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Coffee is one of the most widely traded agricultural 

commodities in the world. It is farmed in 80 countries and 

exported by over 50 in Central and South America, Africa 

and Asia. The 25 million coffee farmers in the developing 

countries are mostly small-scale producers. More than 

a 100 million people are engaged in producing and 

processing coffee.1 Clearly, the production of coffee has a 

signifi cant impact on the economic development of the 

producing areas and their environment. 

Producers prices of coffee plummeted to an all time 

low in 2001. Coffee bean prices, often below the cost of 

production, unleashed a series of adverse consequences 

among rural workers and small-scale farmers, including 

hunger, disintegration of families and communities and 

migration to cities.2 Although green bean coffee prices 

have increased over the years, the dynamics of the system 

that precipitated the crisis have not appreciably changed. 

Thus, it is more than likely that the cycle will repeat itself 

and a similar coffee crisis will return. 

Nevertheless, coffee is ideally suited for sustainable 

production and social change. A handful of transnational 

corporations control the market. They could easily act 

as major drivers of change and bring about a more 

sustainable coffee sector. Most coffee exports fi nds 

their way to coffee drinkers in Europe and the United 

States, where drinking coffee is integral to their way of 

life. Consumers are increasingly attentive to quality and 

origin, and show a growing interest in the economic, 

social and environmental aspects of coffee production. 

Whole bean bulk coffee accounts for roughly ninety 

percent of all the coffee traded. About ten percent of 

the coffee traded can be differentiated according to 

various attributes of quality, including taste, origin and 

certifi cations. However, only a small fraction of this coffee 

is purchased by the leading coffee roaster companies. 

The inaugural issue of the Coffee Barometer, published by 

the Coffee Coalition3 in 2006, presented an overview of the 

growing share of certifi ed coffee in the Netherlands and 

the trends in the European coffee sector.4 

This ‘Coffee Barometer 2009’ presents an analysis of the 

recent market developments in the certifi ed coffee sector. 

It starts out with a brief introduction to the concept of 

certifi cation and the different standards systems used for 

certifi cation and their main features. An overview of the 

availability of certifi ed coffee, and its procurement by the 

world’s top ten coffee roasters follows. The developments 

and trends in the European coffee market are briefl y 

examined, and to put the share of certifi ed coffee into 

perspective we take a closer look at the German, Italian 

and Dutch coffee markets.  

1  Introduction
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Growing consumer concern about food production meth-

ods and the impact on poor people and the environment 

have translated into various standards systems that seek 

to address these concerns. Nowhere is this trend more 

evident than in the production, trade, and marketing of 

coffee. Its considerable importance to both producer and 

consumer nations, makes coffee an ideal crop to test and 

develop various market-oriented sustainability initiatives.5 

Today, the sustainable coffee sector is replete with a range 

of different standards systems for sustainable production, 

each with its label and claims. 

Consumers can be overwhelmed by the choice of options 

pertaining to the social and environmental credentials of 

coffee. All coffee sustainability standards embody some 

combination of environmental, economic and social goals, 

and require suppliers to meet standards on food safety, 

working conditions and environmentally friendly production. 

Certifi ed coffees are commonly defi ned as those that 

include the three pillars of sustainable development. The 

concept of sustainable development in this realm includes 

such aspects as ‘economic development for farmers’, 

‘environmental conservation’ and ‘social improvements’. 

Certifi cation is the procedure by which an independent 

third party certifi cation body gives written assurance that 

the quality of the coffee and the production process have 

been assessed and conforms to requirements specifi ed by 

the Standards Bodies.6 

Independent monitoring and certifi cation are central to 

the four major coffee production standards: Fairtrade 

Labelling Organisation (FLO), Organic (IFOAM), Rainforest 

Alliance and Utz Certifi ed. The Common Code for the Cof-

fee Community (4C) distinguishes itself from the coffee 

standards systems by relying on an internal monitoring 

system rather than relying on external verifi ers and/

or third party guarantees. Starbucks has its own private 

standard for quality and sustainable coffee production, 

termed Starbucks’ Coffee and Farmer Equity Practices (or 

C.A.F.E. Practices). Nespresso’s private AAA guidelines have 

a similar approach and focus on quality aspects like origin 

and taste. Like 4C, these company systems seek to verify 

farm practices.7

Figure 2 provides an overview of the main coffee produc-

tion standards systems, all benchmarked against the basic 

TCC principles to identify a decent code of conduct.8 It is 

important to emphasize that according to TCC a decent 

code not only determines standards, but contains mecha-

nisms and principles for its implementation and monitor-

ing and stimulates the continuous improvement of the 

social, environmental and economic situation. 

