main certification. For producers that are
already RA certified, participation in the NAMA Café could easily be combined with participation in
the Climate Module.
Case study 1: Rainforest Alliance Climate Module

The module was developed in Guatemala and implemented in several pilot projects on coffee,
tea and cocoa farms in Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania, Indonesia, El Salvador, and Brazil. Between
2011 and 2014, more than 530 coffee growers in Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador
implemented these climate-friendly agriculture principles.
The pilot projects have already generated first results: The first verified farm in 2011 has saved
38,327 liters of fuel, 15,080,173 liters of water, and 1,357.60 kg of CO2 (Rainforest Alliance et
al., no dateb). Overall, sustainable and climate-smart land management resulted in the capture
of more than 218.000 metric tons of carbon, equivalent to the annual emissions of around
43.600 cars (Rainforest Alliance, 2014). The GHG absorption capacity of coffee farms was
estimated on the basis of data collected in Guatemala, according to which one hectare of shade
coffee production absorbs on average 91.64 tC (60.79 tC/ha by the soil, 15.82 tC/ha by shade
trees, and 7.21 tC/ha by coffee plants) (Gondolini, 2011).
Initial sales of RA + Climate Module-certified coffee received price premiums as high as $5 –
6/quintal over the RA price, though this interest has been relativized over time. Costs for full
Module implementation are estimated at around $300 - $400 for a small-scale producer.
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The measures focus on the efficient use of fertilizer; the reduction of emissions from agricultural
waste products through the adoption of composting practices, the transformation of residues to
energy and the incorporation of residues into the soil; and increasing carbon capture, e.g. through
minimum tilling practices and agroforestry. The implementation manual gives more detailed
support and information to those producers who would like to get involved in climate-smart
agriculture (Rainforest Alliance et al., no datea). In general, one can note that there is great overlap
with the measures supported by the NAMA Café. The amount of emissions from sources at farm
level (input levels of nitrogen-based fertilizer, pesticide inputs, use of fossil fuels for machinery,
methane generated during waste disposal and animal husbandry activities) is measured with the
“Cool Farm Tool”, a simple methodology (available in online interactive or Excel-based versions)
that aims to minimize the time necessary for data collection.
Although one of the objectives of the module is “the promotion of alliances in the value chain to
achieve access to markets, businesses and consumers with a sense of responsibility for the climate”
(Red de Agricultura Sostenible, 2011a), the verification of compliance with the criteria of the SAN
Climate Module does not result in a label that is visually different from the Rainforest Alliance
label. It is allowed to communicate the certification through a farm’s own promotional materials
(which have to be uploaded to the Rainforest Alliance Marketplace) and one can ask for more
information on how to communicate one’s status by e-mail (Red de Agricultura Sostenible, 2011b),
but the responsibility to take economic advantage of the additional verification remains in the
hands of producers. Interestingly, so far one main hurdle for marketing according to Rainforest
Alliance is the low supply of climate-friendly coffee which does not allow roasters to purchase
enough coffee to fully develop and market a fully low-emission product. This could be an
important advantage of the sector-wide NAMA Café project.
It should also be noted that the Sustainable Agriculture Network, the standard-setting body for
the Rainforest Alliance, is currently in the process of revising the Rainforest Alliance standard with
the goal of incorporating even more aspects related to climate-smart agriculture (personal
communication). This could mean that NAMA Café measures might be needed in the future just to
maintain the Rainforest Alliance standard for certified cooperatives, though a transition period is
likely.

- International recognition
- Access to big buyers with social
responsibility commitments
- Non-duplication of certification
costs (if already RA)
- Possibility of double premium for
RA & NAMA Café values
- Access to resources that facilitate
implementation

- Uncertainty on RA and RA + Clima
premiums -> dependent on
negotiation
- No difference in appearance of +
Clima products = need for
communication investments
- Need for and costs of certification
of producers, processors and
traders in chain of custody
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3.2.

