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infrastructure, which has facilitated the migration of people throughout Mexico and across the border. As
US entrepreneurs look increasingly to transfer their maquiladoras to southern Mexico (where they can be
built and staffed less expensively), transportation infrastructure for Oaxacans and potential migrants from
other southern Mexican states can only be expected to improve.”

Migration from Mexico to the United States is increasingly viewed from this transnational
perspective, as migration has become a fundamental component of the social and economic foundation of
both countries (Massey, et al. 1987). The majority of the literature on Oaxacan migration likewise views
this process from a transnational perspective. While Oaxacan migrants are intimately tied to the US
economy and have formed associations within the Oaxacan migrant enclave as well as with non-migrants,
they nevertheless maintain strong connections with their communities of origin in Oaxaca. Thus, “their
community of reference has transcended the limits of the United States and Mexican borders and has
become a de-territorialized space (sometimes called Oaxacalifornia)” (Rivera-Salgado 1999: 1440).*

As has been the case with other Mexican migrant groups in the United States, the interdependent
transnational ties that have developed between Oaxacan migrants and their home communities contribute
to the perpetuation of migratory flows. By sustaining transnational ties, and by building and
strengthening social, cultural, and economic networks in the United States upon which new immigrants
can increasingly draw, the fiscal and emotional costs of making the journey to the United States are
lowered. Economic networks, particularly as they pertain to the recruitment and employment of Oaxacan
labor, are a key factor contributing to and facilitating the increased presence of Oaxacans in the United
States.”

Sending communities in Oaxaca, similar to sending communities throughout Mexico, are also

becoming increasingly economically linked to the United States through the remittances that migrants

* This relationship between trade, better transportation, and increased migration is nothing new and indeed has
existed throughout history. For example, in the mid-1800s the hardships and costs associated with making the
Atlantic passage to the New World were greatly reduced by the improved design of sailing ships and navigational
devices. These technological advances were directly linked to commercial trade between Europe and America, but
had tremendous impacts on European-US migration (Heer 1996). Similarly, if the US achieves the trade agreement
it is currently seeking with Central America, this would most likely lead to a large investment in infrastructural
development throughout the region that would facilitate even more US-bound migration from Central American
countries.

* The term ‘Oaxacalifornia’ was originally coined by Kearney (1995).

* A recent article by Fred Krissman (2005) argues that too much emphasis has been placed on the idea of the
‘migrant network’ as the sustaining force of migration. He further argues that the theoretical concept of the ‘migrant
network’ as defined by Massey (1987) is ill-defined in and of itself given its limited focus on migrants from the
same hometown only, and its exclusion of non-migrant actors such as labor recruiters, employers, and coyotes who
are crucial to not only the initiation but also the perpetuation of migratory flows. Krissman proposes the alternative
idea of an ‘international migrant network’ that accounts for migrant as well as non-migrant actors, ordering them by
degree of socioeconomic power and direction of relationship (27). Although my above discussion of the social and
economic networks used by migrants does not discount the importance of the relationships maintained between US-
based migrants and their community of origin, it recognizes the importance of a variety of migrant and non-migrant
actors in both the initiation and perpetuation of migratory flows.
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send home to their families. The Latin American and the Caribbean (LAC) region is the leading
destination for remittances worldwide, accounting for approximately one-third of remittances sent to
developing countries. Within the LAC region, Mexico is the leading recipient of remittances by a
substantial margin. Following India, Mexico receives the second-largest amount of funds remitted
worldwide. The estimated amount of remittances sent to Mexico in 2004 was US$16.6 billion, roughly
equivalent to the Foreign Direct Investment received by Mexico in 2004 and exceeding Mexico’s total
tourism revenues for that year. The US$16.6 billion figure represents a 24 percent increase in remittances
compared to 2003; this year the Banco de México expects the amount of remittances to rise to US$20
billion, exceeding for the first time the revenues generated through petroleum exports (Banco de Mexico
2005; Gonzalez Amador 2005).

The importance of remittances to the development and often to the survival of small rural
communities, such as those characteristically found in Oaxaca, is underscored by the fact that Mexican
communities with populations under 30,000 receive about 40 percent of total remittances (IAD 2004: 7).
Thus, in addition to being a boon to Mexico’s economy overall, remittances are benefiting some of the
poorer and more marginalized sectors of Mexican society, serving to partially close the poverty inequality
gap.”®  In urban Mexico, studies have estimated that remittances from the United States account for
almost one-fifth of total capital invested in community micro-enterprises (Ratha 2003: 162). It was
estimated by Lozano (1993) that Oaxacans were remitting over US$50 million to their home communities
in 1990. By 2003, Oaxaca was ranked after Zacatecas and Michoacan as the third-largest receiving state
in terms of proportion of gross state product (GSP). An estimated US$647 million in remittances were
sent in 2003, ranking Oaxaca eighth in absolute terms relative to other Mexican states, and representing

8.6 percent of Oaxaca’s 2001 GSP (Coronado 2004).

Links between the coffee crisis, migration, and differentiated markets

The forces driving and sustaining Oaxacan migration apply to individuals from rural communities
throughout the state, regardless of whether or not they are coffee producers. However, the simultaneous
structural changes in the world coffee market and the recent coffee crisis have in many ways been ‘the
last straw’ in an already-desperate situation. According to studies by the World Bank, there are
increasing problems with food security in Mexican coffee-producing regions, and thousands of permanent

and temporary coffee workers have been forced to seek alternative employment as a result of the crisis

*® There is much academic debate surrounding the equalizing impact of remittances on developing country
communities. Although much of the remittances do reach smaller, more marginalized towns, there is evidence that
these remittances may lead to greater income inequalities within these towns, as those receiving remittances become
much wealthier than non-migrant families. Nevertheless, the fact that remittances are accumulating in smaller towns
across Mexico underscores their importance in raising the economic opportunities of these towns relative to the
larger, wealthier cities across Mexico.

