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Founded in 2014, Masienda is a vertically-coordinated supply chain for 
Mexican heirloom corn. Simply speaking, this means that we created and 
now manage a long and complex value chain to make better masa possi-
ble. We work with growers in rural Mexico to source premium ingredients 
at premium prices, we test and safely process those ingredients and ulti-
mately distribute them ourselves to the cooks who turn raw heirloom corn 
into masa, from scratch.

Over the years, to encourage additional opportunities for growth 
throughout our value chain, we have also launched our own retail and food-
service tortilla and masa flour lines, developed educational materials for 
masa making and even commissioned/manufactured our own masa-mak-
ing tools (thank you, Doña Rosa and hello, Molinito!). Six years later, we can 
confidently say that we have experienced enough to appreciate just what 

our value is to those whom we serve, what it’s not, and what the values 
are upon which our work is built. We believe that the best-tasting food is 
achieved through genuine hospitality, enriching context and a relentless 
support of agricultural biodiversity, sustainability and independent farmers.

Which brings us to our first-ever sourcing report. With a firm working philos-
ophy and purpose in place, it was time to begin organizing ourselves in such 
a way to ensure that our values were measurable, year over year. This way, we 
could more accurately hold ourselves accountable to the kind of company we 
believe ourselves to be as well as that which we still aspire to become.

Sure, we’ve kept track of our progress, but it has always felt informal, if 
not a little rough around the edges. This report is therefore our first attempt 
to publicly codify exactly what it is we do at Masienda from a sourcing per-
spective—and with increasingly sharper detail.

From left to right: bolita belatove, bolita amarillo, bolita blanco, bolita negro ready for shelling in Oaxaca’s Valles 
Centrales. Photo by Noah Forbes.
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This may come as a surprise, but there is no “Fair Trade” recognition 
for corn. (We tried to change that over the years, but the certification 
boards were wholly uninterested in adding heirloom corn to the list). 
And the truth is, certification boards have long been ineffective and 
expensive ways to provide third-party oversight. On one hand, they 

tend to require onerous fees for ongoing certification (often at the farmer’s 
expense) and result in very little direct involvement with the enterprises at 
work on the ground. At the opposite extreme, they can be overly prescriptive 
mechanisms for farmer and/or germplasm protection, which ultimately serve 
to discourage free-trade, market growth and “non-traditional” products (think 
of the new class of natural winemakers who are ditching their denomina-
tions-of-origin labels in favor of new ways of producing wine from old grapes).

In lieu of a certification board, our objective for this annual report is to 
therefore share information to our partners, prospective partners and the 
general public on how our business model functions, the impact gener-
ated to date and our work toward constant improvement. We are hardly 
the first company to eschew third-party certification in favor of a rigorous 
independent transparency model. In fact, Counter Culture Coffee and Dan-
delion Chocolate, companies we admire as consumers and impact business 
leaders, did not subscribe to third-party certification themselves. Rather, 
they provided unprecedented access to their purchasing models in order to 
create a conversation around best practices and hold their sourcing account-
able. We have long done the same, relying on a range of voices—from 
farmers to nonprofits, seed breeders, preservationists, global impact founda-
tions as well as our very own customers and team members—to inform how 
to most responsibly and sustainably (in its holistic sense) build a new masa 
value chain from scratch. This is our first step toward codifying our progress 
and industry leadership in this format, and we are relieved to finally have a 
moment in our development to get into the weeds on this together.

We work hard. Really hard. A relentless support of biodiversity, 
sustainability and independent smallholder farmers means that 
we are constantly approaching agriculture from the most chal-
lenging perspectives possible. Whether this involves organic 
post-harvest handling that is far more costly, or high-risk upfront 

annual purchasing to ensure that farmers are offered premium offtake 
immediately following their harvest, or the lengths and the expense 
to which we go to support our teams in Mexico—Masienda is not your 
average sourcing company. We have never been ones to wear this kind of 
work on our sleeves. Instead, we have always preferred to let our quality 
and service do the talking for us. But with the rise of interest in this ingre-
dient, we wanted to be the first ones to share just how much work is and 
should be involved to responsibly source heirloom corn from Mexico. In 
many ways, it gets at the very root of why we started Masienda in the first 
place—once we knew the difference in quality and process behind the 
work of producing an exceptional tortilla, we knew how to appreciate and 
value it so much more. Context is as important as the quality itself. 