Basic TCC Principles:

Labour norms must be in accordance with ILO 

conventions  The standards system must have adopted 

at least the eight fundamental ILO conventions,9 namely:

• No forced labour (ILO Conventions 29 & 105)

• No discrimination (ILO Conventions 100 & 111)

• No child labour (ILO Conventions 138 &182)

• Freedom of association and collective bargaining (ILO 

Conventions 87 & 98)

 The standards system should also take the following 

conventions into account:

• A living wage that covers basic needs (ILO Con. 26 & 131)

• Healthy and safe working conditions (ILO Con. 115)

• Legal labour contracts (ILO Tripartite Declaration of 

Principles Concerning Enterprises and Social Policy).

2  Coffee certifi cation
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Governmental regulation and standards systems

In many countries there is a lack of compliance with 

public regulations on labour relations. Hence, standards 

systems contribute to the enforcement (or better enforce-

ment) of existing laws and/or the creation of new legisla-

tion nationally or internationally. The implementation of 

a standards system is complementary to governmental 

regulations, and national legislation is always preferable 

if it establishes higher standards.

Environmental stewardship  Standards systems 

should specify how their environmental standards (mini-

mum requirements and improvement standards) contrib-

ute to sustainable development. Clear links need to be 

established between a healthier and cleaner environment 

and the welfare of all stakeholders involved.10 

Inclusiveness of vulnerable stakeholders

In applying standards systems one has to be aware of 

the fact that standards can have negative or unexpected 

impacts for certain stakeholders. Standards systems need 

to specify how the standards really improve the material 

wealth, social wellbeing and empowerment of vulnerable 

stakeholders, like unorganized small-scale producers, 

women workers  and seasonal coffee pickers. 

Implementation, monitoring and continuous im-

provement  A standards system should be managed 

and implemented on a daily basis. It should be a continu-

ous process: step by step, a company should develop an 

internal management system to ensure that its suppliers 

implement the standards and to assess its own progress. 

 

Multi-stakeholder participation  The continual back-

ing of civil society is essential to create local ownership 

and to ensure credibility of the standards system. Local 

stakeholders should be engaged in developing, imple-

menting and monitoring standards. This is important both 

for the continuous development of the standards systems 

and for its adaptation and elaboration at a local level. 

External control mechanisms  Standards systems 

can be effective only if they include internal and external 

verifi cation. Internal verifi cation means that compliance 

to standards must be integrated into a company’s man-

agement plan and its functioning should be verifi ed fi rst 

by an independent, external party. This process should 

be transparent so that NGOs and unions can monitor the 

company’s improvement actions. 

Reasonable commercial conditions  A company 

must require suppliers to work towards compliance with 

standards but should avoid subjecting them to excessive 

fi nancial investments. This can be done by facilitating 

training support and offering suppliers long-term con-

tracts and decent prices.

Supply chain coverage and traceability  A chain of 

custody certifi cation for those handling the product, like 

traders and processors, or a traceability system should 

be part of the standards systems. This will assure that the 

labelled coffee product comes from a certifi ed source.