28



(Fritsch 2002). Many of these farmers are leaving their rural communities and migrating to the cities, or
across international borders, in search of jobs. Although it is difficult to quantify the direct effect of the
current coffee situation on undocumented immigration to the United States, there are clear indications of a
relationship between these two phenomena. For example, six of the fourteen undocumented migrants
found dead in the Arizona desert in May 2001 were identified as coffee growers (US House of
Representatives 2002).

Sixty percent of Mexico’s territory is severely degraded, and the Mixteca region of Oaxaca in
particular is characterized by high rates of erosion and poor soils (Natural Heritage Institute 1998;
Velasquez 2002). However, the coffee regions, because they have maintained traditional shade systems,
have suffered less degradation, and the more remote regions of Oaxaca, the state of Chiapas, and the state
of Veracruz—where the majority of Mexican coffee is grown—have not traditionally sent migrants to the
United States. But now all of these regions are becoming migrant sending areas. Regions such as the
Chatino area in the Southern Sierra of Oaxaca rapidly committed to US migration in the past decade, even
though they have extensive amounts of land. A recent report estimated 2004 remittances to Chiapas
from the United States at US$500 million, noting that there were almost no remittances as recently as
1995 (Balboa 2004).”

Various studies have suggested that the coffee crisis has been associated with increased out-
migration from Oaxacan and other southern Mexican coffee-producing communities. A few studies
conducted through Colorado State University’s Sociology Department further suggest that coffee
communities in southern Mexico that are engaged in Fair Trade-organic coffee production have been
relatively more able to remain on their farms instead of being forced to migrate.”® However, no detailed
study of migration to the United States has been conducted in Mexican coffee communities.*

As discussed above, migration theory suggests a number of reasons coffee-growing families might
undertake migration, one of which is to diversify risk. Low coffee prices present them with two views of
a new reality: on the one hand, coffee has become a more risky (and lower returns) investment,
suggesting that sending some family members to work off-farm would lessen the overall risk; on the other

hand, the limited financial returns from coffee means that the family requires alternative sources of cash

7 A more conservative estimate by the Bank of Mexico estimated total remittances to Chiapas in 2003 at US$358
million (Banco de México data, cited in Coronado 2004).

% Documents available from http://www.colostate.edu/Depts/Sociology/FairTradeResearchGroup/. For discussion
of the link between the recent coffee crisis and increased migration, see Jaffee 2004; Aranda and Morales 2002;
Pifion and Hernandez-Diaz 1998; Fritsch 2002; Morales 2004; Carlsen and Cervantes 2004; and Hernandez Navarro
2004.

% An important exception is an article by Mestries Benquet (2003) that examines in detail the relationship between
the coffee crisis and the migration of Veracruzan coffee producers to the United States. However, production of
certified coffee is not as common in Veracruz and thus does not factor into the discussion.
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both for living expenses as well as for operating capital for coffee production.’® The incomplete capital
markets in rural Mexico imply that only well-connected coffee cooperatives have access to low-cost
operating capital, and even this is limited. The decision to migrate is a function not only of the problems
with coffee, but also the demand for labor in the receiving region and the expected returns from working
there. Greater economic growth in the United States or the devaluation of the peso relative to the dollar
both tend to make migration a more attractive option.

A defining characteristic of migration is that it is cumulative and self-perpetuating (Myrdal 1957;
Massey, et al 2002). As migration from a village develops, the risks associated with it decline and the
expected returns rise due to the development of social capital, leading to more migration. This increased
migration drains human capital out of the region, raising the opportunity cost of labor and hence the local
wage. Coffee growers who set out in part to provide operating capital for coffee via migration thus end
up undermining coffee production by raising its costs.

These migration dynamics have been largely ignored in the recent studies of certified coffee. As
Murray, et al. recently put it:

“...a small but growing percentage of small-scale coffee farmers have found a solution to
the crisis [author emphasis]. In the past decade, more than 500,000 farmers from 23
countries in Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa and elsewhere have become Fair Trade
certified coffee producers. Agreeing to produce their coffee under an externally monitored
set of social and environmental standards, Fair Trade coffee producers in turn have
received a guaranteed price for their coffee. That guaranteed price has been double or more
the recent price paid for conventionally produced coffee, and along with the social and
environmental conditions fostered by participation in Fair Trade has enabled these farmers
to survive the crisis [author emphasis] and invest in the future” (Murray, et al 2003: 3).

The next chapter, which explores the impact of migration on a Fair Trade-organic certified coffee
community in Oaxaca, suggests that migration might in fact undermine this optimistic view of the Fair

Trade system as it is currently operated.

30 “For agricultural producers, risk management is done primarily through income diversification—either on-farm,
through additional crops or perhaps livestock, or off-farm, by seeking alternative employment” (Lewin, et al 2004:
33).
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CHAPTER 5

TAKING A CLOSER LOOK AT THE LINKS:
MIGRATION AND COFFEE PRODUCTION IN A OAXACAN COMMUNITY

The case study presented in this chapter allows for a more in-depth analysis of the links among the
coffee crisis, migration, and certified coffee production. In Summer 2004, I interviewed 105 coffee-
farming households in the Oaxacan community of San Juan Cabeza del Rio, with the help of local
assistant Adalberta Antonio Santiago. Cabeza del Rio®' is a small coffee-producing community that is
located in the Putla de Guerrero district of Oaxaca’s Mixteca Baja (see Figure 5.1), a region of high out-
migration.> Coffee farming, accompanied by subsistence corn and bean production, has been the main
economic activity of the community for almost 40 years. Cabeza del Rio is situated on a dirt road that
begins near Putla, a small commercial center located approximately 35 kilometers to the north of the
community. The difficult-to-navigate road winds its way south through the mountainous region, passing
through Cabeza del Rio and other communities of the Santa Maria Zacatepec municipality, and ending in
neighboring municipality Santa Cruz Itundujia in the community of Zaragoza.”> Despite years of
government promises, the road has not been paved and the 35-kilometer trip from Cabeza del Rio to Putla
takes over 4 hours by vehicle. During heavy rains, this road can become impassible and requires constant

repair provided by community members on a rotating volunteer basis (tequio).