Private climate certification in country of sale

MRV

MRV

$

+Δ

Currently there are three different types of climate eco-labels in the market: those that measure
the product carbon footprint according to life cycle analyses (type A), those that certify a reduction
of emissions connected to the production and use of the product (type B), and those that certify
that all remaining emissions have been compensated through the purchase of carbon credits (type
C). These last ones are carbon neutrality certifications. Jimenez, Kilian and Rivera (2013) give a
good overview of the options for carbon neutrality certification (Carbon Clear, Carbon Trust, etc.)
in Annex 1 of their case study.
The main strategy of using a climate label to add value at the level of farms and mills is the simple
transfer of higher prices that the consumer pays for the certified product along the value chain. In
this model, the last vendor (typically the roaster) commissions a consulting company with
measuring the carbon footprint of the product (type A), collaborates with its suppliers to reduce
the footprint along the production chain (type B), and compensates the rest of the emissions
through purchasing certificates from the international voluntary carbon market (type C). For all
certificates, one needs to comply with standards and/or measurement protocols to ensure the
results’ precision.
One should note that the success of the label depends to a strong extent on its history and
popularity in the target market, which can be different from country to country. For example, in
the United Kingdom, a large-scale campaign by Tesco raised the profile of the Carbon Trust label
significantly, whereas carboNZero is used more frequently in New Zealand, the Carbon Reduction
Institute is based in Australia, and Carbonfund.org has its origin in Washington, USA (Green
Council, 2011). It is probable that the final vendors will prefer to use the label that is best known in
their markets. As Costa Rica exports 85% of its final harvest, with 54% of exports having the USA as
final destination and smaller percentages going to Canada and European and Asian markets, it is
informative to compare the major markets and the existing climate labels in them. This has been
done in figure 4. All markets with a percentage higher than 2% of final exports were taken into
account. In addition to these local players, the subsequent analysis also includes more
international labels such as Carbon Clear, Carbon Trust, or the Carbon Neutral Company.
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Country

% of exports
(average 20112014)

Germany

Certification
type

Reference

5.5%

B/C

GfRS, 2015.

Belgium

12.8%

C

CO2LOGIC, 2015.

Canada

2.4%

A

CarbonCounted,
2015.

South Korea

2.2%

A/B

KEITI, no date.

USA

54.2%

C

Carbon Fund,
2012.

Holland

3.5%

Italy

3.6%

A

Rete Clima, 2015.

Japan

2.1%

A

JEMAI, 2015.

Existing climate label

n/a

Figure 4: Climate labels in the countries of sale

This model requires the close collaboration between all members of the production chain to
ensure that all efforts to measure and reduce the carbon footprint come together and are
recognized by the carbon reduction/neutrality certification. On the other hand, if the NAMA puts a
monitoring, reporting and verification tool in the hands of producers that is based on the protocols
that the climate certification bodies recognize, the work and cost of carbon footprint measurement
is reduced considerably. Once connected to roasters interested in emission reduction or carbon
neutrality certification, producers may benefit from possible climate-based price premiums with
the sole additional step of handing their farm data over to the interested buyer.
To leave this option open, it is essential to analyze which product life cycle protocols are accepted
by the most important international labels. The results were summarized in Figure 5. It can be seen
that for GHG measurements, aligning the NAMA Café MRV protocols with the PAS 2050 standard
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or the World Resources Institute’s Greenhouse Gas Protocol would give producers the greatest
scope in connecting with roasters from different countries and preferences.
Basing itself on a mix of these standards, an alliance of the largest certifying bodies and
representatives of the private sector put together the document “Coffee CFP-PCR (Carbon
Footprint Product Category Rule)” (EDP, 2013) which aims to develop a methodology to measure
the carbon footprint of green coffee that is easy to implement, robust and precise to establish
uniform guidelines that can be applied at a global level (SAI Platform, 2013). The application of
this methodology could be another option for the MRV system, although its acceptability should
be verified with the secretariats of the carbon labels.

GHG
Protocol

PAS
2050

ISO 14044/
14067

Figure 5: Connection between carbon labels and carbon footprint protocols.
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On the other hand, mills have the option of certifying their green or roasted beans (if they sell the
final product) themselves, as the example of Coopedota below shows. However, in this case the
administrative and certification costs are taken on by the mill itself.
Case study 2: Carbon neutral coffee from Coopedota
Coopedota Ltd. already started on its path toward a more environmentally friendly
production in 1998, for example through the use of wet waste as fertilizer for pasture rather
than disposing of it in rivers, the reduction of its use of water by 80%, and the use of biomass
for energy generation. Its carbon footprint has been estimated since 2007. In 2010/11, the
company decided to employ Carbon Clear to certify parts of its harvest according to the PAS
2060:2010 methodology, and it was awarded the certification in March of 2012. First, Carbon
Clear measured the carbon footprint of the quantities of green and roasted coffee that
Coopedota wanted to sell as carbon neutral. It used the PAS 2050 Product Carbon Footprint
with its “cradle-to-grave” approach that takes into account all emissions stemming from the
production process, starting with raw materials and ending with the waste products. Once a
base year of emissions is chosen, the carbon neutrality is calculated as follows:
E(t-1) – R(t) – C(t) = 0 -> carbon neutrality