Consumer communication  Consumers have the right 

to receive education and correct information in under-

standable language about the scope and goals of the vari-

ous standards systems. Transparency of information for 

the consumer, regarding the real improvements at produc-

ers’ level, is a key factor.
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Figure 2  Scope of top seven coffee standards systems vis-à-vis the TCC Principles
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Figure 3 Volume of certifi ed coffees 2008, available versus purchased 1-7

3  Certifi ed coffee production

The world market share of certifi ed coffees has grown 

considerably in recent years; in 2002, it was just one 

percent of the total. In 2008, the market sales of coffees, 

making sustainability claims, were almost 8 million bags 

or six percent of the total world production.11 In addition 

to the strong growth of Fair Trade and Organic coffees, the 

three relatively new sustainability coffee standards – Utz 

Certifi ed, Rainforest Alliance and Starbucks CAFÉ practices 

– also grew dramatically. The fi rst operational coffee year 

of the 4C Association saw the addition of another 450.000 

bags of 4C compliant coffee to the market.12 Figure 3 

illustrates the certifi ed coffee production volumes in 2008 

(totalling almost 18 million bags) versus the quantities 

actually purchased as certifi ed (around 8 million bags). It 

should be noted that these fi gures are estimates and that 

these standards systems overlap into a varying degree, 

leading to double or triple certifi cation at producers’ level.

Top ten coffee roasters

The coffee market is highly competitive. Hence, compa-

nies are looking out for ways to get ahead of the competi-

tion. The share of sustainable coffee is still relatively small 

in relation to the size and value of the world coffee mar-

ket. But with sales growing at many times more than of 

conventional coffees, the adoption and marketing of certi-

fi ed coffee has attracted the attention of large roasters 

and retailers. In terms of concentration, the world coffee 

market is dominated by three very large transnationals, 

Nestlé, Kraft and Sara Lee and a few big coffee roasters 

like Starbucks, Tchibo and Lavazza. 

Nearly all of these large coffee companies are buying one 

or more kinds of certifi ed coffee. Figure 4 shows the total 

volumes of purchased coffee by each company in 2008, 

including the volume of certifi ed coffee. The volumes 

of certifi ed coffee purchased by these ten mainstream 
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and ECOM.15 In recent years, international traders have 

strengthened their supply network, especially to guaran-

tee a reliable minimum amount of certifi ed supply to sat-

isfy their major clients. Traders are the closest to the farm-

ers and have to secure quality production and volume. 

These companies have established sourcing guidelines 

for sustainable coffee procurement. To source a growing 

share of sustainably produced coffee they are actively 

involved in the design and implementation of training 

programmes to improve and protect the economic, social 

and environmental conditions at the beginning of the cof-

fee chain.

Drivers of change The big players in the industry show a 

growing interest in certifi ed coffee. This can be attributed 

to the rising demand from giant companies active in 

the ‘travelling-consumer’ market, and to mainstream 

retailers devoting more store shelf space for sustainable 

coffees. Together these companies are the drivers for 

the fast-growing consumption of certifi ed sustainable 

coffees. In the constant search for customer preference 

they differentiate their offerings while improving their 

positioning as socially responsible corporations.16 This 

market diversifi cation strategy requires the freedom to 

choose from a range of standards systems; different labels 

for different markets. For example, MacDonalds sells 

Rainforest Alliance certifi ed coffee in its British outlets, 

in some other European countries it offers Utz Certifi ed, 

and sells Fairtrade certifi ed coffee in New England (USA). 

Since a few years, Dunkin’Donuts offers a 100% Fairtrade 

espresso line in its USA outlets. Recently, IKEA started 

serving Utz Certifi ed coffee to all its restaurant visitors. 

Dutch retail market leader Albert Heijn’s home brand 

coffee is Utz Certifi ed, at the same time it offers a home 

brand line of Fairtrade certifi ed coffees to its costumers.

companies differ considerably. A closer look at Figure 4 is 

revealing. Most roasters seem only to be experimenting 

with certifi ed premium products. They appear to be  ad-

dressing specifi c growth markets and are clearly targeting 

at a different set of consumers from those buying the 

more traditional coffee products. 