3! For the remainder of this paper, San Juan Cabeza del Rio will be referred to as Cabeza del Rio.

32 Cabeza del Rio is now officially in the region of Sierra Sur, which borders the Mixteca to the south. It used to be
officially part of the Mixteca, but Oaxaca’s last governor altered the regional boundaries. However, most people in
the community still consider themselves to be from the Mixteca region.

3 Like Cabeza del Rio, Zaragoza is a coffee-producing community that has been negatively affected by low coffee
prices, with many households turning to migration as way to earn extra income. Zaragoza’s high elevation and
combination of other agro-climatic factors allow growers to produce coffee of exceptional quality that has recently
been acknowledged and sought out by international buyers (personal communications, Hernandez Balderas 2004,
Aranda Bezaury 2004). Given the high quality of its coffee and the success of other non-coffee ventures in the
community (Zaragoza runs several successful timber operations as well), this community has received much recent
attention and study from other US and Mexican researchers (see Harris 2003, Bartra, et al 2005, Santiago Paz 1998;
Martinez-Legaria 2003). These studies can provide an excellent baseline for comparison with Cabeza del Rio due to
regional and other similarities.
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addition to performing key functions during the coffee harvest and particularly the coffee processing
stages (cleaning, sorting, drying). However, many women talked of their assumed cargo position with
pride. In this way, the changing system of communal governance is providing an opportunity for women
to participate in dealings outside of their traditional domestic sphere.

This shift in gender roles is also apparent at the level of the coffee organizations, where women have
comprised an increasing percentage of membership: 39 percent of La 21 de Septiembre’s current
membership and 62 percent of Michiza’s current membership is female. Belonging to an organization
requires that a member attend frequent local meetings and be present for inspections and other
requirements of their cooperative, obligations that cannot be fulfilled by an individual who takes frequent
sojourns away from the community. As women take over their husbands’ organizational member status,
they are introduced to new information and responsibilities that were formerly restricted to the male
household head.

Several female organization members commented to me that they enjoyed attending meetings
because they liked to learn more about coffee production and to be ‘in the know’ more generally (“Es
bonito saber.” | “It’s nice to know.”). As explained by one woman who had taken on a leadership role
with the local organization Michiza, “Antes no conocia, ahora he aprendido y estudiado mas. Y tengo la
satisfaccion de servir a mi comunidad.” ®* In addition to increased participation at the level of the
organization, women are learning more about the economics of coffee production in general in their
husbands’ absence, as they are now the ones who must keep the books. For one woman, it took her
husband’s departure for her to realize just how much money her family was losing through coffee
production: “Cuando él [mi esposo] se fue a los Estados Unidos, me di cuenta de cuanto inverti; la
verdad es que no nos conviene,; nos estamos haciendo tontos. 65
Impact of the coffee crisis on the environment

Coffee is produced in some of the poorest and most marginalized regions of southern Mexico, in
communities characterized by relatively poor infrastructure and poor accessibility (i.e. bad roads). One
positive by-product of these developmental deficiencies from an environmental perspective is that coffee
regions also tend to be more environmentally pristine than more developed areas. The coffee calamity in
Mexico is therefore threatening not only some of the country’s poorest people, but also the country’s
delicate environment. This trend is worrisome from an environmental public goods perspective given that

many of these coffee farms, and their surrounding forests, fall within the internationally designated

% Anonymous quotation of Cabeza del Rio producer, translated by author: “Before I didn’t know. Now I’ve learned
and studied more, and I have the satisfaction of serving my community.”

% Anonymous quotation of Cabeza del Rio producer, translated by author:

“When he (my husband) went to the US, I realized how much we invested (in coffee). The truth is that coffee
production isn’t working for us. We’re making fools of ourselves.”
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Mesoamerican ‘biodiversity hotspot’ zone. Biodiversity hotspots are defined by Conservation
International as “regions that harbor a great diversity of endemic species and, at the same time, have been
significantly impacted and altered by human activities” (Conservation International 2003).%

In Mexico, experts from the Comision Nacional para el Estudio y Uso de la Biodiversidad
(CONABIO, National Commission for the Study and Use of Biodiversity) found that 14 of the 155
regions regarded as essential to the conservation of biodiversity in Mexico overlap with or are adjacent to
various coffee-growing areas (Moguel and Toledo 1999: 19). Residents of Cabeza del Rio are both proud
and appreciative of the natural beauty and purity of their community and its surrounding lands. “Aqui se
respira un aire puro!” / “Here one breathes pure air!” was a common refrain I heard in conversations
with community members regarding both the positive and negative aspects of their town.

Like the majority of Mexico’s coffee growers, the producers of Cabeza del Rio manage small plots
and intercrop coffee trees with shade trees of various types—including fruit trees, like banana or citrus, as
well as nitrogen-fixing trees—in a diverse agroforestry system (Porter 2000). As opposed to many other
coffee-producing countries in Latin America, the majority of coffee farmers in Cabeza del Rio and in
southern Mexico at large have preserved their traditional cultivation systems despite a region-wide push
to ‘technify’ coffee fields via the use of higher density planting, higher fertilizer and chemical use, and
the elimination or reduction of shade cover. Although traditional coffee systems do not provide the same
ecological benefits of a natural forest, they come closer than most other agricultural systems in
reproducing natural forest processes and functions. The canopy provided by the leaves and branches of
shade trees protects the soil from harsh weather; the leaves that fall from the trees provide nutrients that
reduce the need for chemical fertilizers; and the supportive root systems of the trees help prevent erosion.
In contrast to other agricultural activities such as corn cultivation and ranching, which often require clear-
cutting or slash-and-burn practices, coffee can be cultivated in relative harmony with the forest (Hull
1999).

