Just what is “shade coffee” anyway?

 “Shade coffee” or “bird-friendly coffee” is coffee grown in a more natural, sustainable fashion.  Coffee plants naturally thrive in the under-story of the tropical forest, providing habitat for hundreds of species of birds and other animals.

Does shade-grown coffee benefit more than just birds?

The diverse habitat characterizing a shade coffee plantation provides a home to a variety of plants, epiphytes, insects, mammals and other animals.  It can also provide coffee farmers with additional crops such as fruits and nuts obtained from the shade trees.

How do I know that my coffee is truly shade grown?

Shade-grown can mean different things to different people.  Growing coffee plants under the shade of a single tree species doesn’t provide much in the way of bird habitat.  The Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center and Rainforest Alliance certify coffee as shade-grown.  Look for the “Bird Friendly” certification.

What is “triple-certified” coffee?

Triple-certified coffee is the gold standard for the concerned consumer: certified as organic, shade-grown and fair trade.  Triple-certified coffee is grown without chemicals under a diverse canopy for which the farmer receives a fair price.  Good for the planet, great for the consumer!

Is there a preferred coffee variety?

The two commercially popular varieties of coffee beans are “Arabica” and “Robusta.”  Coffea Arabica originated in Ethiopia and was the first variety of coffee to be cultivated, beginning well over 1,000 years ago.  It is widely considered to produce the best quality beverage.  Arabica coffee grows throughout the coffee regions of the world and thrives in moderate shade.

Robusta is a hardier variety that originated in West Africa.  It is easier and cheaper to grow than Arabica and has a much higher yield per plant, but it requires significant inputs of fertilizer.  This variety contains about twice the caffeine of Arabica and the taste is considered to be more bitter than Arabica, and overall inferior. 

How can I find shade-grown coffee?

If your favorite retailer doesn’t carry certified shade-grown coffee, request that they do so.  If they identify consumer demand, they will respond.  In the meantime, check out the Northwest Shade Coffee Campaign at http://shadecoffee.org/shadecoffee/BuyCoffee.aspx where you can order several varieties of triple-certified coffee from Seattle Audubon.  Then, organize your own Chapter or group to order and distribute shade coffee as a fundraising opportunity.  (Contact the NWSCC through the website.)

How much of a price premium can a grower demand for shade-grown coffee?

There is no guaranteed price premium for shade-grown coffee, whether it’s certified or not. Fair Trade coffee is the only one with a guaranteed minimum price. Research shows that other certified coffees do indeed bring in higher prices because of the quality and production ethics.  

I care a lot about my backyard birds and I like my coffee.  So why should I care about shade-grown coffee?

Roughly one-third of the birds breeding in North America spend the winter in the coffee-growing countries of Latin America.  As migrating birds travel down through Mexico and the narrow waist of the Central American isthmus, they are compressed into a smaller land mass.  Seven of the ten countries in the world with the highest deforestation rates are in Latin America so the available habitat for these migrating birds is critically small.  Shade coffee farms offer our backyard birds the cover and food they need to return from their migration and reproduce. Coffee (and other crops) grown as monocultures reduce essential habitat.

I understand growing coffee in the shade is good for migratory birds.  But how is it good for the farmer?
Shade coffee plantations provide habitat for myriad insects, orchids, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and other animals. The over-story trees provide nutrients and suppress weeds, reducing or eliminating the need for chemical fertilizers and herbicides according to the Smithsonian scientists. Thus the farmers’ costs and their family’s exposure to toxins are both lowered. 

Farmers also harvest an assortment of fruits, firewood, lumber, and medicines from the shade trees. These products make families less vulnerable to coffee price fluctuations on the world market.

Isn’t organic coffee also always shade-grown?

While it’s true growing coffee plants under a naturally diverse canopy reduces the need for chemical inputs, it doesn’t necessarily mean no chemicals are used.  Pesticide use in Latin America is likely responsible for the decline of many songbirds like Bobolinks, Barn Swallows and Eastern Kingbirds in addition to the loss of winter habitat.  Some lethal chemicals banned in the U.S. are widely used in some Latin American countries, and those countries are using five times the amount of pesticides they used in 1980.  Look for coffee that is both shade-grown and organic.