Sara Lee, Starbucks and Tchibo have publicly declared 

their commitment to make the coffee sector more sus-

tainable. These companies conduct training programmes 

for coffee producers to upgrade them to certifi ed suppli-

ers. Furthermore, they make the effort to report upon the 

progress of their training programmes. In 2008, to walk 

the talk, Starbucks invested $1.6 million in projects in cof-

fee growing communities.13 The Sara Lee Foundation in-

vested a similar amount in its coffee projects worldwide.14 

Tchibo and Lavazza are directly involved in cooperation 

programmes with coffee traders like Neumann, Volcafé 
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Figure 4  Certifi ed coffee purchased by the top ten coffee roasters in 20088
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In developed coffee markets such as Western Europe, 

North America and Japan, fi ner quality regular coffee is 

gradually gaining more popularity. The fast expansion 

of coffee bar chains and the new single-cup brewing 

methods (i.e. Nespresso, Senseo) give the consumer the 

convenience of enjoying a fresh cup at every moment 

of the day. Sustainability is now a key element for the 

marketing of quality coffee. Some of these coffees are 

sold as certifi ed coffees, with a label from one of the 

major coffee standards systems; organic, Fairtrade, 

Rainforest Alliance or Utz Certifi ed. And some are blended 

with conventional coffee and not labelled nor marketed 

as sustainable coffee. 

Germany is the main coffee market in Europe, followed by 

Italy, the second biggest consumer. The Netherlands has a 

high per capita coffee consumption level and its market is 

4  Certifi ed coffee consumption in Europe

seen as a good testing ground for introducing sustainable 

coffee products. Credibility of a label in the marketplace 

is critical to the success of new products that lay claim 

to environmental and social benefi ts. A closer look at 

these European markets reveals huge differences in the 

availability and consumption of certifi ed coffees.

Germany 

Germany is the largest coffee consumer in Europe, with 

a market share of 22% (ICO, 2007), and largest importer of 

coffee in the world, barring USA. Total coffee consumption 

amounted to 512.000 tonnes in 2007.17 The coffee market 

is characterized by a fi erce competition at the processors, 

wholesale trader and grocery level. It is dominated by 

a handful of companies, Kraft and Tchibo are the main 

players, competing with other roasters like Melitta, Aldi 

and Dalmayr.18 
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Germany is the largest organic food market in Europe 

and Organic coffee accounts for a stable two percent 

of its coffee consumption.19 Remarkably, the volume of 

Fairtrade coffee is relatively low, totalling a meager 4.787 

tonnes in 2008 of which half is double-certifi ed organic. 

The market leaders, Kraft and Tchibo, both promote 

certifi ed coffee but with different concepts. Some 

specialty products of the well-known Jacobs and Onko 

brands of Kraft are labelled Rainforest Alliance. Tchibo 

targets different sets of consumers, with a wide choice of 

labelled coffee products. Among the Tchibo coffee brands 

there is Rainforest Alliance (Frische Ernte, Raritäten), 

Fairtrade (Vista Fair Trade) and Organic (Bio Genuss) 

labelled coffee. Tchibo has publicly stated to committed 

itself to progress gradually towards purchasing 100 

percent sustainable coffee in the near future, the fi rst goal 

to be reached in 2012 is 25 percent. 

5% Certifi ed coffee

Since the 2007-2008 coffee season, 4C compliant coffee 

is also available on the market. Although it is a German 

initiative, the volume of 4C compliant coffee purchased 

by German roasters is relatively low. Only Tchibo seems to 

really believe in 4C, buying 5.000 tonnes in 2008. Kraft has 

purchased less than 1.000 tonnes, while companies like 

Nestle, Aldi, Melitta and Dalmayr have not disclosed their 

contribution towards making the sector more sustainable 

via 4C. 

Growth of the share of certifi ed coffees in the German 

market is also driven by American coffee companies 

offering specialty coffee. Starbucks Coffee Shops are well-

known and MacDonalds is planning to open more than 

300 McCafes all over Germany in 2009.

Figure 5a  The German coffee market
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Italy

Italy is the second biggest consumer of coffee in Europe 

with a market share of 14% (ICO, 2008). Italians drink 

espresso coffee, almost exclusively. The global spread of 

Italian-style coffee has greatly benefi ted to Italy’s coffee 

industry. Domestic consumption amounted to  340.000 

tonnes in 2007, while exports of roasted espresso have 

risen substantially to 20 percent of production. 

Most coffee roasters are small businesses supplying the 

local market. A few family coffee corporations who are 

aggressive players in the international markets are now 

well-known, like Lavazza, Segafredo and Illy. Lavazza is 

the ninth biggest coffee roaster, in terms of green coffee 

purchases, closely followed by competitor Segafredo. 