In Mexico, coffee farms are situated in “a biogeographically and ecologically strategic elevation belt
that is an area of overlap between the tropical and temperate elements and of contact among the four main
types of Mexican forests” (Moguel and Toledo 1999: 11). Traditional shade coffee exhibits a large
degree of biological diversity, housing 60 to 70 percent of species found in nearby natural forest, and
providing valuable habitat for birds, reptiles, mammals, amphibians, and arthropods. For example,
between 1990 and 1994, a team from the Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center discovered over 150 bird

species on shade-coffee farms in Chiapas, Mexico, including a particularly high number of migratory

6 «Biological diversity—or biodiversity—is the sum total of life’s physical expression and genetic potential,
embodied in the array of organisms now alive. In a practical sense, biodiversity is the living savings bank for
Earth’s successful genes, a bank that holds some 3.5 billion years of life’s solutions to the problems of surviving and
competing on our planet” (Cincotta and Engelmen 2000).
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species (Rice 1999).° If these coffee farms are converted to other uses and shade trees cut down, the
populations of these migrating birds could rapidly decline for lack of adequate wintering habitat. In
addition to providing valuable habitat for a diverse array of both plant and animal species, the shade trees
on traditional coffee farms are valuable from a global environmental perspective given their ability to
mitigate the effects of global warming through carbon sequestration.®®

Due to low coffee prices, farmers throughout southern Mexico are abandoning their fields or
converting coffee farms to more intensive uses. This shift is not without consequence. Abandoning
farms and leaving coffee cherries un-harvested can lead to plagues and pest infestations the following
year, which can render the land useless (IADB/USAID/World Bank 2002). The switch out of coffee and
into corn often requires the encroachment upon and slashing-and-burning of surrounding forested land,
imposing severe ecological consequences (Porter 2000). Conversion to pasture and investment in cattle
represents a means for farmers to have some liquidity in times of emergency. Unfortunately, this
economic alternative presents significant environmental implications as well.

Although less than one-quarter of coffee-producing households in Cabeza del Rio currently own
cattle, more than half stated that they are thinking of converting some land to pasture. As one producer
explained, “Se puede matar una cabeza de ganado cuando quieras, en caso de emergencia. Pero el café
es nada mds una vez al aiio. Como el café ya no vale, pienso empastar aun mds.”*

When producers were asked in an open-ended format what they would do if coffee prices do not rise
within the next several years, one-fifth specified that they would convert coffee land to pasture, and
slightly less than one-fifth specified that they would convert land to maize production (see Table 5.14). If
coffee prices do not rebound significantly, there could be a large-scale abandonment and/or conversion of
coffee lands to other uses in Cabeza del Rio. The conversion to pasture in particular is linked to
migration, since as detailed above it is more likely that migrating households will have the available cash

to purchase livestock.

%7 Out of the various agricultural systems in the Neotropics, shaded coffee farms exhibit some of the highest
numbers of both individuals and species of migratory birds. The high avian diversity of traditional shaded coffee
systems (between 136 and 184 species) exceeds the average number of birds found in cloud forests (100-110),
humid oak-pine forests (50-80), oak forests (60), and pine forests (50). Mexico is the most significant winter
destination of those migratory birds regarded as potentially endangered, and the majority of coffee-growing areas in
Mexico overlap with the winter habitats of migrants. A 1982 study found that traditional coffee farms in Mexico are
provide habitats where bird species are creating new avifaunal pools which produce new combinations of species,
which serves to maintain and even increase bird species diversity (Moguel and Toledo 1999: 16-17).

% In fact, steps are being taken to provide a per-hectare subsidy to coffee farmers as payment for the environmental
services they provide by maintaining their coffee in forest-like conditions. But it has yet to happen.

5 Anonymous quotation by Cabeza del Rio producer, translated by author: “You can kill a cow whenever you want,
in case of emergency. But coffee is only harvested once per year. Since coffee no longer has value, I am thinking
about laying down even more pasture.”
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Table 5.14: Alternatives to Coffee Production

Cattle raising as an economic activity %
Own cattle currently (N=103) 23
Thinking of converting some land to pasture
(N=102) 55
Cited Alternatives if Coffee Prices Don't Improve
Abandon coffee fields 29
Convert to pasture 20
Convert to maize 18

N=116 for all cited alternatives to coffee production.
Calculated at producer level.
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

Organic certification requires that producers follow a specific set of rules and perform a set of
minimum tasks that serve to maintain a chemical-free environment. Organic growers are also educated
about an additional set of tasks and cultivation techniques that, while not necessarily required, can
maximize both yield and ecosystem health. While most producers grumbled about the extra hours
required to perform these labors (and thus the extra money often needed to pay day-workers), most also
commented that their coffee fields looked healthier and that their coffee beans were larger and of better
quality as a result of implementing these tasks. In the producers’ own words:

“Con las terrazas el abono ya no corre; las podas quitan las ramas macizas, al recepar y

abonar da buen resultado.”

“Las asesorias que nos han dado (barreras vivas, regulacion de la sombra, etc) son

buenas: con las barreras vivas ya no corre tanto el abono, recepando/podando asi rinde
. 70

mas y hay menos plagas, y no se maciza la planta.”

Given low coffee prices, the majority of organized producers in the community, all of whom are
either certified organic or in transition to becoming certified, are currently unable to carry out many of
these recommended tasks, such as performing two /impias (cleanings) or preparing and applying non-
chemical fertilizer to their plants in order to increase coffee yields/quality and enrich nutrient-deficient
soils. Almost all organized producers (over 90 percent) are also being negatively affected by ojo de gallo

(American coffee leaf spot disease) and/or /la broca (a coffee berry boring insect) (See Table 5.15).

" Anonymous quotations by Cabeza del Rio producers, translated by author:

“Using terraces, the fertilizer doesn’t run off anymore; pruning gets rid of the old branches; pruning and
fertilizing produces a good result.”

“The [technical] advising they [the organization] have given us is good: with live fences the fertilizer doesn’t run off
as much, pruning leads to larger yields and fewer diseases, and the plant doesn’t get old.”
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Elimination of these persistent problems requires extra attention and labor that many farmers lament they

cannot afford at current prices.