In this case, the year (t-1) is the base year in which emissions are first measured.
Subsequently, a footprint management plan is developed which, if executed properly, should
reduce the emissions relative to a “business-as-usual” case. In a third step, the certifying
business buys compensation certificates from the voluntary carbon market. Since at that
point in time there were no internationally certified projects available in Costa Rica,
Coopedota chose to buy carbon credits from Brazil and India. Finally, the certification is valid
for 3 years with annual revisions by Carbon Clear.
One can note that the process to reach product carbon
neutrality is neither easy nor fast; rather, it requires strong
determination of the company. On the other hand,
Coopedota has benefitted from this differentiation both
regarding its reputation and its communication strategy.
Regarding sales, the “carbon neutral” product line has a
higher price point that the average product, but a lower one
than high-quality or reserva lines. The certification and
marketing of a carbon neutral product can thus serve as a
differentiation attribute with a similar effect as high quality.
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- Possibility for differentation for
the final vendor
- Few additional costs if the roaster
implements certification
- Open strategy that can be
adapted for any specific case
- Possibility to access more ecoconscious new markets, e.g. Japan
or Korea

3.3.

- Uncertainty about size of labeling
price premiums and its distribution
along the value chain
- Uncertainty about consumer
reaction - label proliferation?
- Large and continuous marketing
and cooperation efforts necessary
- Costs of certification have to be
assumed by mills if they implement
certification

Generation of carbon credits

$
MRV

MRV

(+Δ

)