Lavazza is the market leader in Italy, with a market share 

close to 50 percent. Lavazza sells its roasted coffee in 

more than 80 countries and has a strategy in place to 

grow internationally. It has set its sights, for example, 

on the rapidly growing domestic Indian coffee market.20 

The premium roaster Illy generates more earnings 

abroad than in Italy, and has developed the licensed café 

concepts to capitalise on the coffee shop phenomenon. 

According to FLO, Italian consumption of Fairtrade 

coffee is a growing, although still a niche amounting 

to 371 tonnes in 2008. Although the market for organic 

food products is well developed in Italy, organic 

coffee accounts for only a half percent of the total.21 

Interestingly, market leader Lavazza buys Rainforest 

Alliance certifi ed coffee, but sells it is only in the British 

market. 

Figure 5b  The Italian coffee market

< 1% Certifi ed coffee
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The Netherlands 

The Dutch like their coffee and consume around three 

cups a day on average. Per capita consumption of coffee, 

on a yearly basis, is higher than in Germany and Italy. Cof-

fee consumption in the Netherlands has remained stable 

for the last two decades. The total annual consumption of 

roasted coffee, in 2007 amounted to 113.580 tonnes. 

The main player in the Dutch market is the multinational 

Sara Lee Douwe Egberts, which has a market share of 

more than 50%. Its coffee products are widely known and 

are available on the shelves of supermarkets and in the 

out-of-home market. Douwe Egberts is the most popular 

A-brand of Dutch consumers.22  Other important players 

are the Ahold Coffee Company and Drie Mollen Holding, 

both of which supply supermarket own brand coffees.

The Netherlands has a long history of sustainable coffee. 

In 1989 Max Havelaar entered the Dutch market with 

Fairtrade coffee. The market share of Fair trade (3.089 

tonnes) and of Organic (500 tonnes) have remained stable 

over recent years.23 Since 2003, the private label coffee 

of the Albert Heijn supermarket chain is all Utz certifi ed, 

the supply of the Ahold Coffee Company is amounting to 

more than 16.000 tonnes. In 2007, the Ahold Coffee Com-

pany, together with Solidaridad, introduced ‘Café Oké’, a 

line of own brand Fairtrade coffee products with the Max 

Havelaar label. In 2008, Sara Lee Douwe Egberts purchased 

20.000 tonnes of Utz certifi ed coffee. The TCC estimates 

that nearly 40% (8.000 tonnes) of Douwe Egberts certifi ed 

coffee has been consumed in the Dutch market.24 Dutch 

coffee roaster Drie Mollen Holding, an important supplier 

of private coffee brands to Dutch supermarkets, is the 

only coffee roaster that offers Rainforest Alliance, 

Utz Certifi ed, Fairtrade and 4C coffee to its clients.25

Figure 5c  The Dutch coffee market

25% Certifi ed coffee
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5  Conclusion

The coffee sector has seen major changes in recent 

years. The supply of, and demand for, coffees certifi ed 

against sustainability standards, has grown appreciably. 

New standards and verifi cation systems, with different 

business perspectives and consumer profi les, are rapidly 

entering the mainstream coffee market. This proliferation 

could end up being counter-productive. Both producers 

and consumers may fail to differentiate the relative 

merits and actual value of the labels, thereby jeopardizing 

the credibility of the system. The systems of sustainability 

standards should be seen as instruments to improve 

the social, environmental and economic situation. 

Convergence of standards at the producers’ level seems 

inevitable. We may, before long, see a common set of 

standards for sustainable coffee that is ecologically and 

socially responsible and also economically viable. Such 

a generic module will provide a base, for any standards 

body that so desires, to add on its specifi c requirements 

and establish its identity. 

Internalizing the social and environmental costs of 

sustainable production is a key challenge. In other words: 

how do we fi nance the effort towards more sustainability? 

The volumes of certifi ed coffee purchased by the large 

coffee companies refl ect their dominant strategy, 

‘business as usual’; they seek cost effi ciency and are 

prepared to absorb only minimal additional costs. The 

dominant players in the industry seem convinced of the 

need to shift towards certifi ed coffee, but fi ght shy of the 

additional costs. Most roasters venture out on certifi ed 

premium products, and focus mainly on their own image 

and commercial interests. The relatively small volumes 

currently procured suggest that using certifi ed coffee on a 

major scale in their established brands is not likely, in the 

near future.