Table 5.15: Non-Completion of Recommended Organic Tasks and Problems with Pests

%
Only one limpia 41
Organic fertilizer not prepared nor applied 62
Affected by ojo de gallo or broca, or both 93

N=85
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

What about Fair Trade-organic?: Comparing and contrasting organized and non-organized
producers

The above analysis has described the relationship between low coffee prices, migration, and the
environment, and between migration and its associated economic and socio-cultural impacts. No clear
distinction has been made thus far between producer households who are organized into one of the
community’s two coffee cooperatives and sell their coffee into Fair Trade-organic markets on the one
hand, and producer households who are not organized and sell to conventional markets on the other. A
major impetus for investigating the links between migration and coffee production in this paper is an
attempt to further explore the suggestion of recent studies (and the assertion of Fair Trade marketing
literature) that producers of Fair Trade-organic coffee have been better able to weather the storm of the
coffee crisis than non-organized producers, lessening their need to migrate. The findings from Cabeza del
Rio demonstrate that Fair Trade-organic coffee is not a cure-all, but rather a way for farmers to currently
‘stay in the game’. However, it is questionable for how long these producers will continue to stay in the
game if coffee continues to be unprofitable, given the ever-increasing opportunity for migration. This
section highlights some of the similarities and differences between organized producers (socios) who
produce certified Fair Trade-organic coffee, and non-organized producers (/ibres) who do not. As the
following paragraphs will show, the differences between these two groups are not always in the direction
one might expect.

One clear difference between the two groups is that whereas all socios sold coffee in 2004, only
approximately half of /ibre producers sold coffee during this most recent crop cycle. Membership in a
coffee organization requires that a producer sell his/her product to the cooperative on an annual basis,
regardless of fluctuations in coffee price. Unorganized producers, on the other hand, can opt not to sell

coffee when prices are so low that sales might not even cover the price of hiring labor. Indeed, the burden
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of being comprometido (obligated to sell) was a commonly-mentioned reason for leaving an organization
by libres who were previously members of a cooperative. Other reasons for leaving coffee organizations
was simply that coffee was no longer worth growing. The following quotations by libre producers
illustrate these points of view:

“No estoy emocionado con el café. Sembré cuando valia pero ya no vale. Por eso no
quiero ser socio de una organizacion. Mucho trabajo y te pagan una miseria.”

» . . . . . 71
Da lo mismo ser organizado que ser libre si el café no vale.

Another difference between organized and non-organized producer households regards the
ownership of basic coffee infrastructure needed to process coffee in a manner that allows for optimal
quality. Organized producer households are more than twice as likely to own this basic infrastructure

than non-organized producer households (see Table 5.16).

Table 5.16: Ownership of Basic Coffee Infrastructure Between Organized and Non-Organized

Producers
Organized | Non-organized
% %
Tank for washing 66 31
Patio (cement) for drying coffee 55 17
Coffee de-pulper 84 36

N=105

*All differences between organized and non-organized households with respect to ownership
of coffee infrastructure significant at 99% (tank, p=.001, patio, p<.0001,

de-pulper, p<.0001).

Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

Government programs administered through the coffee organizations have subsidized the purchase
of the infrastructure for many producers, accounting at least in part for the above-mentioned differences.
However, these government programs do not reach all organized producers. The following alternative
hypothesis must therefore be explored: organized producers are better able to afford infrastructure
because they are wealthier on average than non-organized producers. Looking at one basic indicator of

wealth, ownership of cattle, suggests that organized households are indeed better off than non-organized

"I Anonymous quotations by Cabeza del Rio producers, translated by author:

“I’m not excited about coffee. I planted when it was worth something, but it no longer has value. For this
reason I don’t want to be a member of an organization. Lots of work and then you get paid miserably.”

“It’s the same being organized or not being organized if coffee has no value.”
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households. Whereas more than one-quarter of organized households own cattle, only seven percent of
non-organized households are cattle-owners. Organized households also own more coffee land on
average than non-organized households, indicating greater wealth and/or a greater commitment to coffee
production as an economic activity (see Table 5.17).

Table 5.17: Indicators of Wealth Between Organized and Non-Organized Producers

Organized | Non-organized

% %

Cattle owned 28 7

More than 3 ha of coffee owned 36 10
N=102 for cattle ownership, N=105 for coffee land ownership

*Differences between libre and socio households with respect to both cattle ownership and total
coffee land are significant at 95% (p=.021 for coffee land owned, p<.0001 for cattle ownership).
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

The obvious question with regard to this thesis is: did socio households achieve this wealth through
international migration? Contrary to what the Fair Trade literature might lead one to expect, organized
producer households in the community are currently more likely to be migrating internationally than non-
organized households: two-thirds of socio households versus one-third of /ibre households currently have
household members residing in the United States.”” Perhaps more interesting is the finding that present-
day socio households were more likely to have begun sending migrants to the United States earlier than
present-day libre households, as shown in both the column percentages of Table 5.18 and in Figure 5.5
below. Whereas no present-day /ibre households were sending migrants to the US in the 1980s, more
than one-quarter of present-day migrant socio households sent their first family member between 1982
and 1989 (see Figure 5.5), a point in time when coffee prices were still relatively high and stable (i.e.
before the ICA quotas were abandoned). This suggests that these households—which are some of the
wealthier households in the community today—were wealthier to begin with”, and that they were
pursuing migration not as a reaction to low coffee prices’* but as a means to diversify their income and
risk in the face of a drastic devaluation of Mexican peso occurring in early 1980s. Although no historical

data was collected on a household’s level of involvement with coffee production, this finding further

7 Difference between libre and socio households with respect to degree of international migration significant at 95
percent.

3 The migration literature generally finds that early migrants do not come from the poorest households, given the
high costs of migration.