As seen in the previous example, in order to reach carbon neutrality, companies usually need to
purchase carbon credits that were generated by carbon capture and storage projects in forests,
agroforestry farms, or energy efficiency schemes. These market mechanisms can also be used by
carbon mitigation projects on coffee farms. There are various options how to use the credits
generated: For direct use in products such as carbon neutral coffee, for sale in international
voluntary markets, or for use in a domestic carbon compensation market. The following pages will
explore all three of these options.
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Case study 3: Fairtrade Carbon Partnership
In the Fairtrade Carbon Partnership, the Max Havelaar (Fairtrade) foundation from the
Netherlands collaborated with the NGO ICCO and the Fair Climate Fund to produce a carbonneutral coffee. During the production of the Ethiopian coffee, they measure the product
carbon footprint, reduce the emissions and compensate the rest using carbon certifications
from the Ethiopian coffee sector itself which small-scale Ethiopian coffee farmers (members
of the Oromia Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union (OCFCU)) generate through the
implementation of agroforestry on their farms. The coffee growers receive €12.50 per ton of
captured carbon.
One can buy the coffee (roasted by Peeze) in 4 varieties (filter coffee, coffee beans, espresso
beans and cups) in the 450 branches of the Dutch supermarket Jumbo. Additionally, the
products have Fairtrade and organic labels.
The carbon neutral coffee is 0.25€ more expensive
per package of 400g than an equivalent coffee
without a label.
The Fairtrade Carbon Partnership website is also
looking for additional business partners that want
to participate in selling carbon neutral coffee.
The creation of agricultural carbon credits does not necessarily have to be linked to a carbon
neutrality label for coffee or other products; it can also be used to enter the market directly. At the
moment, one can identify three different projects by different organizations who are exploring if
this is a profitable option for small producers.
First, in 2012 Fairtrade International and the Gold Standard announced a partnership for the
creation of carbon credits by smallholder farmers and their sale in the voluntary carbon market
(Fairtrade International, 2012). The collaboration project seeks a better access to and participation
in the carbon market for disadvantaged communities. It includes various activities in the areas of
best agricultural practices, forest management, renewable energy and energy efficiency, though
the first steps are primarily focused on the two latter aspects related to energy. The collaboration
started off with the creation of a draft standard and pricing methodology. Two stakeholder
consultations were carried out in June/July and September/October 2014. It is possible to
download the draft standard online (Gold Standard, 2014). It is planned that the Fairtrade Carbon
Credit (FCC) standard outline, including operational elements such as audits and certifications,
producer support, monitoring and evaluation, communication and label creation, pricing model
etc. will be ready in mid-2015. The current focus on energy efficiency however means that within
the NAMA Café only certain measures at mill level would be eligible for FCCs.
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In addition, Gold Standard is currently in the process of developing a methodology for agricultural
carbon credits. The standard the methodology is based on was already presented last year, and the
methodology should be approved toward the end of 2015. It builds upon the Cool Farm Tool that
allows producers to measure their farm-specific emissions and compare and contrast different
mitigation scenarios. First pilot studies in Nicaragua (in the coffee sector, implemented with the
Costa Rican organization CEDECO), Kenya, Hungary, Turkey and India are testing the different
methodologies (Gold Standard, 2015). Gold Standard has expressed openness in working with
governmental NAMAs to bring carbon credits generated to market as long as there is agreement
on their central tenants – transparency, good governance, local stakeholder involvement and a
focus on environmental and social co-benefits (personal communication, P. van Midwoud).
Rainforest Alliance is also working on the creation of carbon credits on coffee farms. Between
2007 and 2009, and in collaboration with the IFC and ECOM, a methodology for carbon
monitoring was developed and tested in Mexico and Nicaragua (Rainforest Alliance, 2009). In
Oaxaca, Mexico, the organization worked with more than 250 smallholder farmers on reforestation
and agroforestry projects to help them comply with the Verified Carbon Standard requirements.
Over 30 years, the projected total emissions reduction of this first group amounts to an estimated
73,000 t CO2e (Rainforest Alliance, 2014). In the future, it is planned to train technicians and
communities to develop projects that allow the capture of an additional 100,000 tons of CO2e over
25 years (Gondolini, 2011).
This option is particularly interesting taking into account that Costa Rica is embarking upon the
construction of a national carbon market (trading “Unidades Costarricenses de Compensación”,
UCCs). This market is the primary source of compensation certificates for those national firms that
want to receive the C-Neutral brand verified by the MINAE. At the moment, according to Decree
No. 37926-MINAE, FONAFIFO, the Costa Rican Fund for Forest Financing, is the only entity that
can sell UCCs until the national market is fully operational. Currently they have two reforestation
projects that generate credits and are developing a third. The current UCC price is at US$7.50/ton,
although in this moment a cost analysis is underway to determine whether the price should be
adjusted.
One can note that if the private sector’s interest in carbon neutrality continues to grow, it is
possible that the supply of credits stemming from current FONAFIFO projects will not be enough
to meet demand in the future. Furthermore, these projects have expiry dates after which there is
no additional carbon capture possible. Developing agricultural credits to be fed into the UCC
system could be a successful strategy to support the UCC market and simultaneously add value for
producers.
However, it is essential to consider in-depth how to avoid double counting to ensure that Costa
Rica complies with its international mitigation commitments (see also Chapter 4).
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- Use of alternative market that
does not depend on willingness to
pay for environmental aspects of
coffee
- Possibility to give producers
clear incentives
- Double utilization of the MRV
system and PES experiences
- Low costs for producers

3.4.

- Uncertainty about international
carbon prices
- Complex bureaucratic processes
if linked to international market
- If only domestic market,
demand relies upon success of
Carbon Neutral brand
- Possible issues linked to double
counting and international
transparency of commitments

Creation of a national low-emission product label
$?

$?

