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A Slippery 
Non-Certification: 
Shade Grown
Coffea arabica in its original environment grew in the shade of native 
trees in the forests of western Ethiopia and northeastern Sudan. It con-
tinues to be traditionally grown in shade in many parts of the world. 
In some places, trees require protection from the tropical sun. In other, 
wetter or cooler places, shade is less practical because it encourages 
leggy, low-bearing or disease-prone trees.

Shade comes in many forms, however. It may be provided by 
rows of carefully managed non-native trees that are often sterile to 
prevent their seeds from sprouting and competing with the coffee 
trees. Or it can be one component in a rich jumble of native trees, fruit 
trees, legumes and other vegetables. The latter is the kind of shade 
particularly valued by North American bird lovers and their scientist 
supporters who began to argue in the late 1990s that it provided 
critical habitat for migrating songbirds, especially those that migrate 
through Central America.

The Birder Counterattack. Meanwhile, such mixed-species, shade-
grown coffee in Central America was being increasingly replaced 
or displaced by technified coffees produced from trees of varieties 
that grow well in full sun but require chemical inputs. In response, 
powered by North America’s legions of wild-bird lovers, the term 
shade grown became a catchphrase, a mantra summing up all that 
was ecologically and spiritually good in coffee growing (traditional, 
natural, sustainable) vs. all that was evil and barren (capitalist greed 
raping the earth).  

There is some truth to such a dichotomy, but shade grown has 
become a tricky catchphrase. The phrase currently is so sloppily 
applied by coffee describers that it has become virtually meaningless, 
a conceptual mess almost as vague and misleading as the “fairly 
traded” deception.

In fact, the only clear and verifiable definition of shade growing 
is the one enforced by Smithsonian Bird Friendly certification (page 
182), a standard so rigorous that only 30 or so farms in the world 
that are certified Smithsonian Bird Friendly verifiably meet it. 

The Shade-Growing 
Continuum 
To better understand the shade-grown continuum, see the figure on 
page 186 and the photos on pages 185–187. The term shade 
grown could refer to any one of three basic growing arrangements 
depicted by the graphic and the photos.
• Shade growing can refer to the agroforestry ideal: coffee grown 

in roughly three tiers of shade, including a mix of tall native tree 
species. Essentially, coffee trees make up the bottom level of a 
complex forest. Such arrangements are called rustic shade (almost 
no management) or traditional polyculture (some to considerable 
management). Such practices form the basis for Smithsonian 
Bird Friendly certification. For a look at an example of traditional 
polyculture (and evidence that it can be carried out efficiently on 
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Traditional polyculture on a large coffee farm in south India. A range 
of taller, native trees form a top tier of shade. Beneath and beside 

them, smaller trees with straight trunks provide a second tier of 
shade. The proportion of sun to shade is managed by pruning the 

branches of these second-tier trees, which also may be harvested for 
timber on a periodic, selective basis. Here and there pepper vines 

cover the trunks of shade trees, providing another cash crop.

A casual version of commercial polyculture on a farm in Colombia. Here a 
mix of coffee trees and other trees and plants provides a complex habitat 

for wildlife, although there are no large, native trees that would supply 
a top tier of shade, and thus create an even richer habitat with even 

greater capacity to absorb carbon dioxide and stabilize water vapor flux.

Shade monoculture (rather than polyculture). The shade trees are 
mostly the same species, providing less wildlife-friendly diversity 

than polyculture arrangements. On the other hand, the space 
between the rows of trees and the absence of ground cover probably 
facilitates clearing leaf drop, which helps break the cycle of diseases 

and pests like coffee leaf rust and coffee borer beetle. (iStock)