™ “The combination of favorable world prices, a depreciated peso, and subsidized inputs favored the coffee sector as
a whole during the 1980s” (Porter 2000: 122).
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suggests that present-day socio households have pursued international migration as a complementary

activity to coffee production.

Table 5.18

Start of International Migration Among Present-Day Socio and Libre Households™

Non-
Organized | Organized
% %
First US migrant originating in HH left 1980 - 1989 21 0
First US migrant originating in HH left 1990 - 2004 57 69
No one ever migrated from HH to the United States 22 31
Total 100 100

N=97 *Difference between /ibre and socio households with respect to start of international migration
significant at 95% (p=.039).
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)
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Figure 5.5: First Year of Migration by Present-Day Socio and Libre Households
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

> Migration to the United States before 1989 was significantly more likely to be from households that today are
socios. Whereas present-day organized households comprise over two-thirds of all coffee-producing households in
Cabeza del Rio, they accounted for 100 percent of first-time migrants to the United States in the 1980-1989 period.
In periods after 1989, however, organized and non-organized producer households have migrated roughly in
proportion to their shares of the community’s coffee-producing population.
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As discussed above, a large proportion of remittance-receiving households use part of this money to
finance coffee production. However, it is questionable to what extent households will continue to invest
funds, be they remittances or other funds, in an activity that reaps such little profit. Most organized
producers do not consider the ‘Fair Trade’ price they receive to be very fair. In 2004, organized
producers in Cabeza del Rio received an average per kilo price for their coffee that was 60 percent higher
than the average price received by non-organized producers (17.1 pesos versus 10.7 pesos). Despite this
higher price, an overwhelming percentage of both organized and non-organized producers (over 90
percent for each group) stated that coffee production is an activity that does not currently result in gains.

Although detailed cost data were not collected in Cabeza del Rio, the Instituto Maya did collect such
data for five producers in nearby Zaragoza at the same our study was conducted (Bartra, et al 2005).
Even without accounting for any fixed costs (such as depreciation of assets or feeding the animals), their
analysis showed that if family labor power were valued at the going wage (80 pesos per day on average in
Zaragoza), only one of the five producers generated a profit at the Fair Trade-organic price received by
producers of 1,006 pesos per quintal (Qq). The only reason that one producer showed a profit was
because of a relatively high yield of 11.1 Qg/ha. The other four producers had yields of 4.1 to 6.6 Qqg/ha,
which left them with implicit wages for their family labor of as little as 36 pesos per day. The Mexican
government defines a ‘living wage’ as twice the daily minimum, which in Oaxaca hovered close to US$5
for most of the 1990s (Cohen and Rodriguez 2005: 50). The 36 pesos per day ‘received’ by coffee
farmers for their labor thus accounts for less than one-third of the Mexican living wage standard of
USS$10.

In Cabeza del Rio, data were collected on contracted labor only, which averaged an estimated 8.6
labor-days/Qq due to low yields. At an average 100 pesos per hired labor-day, or 860 per Qq, it is
apparent that even the Fair Trade-organic price of approximately 1,000 pesos per Qq does not leave much
room for the cost of inputs or family labor. Taking into account out-of-pocket costs only, net returns to
coffee-producing households in Cabeza del Rio were calculated by subtracting these costs from total
coffee sales. Overall, almost one-third (31 percent) of coffee-producing households in Cabeza del Rio
registered negative returns in 2003/2004 when accounting for hired labor and input costs. Approximately
one-quarter (27 percent) of households hired no non-family labor whatsoever for coffee production, and
thus their only costs—in addition to opportunity cost of labor—were those of inputs and fixed costs.
None of these households had negative returns. On the other hand, 43 percent of the households that did
contract labor for coffee activities had negative returns, demonstrating the negative impact of high labor
costs and lack of family labor on overall returns.

Distinguishing between /ibre and socio households, negative returns were registered in 47 percent of

libre households versus 28 percent of socio households, indicating the importance of both the higher Fair

65



Trade-organic price and the fact that organized producers typically receive a larger proportion of final
export price given the elimination of middlemen. In 2004, organized producers in the community
captured approximately two-thirds of the guaranteed premium price of US$1.41/1b paid to the cooperative
for Fair Trade-organic coffee. Unorganized producers in Mexico who must sell through coyotes are
estimated to receive a notably lower proportion of export price, ranging from an estimated low of 24
percent to a high of 47 percent.”®

Although the calculations for net coffee returns are estimates at best, what is clear is that these
amounts pale in comparison to the income accruing to households in the form of remittances. The
amount of remittances received in the last 12 months by coffee-producing, remittance-receiving
households varied considerably, from a high of 60,000 pesos to a low of 2,000 pesos. However, of the 39
households that both sold coffee in the 2003/2004 cycle and received remittances in the last 12 months,
37 of them received greater returns from remittances than from coffee, and the average difference

between remittances and coffee returns for these households was nearly 21,000 pesos (See Figure 5.6).
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N=39 *Calculated for producer households that both sold coffee in 2004 and received remittances in 2003/2004.

Figure 5.6: Net Coffee Returns versus Remittances’’
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

76 Proportion of export price received by conventional producers calculated using data provided in Levi and Linton
2003: 411.

" Calculated for producer households that both sold coffee in 2004 and received remittances in 2003/2004.
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Because even the Fair Trade-organic price is often insufficient to cover costs, producers have been
lobbying the Mexican government to provide subsidies. Apart from technical assistance of various sorts,
there are three subsidies tied to coffee production:

1. Fondo de Estabilizacion de Precios (Price Stabilization Fund): this last year producers
supposedly were to receive 15 dollars/quintal of parchment coffee. (The program provides the
difference between NY price (70 dollars/quintal on average) and 85 dollars, up to a maximum of
20 dollars per quintal.) 165 pesos/Qq.

2. Fondo de Fomento Productivo de Café (Coffee Productivity Fund): 900 pesos/ha. At average
Cabeza del Rio yield of 2.44 Qqg/ha, 369 pesos/Qq.