+Δ

Thanks to establishing the C-Neutral brand, Costa Rica already has gathered important first
experiences in created a national carbon neutrality label, though at an enterprise level. It is also
possible to create national product climate labels – of carbon footprints, of emission reductions or
even of carbon neutrality. There are already examples of governmental carbon labels in a variety of
countries, such as Japan, Thailand, South Korea or France (PEF World Forum, no date). The
majority of them are carbon footprint labels (category A) that aim to give consumers additional
information about the climate impact of various products. South Korea also offers the option to
certify emission reductions, as the case study on the next page exemplifies.
However, the bureaucratic effort to implement and verify such a label is substantial. In addition,
the majority of national existing labels were created for the local market and not for the export of
local products. This strategy has to be combined with intensive communication efforts to
consumers and it is not clear whether individuals in consuming countries will recognize or
understand a Costa Rican label. If it is limited to a product carbon footprint, in which the grams of
carbon emitted during the production process are shown, communicating its significance would be
easier. Yet, if there is no possibility of comparison with other similar products (e.g. different
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coffees), such a label does not give the consumer useful information. On the other hand, if it is a
more complex label that communicates emission reductions or carbon neutrality, consumers’
reactions will depend on the amount of trust and credibility of the certifying authority, in this case
the Costa Rican government. For this, communication efforts are indispensable.
Case study 4: Governmental carbon label of South Korea
The KEITI institute (Korea Environmental Industry and Technology
Institute), affiliated with the Environment Ministry, introduced a product
carbon label to the South Korean market in 2009 after a pilot period of 9
months. Until now, more than 360 products have received a label. The
certification is based on the national document “Guidelines for Carbon
Footprint of Products” (KEITI, sin fecha).
The Korean certification system offers two consecutive options: first, a
product can get a carbon footprint label. In a second step, if the producer
has managed to lower the carbon footprint linked to its production (e.g.
through using low-emission technology), it can upgrade to a lowemission label (the second image on the right). A carbon neutrality label is
planned.
A memorandum of understanding with Carbon Trust and Planet Ark also
opened up the possibility that Korean products could carry British and
Australian carbon labels, which gave them access to new markets.
According to KEITI president Kim Yong-joo, the introduction of environmental labels is
responsible for the reduction of 2 million tons of CO2 linked to consumption between 2010 and
2014 (Kim, 2014). Nevertheless, there are critical voices that consumers’ knowledge and
understanding of the significance of these labels could be improved (Kim, 2013).
Another important decision is how the certification program should be financed. Who will cover
the administrative costs of verifying and monitoring the processes? Will public funds be available
or will certification fees be required? How does one ensure that these costs aren’t too high and
thus prohibitive to the participation of stakeholders? According to interviews, many national
producers have an interest in a Costa Rican label because they expect low or non-existent
certification costs. One should verify that such a mode of operation is financially viable and can
guarantee an adequate level of credibility for the label.
Finally, when creating an environmental label that guarantees certain sustainability characteristics
of a product, the certifying organism has a great responsibility to neither confuse nor mislead the
consumer. The ISEAL Alliance has published a guide of best practices in sustainability claims and
labels (ISEAL Alliance, 2015). Among other points, it highlights that the clarity, precision and
relevance of the declaration as well as the transparency and robustness of the verification system
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are important factors in the credibility of a label. Another interesting document to consider is
“Requirements on Consumer Information about Product Carbon Footprint” by the Institute for
Applied Ecology (Quack, 2010).

- Possibility to adapt the label to
local specificities
- Option for agreements with
international certification systems
- Control of certification costs for
producers
- Control over the meaning of the
label
- Shows governmental
commitment

3.5.

- Intensive involvement in the
construction and administration of
the certification system
- Possibilities of financial costs to
the government
- Need for intensive
communication efforts
- Uncertainty of the success and
recognition of a new label in sales
markets

Independent communication efforts through direct trade

CC

CC
“CC!”

“CC!”

Costa Rica already has a reputation as a country of micro-batches, micro-mills and coffee growers
that pay a lot of attention to their product. As was described in part 2.2., direct trade with North
American and European roasters can be a successful export strategy for small- and medium-scale
producers that can produce high and reliable quality. These toasters use the individuality and
history of their product as publicity and as sales pitch. They communicate directly with their clients
– either in person or through social media and the internet. This opens up many more spaces and
opportunities to explain the production method, the goals of a low-emission coffee and the
project’s advances than for example a label. Using these information channels in collaboration
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with buyers has the advantage of directly reaching the segment of the population that has shown
to be willing to pay more for an extraordinary product.
Until now, the majority of direct sale projects have not focused specifically on the environmental
conditions of coffee production. If the NAMA Café is established as a well-publicized
governmental project, if online information material is provided and the exchange between buyers
and producers is facilitated, it could be interesting for roasters to buy and publicize low-emission
coffee as a novelty product.
Nevertheless, when asked there seems to be a variety of opinions even among direct traders, with
some interested in developing their own communication strategies, while smaller ones would
prefer to work through existing carbon labels with high reputations. Closer consultation, for
example in collaboration with the Asociación de Cafés Finos de Costa Rica, could identify the
general preference of specialty buyers.