Illustrative here is the reluctance of nearly all the 

players in the industry to buy 4C compliant coffee, 

which recently entered the market as a stepping-stone 

to more demanding sustainability systems. The lack of 

commitment, in practical terms, by dominant players to 

this low-bar system raises doubts about the potential of 

higher-bar standards systems. The dominant companies 

have chosen to use different standards systems, and are 

marketing ‘sustainability’ in their premium product lines. 

Kraft is promoting Rainforest Alliance coffee, while Sara 

Lee has adopted Utz Certifi ed. Nestlé, who developed its 

own AAA Nespresso programme for a very specifi c high 

quality premium coffee, is the main buyer of 4C compliant 

coffee. While the sustainability efforts of companies like 

Nestlé and Kraft are limited to premium grades, Sara Lee 

has signalled a gradual shift towards 100% sustainable 

coffee. Tchibo has declared the same target, with clear 

timelines. Both companies are developing a CSR-policy 

specifi cally focused on procuring more sustainable coffee 

on a yearly basis. Starbucks is the only company that buys 

large quantities of coffee, certifi ed against CAFE Practices, 

Fairtrade and/or Organic, and has set a clear goal of 

100% sustainable coffee, by 2015. However, the lack of 

an independent third-party verifi cation system needs 

to be addressed to bolster the credibility of its company 

programme. 

The share of sustainable coffee is growing, but contrary 

to expectations, the drivers of change are not the 

main roasters. The growing demand in volume can be 

ascribed to their large clients like MacDonald’s, Servex, 

Ikea, and Dunkin’Donuts, who seek to distinguish their 

offerings and improve their image as socially responsible 

corporations. 
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The demand for certifi ed coffee differs from country 

to country. Important coffee consuming countries like 

Germany and Italy only procure a small part of their 

coffee from certifi ed producers. In the Netherlands the 

level-playing fi eld for certifi ed coffee is well developed, 

with Utz Certifi ed as the main supplier. Nonetheless, the 

level has remained stable over recent years, which shows 

a level-playing fi eld for certifi ed coffee does not expand 

by itself. To contribute to the continuing improvement of 

social, environmental and economic conditions of coffee 

producers worldwide it is necessary to further develop 

the global level-playing fi eld for certifi ed coffee. 

In order to assure an adequate supply of quality coffee 

and to avoid another coffee crisis the dominant players in 

the industry should take on the responsibility and assume 

the role of ‘drivers of change’. The minimalist ‘business as 

usual’ approach is not the solution. The coffee industry 

cannot afford not to invest in the green bean producer. At 

the same time, civil society has an important role to play 

in creating more consumer awareness and increasing the 

demand for certifi ed coffee.  
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Tropical Commodity Coalition (TCC) comprises eight 

non-go vernmental organisations: Hivos, Oxfam-Novib, 

Solidaridad, Oikos, Somo, Fairfood, India Committee 

of the Netherlands, BothEnds and two trade unions, 

FNV Bondgenoten, CNV Be drijvenbond. It cooperates 

with NGOs and trade unions in coffee, tea and cocoa 

producing countries to improve the social, environmental 

and economic conditions at the beginning of the coffee, 

tea and cocoa value chains.

TCC addresses the social, environmental and economic 

conditions in the coffee, tea and cocoa chains through 

organising informed debates, in both the South and the 

North. The TCC ensures coordination of the members’ 

activities where needed and compiles lessons learnt 

and promotes the interchange of strategies to build 

shared understanding and approaches to sustainability 

in these commodities. TCC shares its know ledge and 

infl uences policies and plans of companies, stan dard 

bodies, CSR initiatives, governments, NGOs and unions to 

develop and implement sustainable practices effi ciently 

throughout the coffee, tea and cocoa chains. TCC creates 

an enabling environment for civil society stakeholders 

from producing countries to join and take an active part 

in the sustainable commodity debate. 
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