3. Pagos por Servicios Ambientales (Environmental Services Payments): 500 pesos/ha. At average
Cabeza del Rio yield of 2.44 Qq./ha, 205 pesos/Qq.

The third subsidy is yet to be implemented, and producers in Cabeza del Rio reported that the application
of the first two subsidies was very uneven. One-fifth of producers had not received any subsidy
whatsoever from the Coffee Productivity Fund’®, and those 80 percent that did receive some money
complained that their due amount often did not arrive in full. Therefore, it is only speculative to assume
that producers might receive these subsidy amounts.

Nevertheless, if these subsidies had been paid to the five surveyed Zaragoza growers, all would have
shown a net profit (on variable costs) after paying family labor the going wage. However, if wages in
Zaragoza rose 25 percent to the level of Cabeza del Rio (reportedly likely), two of the five growers would
show a net loss even with the subsidies. Price and subsidy schemes that are calculated on the basis of a
supposed wage of 50 pesos per day are not sustainable in the face of wages doubling due to migration.
This is not to say that campesino producers should be paid a certain amount per day, only that there are
real opportunity costs to producing coffee in villages like Cabeza del Rio and Zaragoza: one can work on
someone else’s land for up to 100 pesos per day, or one can go to New Jersey and earn ten times that
amount.

If these subsidies had all been operating and had been paid this past year, the average producer in
Cabeza del Rio would have received an additional 740 pesos/Qq beyond the (best) price of 1,006
pesos/Qq. This is a significant increase and may help to explain the persistence of coffee producers in the
face of low prices: not only do they expect that the price might rise, they also expect that they might
receive more subsidies and they know that they must continue to produce to receive them. But even with
these subsidies, for how long will these coffee farmers continue to produce when their returns are so low,

particularly when compared to the economic returns that can be achieved through migration? The

N=100
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subsequent and final chapter of this thesis explores this question, predicting what the future might hold

for certified coffee production in southern Mexico in the face of migration.
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CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION: IS CERTIFIED COFFEE PRODUCTION SUSTAINABLE
IN THE FACE OF MIGRATION?

Looking to the future

In a community like Cabeza del Rio, where migration is fairly well-established, producers are
continuing with coffee production for a variety of reasons. When asked why they continue growing
coffee, given they are not making much money from it (indeed, as shown in the previous chapter, some
are losing money currently), more than half replied that they would feel sad to cut down the plants
because coffee is something that supported them in the past, while approximately one-quarter said they
still engage in coffee production because it is a custom/tradition (Table 6.1). The connection farmers
have with the coffee fields they cultivate is therefore not purely economic but emotional as well. “La
planta no tiene la culpa! | “It’s not the (coffee) plant’s fault!”” was a common refrain heard throughout the
interviewing process. Other reasons were less sentimental and more practical: about one-quarter replied
that they were waiting for the price to rise again, and one-third simply replied that they had no other
alternative: “No hay otra” / “There’s no other option”. Organized producers also noted certain
commitments to their organizations.

Table 6.1: Reasons Producers Continue with Coffee

All producers (N=91): %

Feel bad to lose a crop that supported us previously 58
No alternative 33
Price could rise 24
Custom/tradition 24

Organized producers (N=78):
Financial support/encouragement of organization 15
Committed to selling to their organization 6
Source: Oaxacan Migration and Coffee Production Pilot Study (2004)

The coffee producers interviewed for this case study often spoke with nostalgia about a time “when
coffee had value”, when houses were built, animals bought, and other investments made with proceeds
from coffee. They spoke proudly about how, during the most recent peak in coffee price about seven
years ago, they produced and sold coffee at double, triple, and even quadruple the quantities they
currently produce. No one in those times would consider leaving coffee cherries un-harvested, as they
have in recent years due to high cost of labor, lack of available family labor, and low price of coffee.
However, after consecutive years of poor or negative returns, sentiments towards coffee production as an

activity are becoming less nostalgic and more bitter. As one producer complained, “Enfermedades llegan
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por trabajar tan duro (en el café), y de ahi (el café) no hay dinero para curarnos!”” If prices do not
rebound substantially and remain high for a reasonable period of time, how long can housecholds be
expected to continue with an activity that returns little or no profit, especially in the face of migration
opportunities that appear to offer ten times as much wages?

At the moment, producers in Cabeza del Rio are using some remittances to finance the operating
costs of coffee production in the expectation that their investments in their organizations and in their
coffee plants will pay off in the future in higher prices and/or subsidies. The expectation that prices will
rise is based on real experience, and indeed it appears that coffee prices are again on an upward swing.
However, unless this price rises significantly and remains high, people will likely abandon it in the near
future. Almost 30 percent of Cabeza del Rio growers stated they would abandon their coffee if prices did
not rise substantially, while 20 percent and 18 percent specified that they would convert their coffee land
to pasture or maize, respectively. Now that prices are on an upward swing, will these producers forego
these alternatives and invest more heavily in coffee once again? Do they trust that prices will not come
crashing down yet again? The various environmental benefits of shade coffee are now well-known and
well-documented, but there is no evidence that the price consumers currently pay for organically-grown
coffee are adequately compensating growers for provision of these ecological services (Giovannuccii and
Ponte 2005). So why should we not expect growers to convert the forest to something more useful to
them?

As suggested earlier in this paper, coffee production and international migration need not be
mutually exclusive survival strategies. International migration can be a means to better capitalize coffee
production for higher yields, quality, and returns. International migration often provides the impetus that
is needed for poor, rural households to make use of financial institutions through which they can save,
since these institutions can facilitate receipt of remittances. This trend was notable in Cabeza del Rio,
where 42 percent of households with migrants in the United States owned bank accounts (compared to
only 5 percent of households with no US migrants).*" If remittances could be channeled through savings
accounts in locally controlled financial institutions, perhaps developmental loan programs could be
undertaken in the regions and people would leave their money in the bank rather than invest it in the
livestock for which they need to cut down the forest.