Case study 5: THRIVE Farmers International and Chick-Fil-A

THRIVE Farmers International connects Central American producers with US buyers and
allows greater profit margins thanks to a shorter supply chain. Their largest client is ChickFil-A, a fast food restaurant chain that decided to invest in better quality coffee and an
adapted communication strategy. The website www.coffeewithastory.com presents the
business model, some of the Costa Rican producers, explains what specialty coffee is, and
encourages consumers to share their experiences using the hashtag #coffeewithastory in
various social networks. Up to now, the website, just like the THRIVE business model in
general, focuses solely on economic and social aspects of coffee production and does not
discuss environmental impacts. Nevertheless, in personal communication it was stressed
that there is great interest to focus on environmental sustainability in the future, also
because they seek corporate clients that buy this coffee as a part of their social
responsibility commitment.
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- No need to construct certification - Dependence on the intentions of
system
international buyers (interest,
promotion)
- No additional cost to the
producer
- Great communication and
promotion efforts
- Better focus on target market
- Partial strategy for best batches of
- Simultaneous creation of
best producers - not holistic
marketing partnerships
- No guarantee how high the final
- Offer of innovative product ->
price for high-quality,
greater probability of success in
environmentally-friendly coffee will
differentiated markets
be

4. Achieving transparency and avoiding double counting
However, in all these contexts it is paramount to consider the issue of double counting and double
claiming. There has been broad debate about the compatibility of NAMAs and market-based
mechanisms, and the international community has not yet decided how so-called “credited
NAMAs” will be assessed. Some opinions even state that “NAMA credits (credit generating
NAMAs) could only be earned and sold to international markets once a developing country
exceeds a negotiated sector-based or national emission target” (CCAP, 2011).
Double counting of emissions is a particular threat to the credibility of Costa Rica’s pledge for
carbon neutrality. If all emission reductions stemming from the NAMA Café are counted toward
Costa Rica’s national emission reductions, it could be debatable to simultaneously feed them into
(particularly international) markets and allow international companies or countries to count them
toward their own emission reduction goals. When emission reductions are included in private
carbon reduction or carbon neutrality labeling processes, one is also in danger of double counting
when these producer- or consumer-focused improvements are quantified and summed toward
mitigation pledges other than the NAMA Café pledge. In general, double counting is more
problematic when emission reductions are traded internationally because this might undermine
the joint mitigation targets agreed upon in the UNFCCC (Schneider et al., 2014).
On a domestic level, double counting could be an issue insofar as both public and private actors, or
actors from different sectors, claim the emission reductions. In particular, it would be necessary to
verify that quantifying the emission reduction efforts achieved by carbon neutral companies does
not include the purchased offset credits if those stem from domestic projects that are already
being separately measured. Similarly, if farmers already receive payments for ecosystem services
(PES) to plant trees on their farms, paying them additionally for the carbon capture service those
same trees fulfill would need to be justified.
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5. Conclusions
As one can see, there exist a range of options to add value to low-emission coffee. What is
common to them all is that while financial or labor investments in certification systems,
verification and communication are certainly necessary, there exists much uncertainty about the
willingness to pay of consumers. One should also note that between already certified cooperatives,
larger plantations and specialized micromills, the Costa Rican coffee sector is extremely diverse
and the same strategy will probably not bring the same value to each producer. This is why it is so
important to evaluate all options and identify possibilities to collaborate and to combine
strategies.
Considerations that can already be taken into account during the first implementation phase of the
NAMA is which protocol should be used to quantify the product carbon footprint for the MRV
system, as well as which tool should be considered to measure the footprint at farm level (e.g. the
Cool Farm Tool). A comprehensive communication strategy and the promotion of the concept at
national and international events will also aid any of these marketing strategies.
Ultimately, institutions can only offer structures and tools; the final marketing and sales decision is
in the hands of each producer and each cooperative. However, one can highlight that initial
research on the potential demand of existing and new clients should form part of the decision
process on whether to participate in the NAMA Café.
Finally, collaborations between institutions, private partners and academic researchers can help to
create the most appropriate strategy and adapt it according to future changes in production and
sales markets.
Contact persons for further information and/or collaboration
Rainforest Alliance Climate Module: Mario Lopez; mlopez@ra.org
Fair Climate Fund: Maarten Derksen; marten.derksen@fairclimatefund.nl
Cool Farm Tool/UTZ Certified: Henk van Rikxoort; henk.vanrikxoort@utzcertified.org
Gold Standard Agriculture: Pieter van Midwoud; pieter.vanmidwoud@goldstandard.org
THRIVE Farmers Sustainability Office: Kenneth Lander; kenneth.lander@thrivefarmers.com
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