The GeoCafe

An Information and Knowledge Tool for the Coffee Market

The recent international decline in coffee prices has adversely impacted the social and economic conditions of countless small coffee farmers around the world.  Coffee, one of the major commodities traded internationally, involves the work of more than 25 million producers, the majority of them small holders, and its trade is the main source of foreign income for many countries.  Coffee prices have reached historical low levels in recent years.

There is an increased need to assist these small coffee holders, who have shouldered the worst brunt of this crisis, to better source, certify, and market coffees that bring premium prices and helps them improve their social situation, while at the same time assisting the market monitor coffee production and evaluate its environmental impacts.  

New economic conditions offer an opportunity for coffee producers to enter the specialty coffee market and earn premium prices for their good coffees.  The term refers to several categories of coffee such as single-source, gourmet, premium, organic, shade-grown, bird-friendly, and fair trade, which command better prices than the traditional coffee brands found in supermarket shelves.  

However, there are new requirements imposed by the specialty market.  The final consumer will pay more for a specialty coffee, but he also demands more: assurance that the coffee was properly harvested and processed, guarantee that it comes from a specific region or farm, proof that producers shares the benefits of premium prices, confirmation that the final product is friendly to the environment.  

It all boils down to a simple fact: more and better information is required from the coffee sector.
Is the coffee sector willing and ready to provide this type of information?  Many important questions today still go unanswered due to the lack of information or the difficulties related to its access:  

What areas are planted with coffee, how much coffee could be produced next year, who produces a certain coffee quality, where does an specific coffee batch comes from, what are the climatic conditions that produce a specific type of coffee.  The list is long, the resources limited to answer these and many other similar questions.
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Digital Elevation Model of Antigua in Guatemala helps define the “Genuine Antigua” region (in blue)
The challenge is not limited to information collection and analysis, it also lies in making the information available to a broad range of users with diverse needs in easy to use and understandable ways.

Several agricultural institutions in Latin America have risen to the challenge and have recently started organizing their coffee information in a structured, transparent, and easy to use way.  ICAFE and CATIE in Costa Rica, and IDIAF and CODOCAFE in the Dominican Republic have pioneered the development of coffee information systems in Latin America.  They have now teamed with the U.S. Geological Survey EROS Data Center (EDC), ANACAFE in Guatemala, and national specialty coffee institutes to develop the GeoCafe approach:  The implementation of information and knowledge systems, with strong geographic capabilities, to assist coffee marketing and certification.

Project Scope

· Facilitate access to information over the Internet on the production, processing, and marketing of coffee.

· Assist coffee producers to establish direct contact with buyers and obtain premium prices for their quality coffee.

· Promote the establishment of mechanisms that facilitate coffee monitoring and trace-back.

· Assist in the delimitation of geographic areas that will form the basis of appellation systems.

· Provide training to partner agencies on the use of new technologies for the generation and management of spatial information.

· Provide training to industry representatives on the use of the Internet as a source of information and as a marketing and communications tool.

The GeoCafe Approach

The project name is self-explanatory:  A CAFE information system with a strong GEOgraphic component.  The project is part of the USAID-funded Quality Coffee Program, an initiative currently assisting the specialty coffee sectors in Central America and the Dominican Republic. The GeoCafe initiated activities in 2004 in Guatemala, Costa Rica, and the Dominican Republic.
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A search in the Central Cordillera in the Dom. Rep. shows in yellow farms above 1000 meters with organic certification.

Participating countries were selected based on their capacity to participate and benefit from a first GeoCafe project phase. Guatemala and Costa Rica are important producers of specialty coffee – so much so that they are the two main suppliers of green coffee for Starbucks, while the Dominican Republic started working on the GeoCafe approach in 2002.  There are plans to involve other countries in the near future.

The GeoCafe visible faces – the tip of the iceberg - are specialty coffee websites and coffee GIS web services (GWS).  The websites offer a whole range of tools and information products for the coffee sector, much in a way traditional website do.  The GWS component, and innovative geographic tool, offers access to a broad gamut of georeferenced information.

Who benefits from the GeoCafe information?

Take for example coffee traders in the United States or Europe.  With the use of a simple internet browser, they can consult one of the GeoCafe national systems, choose to visualize those farms located in a coffee region over 1,000 meters that produce certified organic coffee, and proceed to contact the cooperatives producing the coffee they are interested in to obtain samples.  

The system can also answer many other questions, such as the following:

· Where is a particular type of coffee produced and by whom?

· Where are certified farms and cooperatives located?

· Which farms are located at a certain altitude with appropriate climate and soil conditions necessary to produce good coffee?

· Which farms feature shade cover above 60% and dry their coffee in the sun?

· Which cooperatives produce a certain volume of organic coffee?

Government officials, scientists, and other users might have different needs for information, such as which coffee farms are located in areas without protective forest cover or located at altitudes unsuitable for coffee production, or farms that have received subsidies or have been affected by particular coffee pests.  The GeoCafe can answer these and many other questions.

How is all this accomplished? 

Coffee farms, cooperatives, and mills are precisely mapped with GPS devices, and a variety of data are collected for each entity, ranging from geographic and climatic farm conditions, socio-economic data, and production information to harvesting periods, certification issues, type of protective trees, method for coffee processing, and area of influence.  The data are integrated into databases, converted to digital maps for on-line visualization, and displayed together with other existing and newly generated spatial datasets such as protected areas, forest cover, shaded-relief, topography, hydrography, cities and towns, and river basins.  

National agencies collect the data and put together the GeoCafe pieces, while EDC and CATIE provide technical assistance, know-how, guidance, and coordination.

For two years, 2004 and 2005, EDC will assist partner agencies build and maintain these information systems in Guatemala, Costa Rica, and the Dominican Republic.  Once the project is over, partner agencies are left with the tools needed to keep the national GeoCafe applications alive: the source code, the know-how, the hardware and software, and trained personnel.
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 Costa Rica system shows aerial photography draped with 
areas with coffee
The Way Forward

The GeoCafe applications allow the market to monitor the conditions of coffee production, processing, and trade in ways not available before.  As a result, the potential for the market to receive coffee of superior quality and for the producer to receive better prices is increased.

Initiatives such as this should open the way for on-line querying, information access, and mapping projects in other agricultural areas and new sectors. Recent projects by EDC and partner agencies in Latin America and Africa are breaking new ground by developing GeoCafe-type application for crops such as cocoa, cashews and bananas.  

There is also opportunity for helping regional and international agencies adapt the GeoCafe approach to their own needs for agricultural and geospatial information.

More information: 

Eric van Praag (vanpraag@usgs.gov), EDC, Phone: (58-212) 793.48.26.

Larry L. Tieszen (tieszen@usgs.gov), EDC, Phone: (1-605) 594.61.69. 

Jeffrey Jones, (jjones@catie.ac.cr), CATIE, Phone: (506) 556.15.30.

Luis Zamora (lzamora@icafe.go.cr), ICAFE, (506) 260.18.74

Roger Sandoval (rogers@anacafe.org), ANACAFE, (502) 337.37.20

Hector Jimenez (hjimenez@idiaf.org.do), IDIAF, (1-809) 374.53.20

And visit www.dominicancoffee.com,  www.icafe.go.cr/homepage.nsf, and www.perucoffee.com to view coffee systems in operation.