But coffee prices would have to be higher, and they would have to remain high. Nominal wages

have doubled in five years in Cabeza del Rio, but the fixed price of Fair Trade coffee has not risen in over

" Anonymous quotation of Cabeza del Rio producer, translated by author: “We get sick from working so hard [in
the coffee fields], but we don’t earn enough money through coffee sales to cure ourselves.”

% N=10. Difference in bank account ownership according to degree of international migration significant at 99%
(p<.0001)

70



10 years. Even if coffee prices were to rise substantially, it will be impossible to recreate the coffee
economy of the past in Cabeza del Rio. The rapid increase in migration from the region has reduced the
labor power available and doubled local wages in nominal terms. Most young people either leave the
village for the United States or for higher education. Either path makes it unlikely that they will return to
work in the fields. A difficult generational transition lies ahead. One could imagine fewer coffee
producers with higher returns, but the availability of labor would appear to be a serious obstacle to

sustainability of certified coffee production.

So what does the future hold for the people who remain in Cabeza del Rio? Will they themselves
eventually migrate as well? If coffee prices were raised to levels high enough to make its production
more profitable, could this stave off further international migration from communities, or even reverse the
process? Once the migration process is set in motion, can any price be high enough to stop it, or is the
lure of international migration simply too attractive? Will they continue to invest remittances into coffee

production, or will they increasingly convert land to other uses?

Anthropologist Paola Sesia (2003) provides an example of another Oaxacan community called Santa
Cecilia, which in the past produced coffee exclusively. However, in the face of dropping coffee prices the
community made a concerted switch away from coffee and a transition towards a more diversified
agricultural economy, including a re-focusing on subsistence corn and bean production (what she calls
‘repeasantization and decommodification’). Coffee production in Santa Cecilia was never as promising a
crop as it is in Cabeza del Rio, given its relatively low elevation (only 180 meters above sea level).
However, this ‘re-peasantization’ trend discussed by Sesia could potentially occur in Cabeza del Rio as
farmers grow frustrated with the unpredictability of single commodity markets. As already mentioned
above, when asked what they would do if the price of coffee does not rise significantly, a common reply
was that they would convert more land to subsistence corn and bean production. As more than one
producer pointed out: “At least we can eat those products!”.

If the future looks difficult for coffee in Cabeza del Rio, can Fair Trade-organic certified coffee at
least prevent migration from occurring in the first place in regions where the opportunity cost of
household labor is still relatively low? Based on a case study of a prominent organic coffee association in
Chiapas, Ronald Nigh asserts that the economic success of organic coffee production hinges directly upon
the level at which household labor is valued:

“... the relative profitability of organic versus conventional coffee is determined primarily
by the low opportunity cost of household labor of the campesino family. This factor is
more important than both price or the organic or social premium given to certified coffee.
Thus, the study confirms organic coffee production as the ideal strategy for campesino
families where household labor is generally undervalued, or where older dependent sons
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prefer not to emigrate from the community to seek better paying work in construction,
industry, or across the border” (Nigh 1997: 434).

Many questions remain to be answered. What this case study has made clear, however, is that in
order to adequately assess the potential for Fair Trade-organic coffee production to be a viable model for
sustainable rural development in southern Mexico, far more attention must be paid to the rapidly-
spreading phenomenon of international migration. The community of Cabeza del Rio was chosen in part
on the basis of its substantial migration history. Thus, although Cabeza del Rio is not necessarily
representative of all current coffee-growing communities, what is happening there may foreshadow what
will be seen in much of the rest of southern Mexico as migration accelerates. Governments, development
organizations, and consumers should be putting forth their best efforts to support small coffee farmers in
their search for more economically viable production models. If the situation remains the same, one
might return ten years from now to places like Cabeza del Rio to discover not only the widespread

abandonment of coffee fields, but the abandonment of entire communities.
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APPENDIX:
SUMMARY OF DIFFERENTIATED COFFEES

Differentiated coffees are coffees that can be clearly distinguished because of distinct origin, defined
processes, or exceptional characteristics like superior taste or zero defects. In contrast, mainstream
coffees are nearly always pre-ground blends that are often unidentified in terms of origin. They are often,
though not always, bought and sold on the basis of price and distributed through institutional or
mainstream channels, such as supermarkets. Differentiated coffees are often distinguished by a more
direct relationship with a roaster or buyer rather than being traded in bulk or via the commodity markets.

Specialty coffee has two characteristics: "Great taste, no defects."

Gourmet is used to refer strictly to higher quality and exceptional coffees. Such coffees are most often
sold as whole beans.

Geographic Indications of Origin (GIO) apply to coffees from areas that are specifically demarcated
and acknowledged as having distinct physical characteristics, such as microclimate, specific varietals, or
soil composition that together may impart distinctive flavor characteristics. This category can also loosely
encompass estate coffees.

The coffees that are often called sustainable (organic, fair trade and eco-friendly or shade-grown) are
predominantly produced by small farmers and typically characterized as earning farmers reasonable
prices, encouraging community development and providing incentives toward organic production and
natural resource stewardship. Such practices are monitored and verified by means of a certification
process.

Organic coffees incorporate management practices to conserve or enhance soil structure, resilience, and
fertility by applying cultivation practices that use only nonsynthetic nutrients and plant protection
methods. Although many producers grow coffee without the use of synthetic agrochemicals, this passive
approach is not sufficient to be considered organic for market purposes.

Fair Trade coffee is purchased directly from cooperatives of small farmers that are guaranteed a
minimum and consistent contract price, as well as access to some credit from the purchaser if necessary to
complete production and harvesting. Part of the proceeds is earmarked for democratically selected
community projects. Most are internationally registered and certified.

Shade or Eco-friendly coffee production systems maintain and enhance wildlife habitat and biological
diversity particularly through effective management of the forest canopy on the farm and protection or
restoration of surrounding natural environments. One such system also requires decent working

conditions and fair pay.

Source: Excerpted from Lewin, et al 2004, p. 105.
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