As Masienda moves from lone pioneer to category leader, we rec-
ognize the responsibility we have to set the standard that pushes 
ourselves and our industry forward. This report is a culmination 
of the details we consider in our sourcing model, the first of its 
kind in identity-preserved maize. It is meant to not only reflect 

the expectations that we have of ourselves, but also the expectations we 
have for new organizations embarking on this work. Our hope is that the 
topics covered in this report can guide the industry to ask the right ques-
tions and make the most informed decisions about its sourcing partners, 
Masienda or otherwise.

GOALS OF THIS REPORT
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https://masienda.com/our-story/#1560948446685-2577cdd2-32b3
https://www.eater.com/drinks/2016/5/20/11713332/natural-wine-france-sulfite-organic-eastern-europe
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LandracE:   A more specific designation than “heirloom”, a landrace is a locally-adapted, 
traditional variety of domesticated species (in maize’s case, a plant) that has 
developed over time to reflect the natural environment from which it originates. 
It is an open-pollinated cultivar that grows through selected breeding. 

Milpa:    Denotes both the traditional crop-growing system (based on the “Three Sisters” 
of agricultural cultivation, which are maize, beans and squash) and the actual 
smallholder maize fields themselves, found throughout Mesoamerica. 

 

Open- 
Pollinated:  Pollination by insects, bird, wind or other natural organisms. Also refers to the 

method by which new varietals are created, in contrast with controlled pollina-
tion for genetic hybridization.

Hybrid:   A cross between two or more inbred plants, producing a narrow set of genetic 
characteristics for more consistent results and higher yield/decreased risk. 

 
GMO:   Genetically modified organism. In this case, a hybrid corn seed will be mod-

ified with the introduction of additional genetics that do not pertain to corn 
itself (e.g., glyphosate-resistant properties that facilitate the use of herbicides 
in corn cultivation).

 
Non-GMO:   A non-genetically modified organism. This can technically include both 

hybrids and open-pollinated varieties.
 
FOB:   Free on board or freight on board, indicating when liability and ownership of 

goods is transferred from a seller to a buyer.
 
Farm gate:   Describing the price of goods if they were purchased directly from a farm (“at the 

gate”), without added markup by processors, distributors or retailers/wholesalers.
 
Microlots:   Single-origin varieties that are scarce in quantity and traceable to a specific pro-

ducer, time and place of production.

Masienda partner farmer, Jorge Hernández-Méndez, with his 2019 harvest of bolita blanco. Photo by Noah Forbes.

KEY TERMS
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Masienda partner farmer Juan López, holding milpa companion crops, squash and chepil, in his hillside parcel of 
olotillo blanco. Photo by Noah Forbes.

IMPACT THROUGH 
VALUES: BACKGROUND
 

Core to our supply chain values is a relentless support of agricultural 
biodiversity, sustainability and independent farmers. From the beginning, 
this has been the prism through which Masienda makes each and every 
sourcing decision.

 As we grew in scale and recognition within our field, however, a curious 
thing began to occur. With each passing year, we received an increasing 
number of requests from farmers in Mexico who identified with our mission, 
but with whom we, regrettably, could not work. The more often we found 
ourselves saying, “Thank you, but no thank you,” the more clear it was that 
this philosophy required additional context.

Mexico is the birthplace of corn. Every single variety that’s ever existed 
in the world, from Bloody Butcher to Ottofile, and from “organic blue corn” 
to yellow #2, owes its existence to Mexico’s genetic foundation of 59 core 
landraces. Around 30,000 distinct variations have been documented in 
Mexico alone, in recent decades. That’s an enormous range of flavors, tex-
tures and genetic possibilities to choose from, and since the Green Revo-
lution of the mid 1900s, seed companies have created and profited enor-
mously from this trove of material. 

The estimated three million folks that make this living outdoor seed vault 
possible—and who manage the future of this culinary treasure—happen to 
live an incredible paradox: They grow the finest corn in the world as sub-
sistence growers who live below the international poverty line. Each year, 
they select seed from plants that demonstrate exceptional culinary appli-
cation and capture the essence of their community’s culinary history. They 
do this work with increasingly less help on the farm and more competition 
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from cheap commodity corn. In many cases, this unstable local market for 
quality corn forces the children or direct relatives of the farmers to find 
work across the border. Fewer hands on the farm means fewer hectares 
of land under sustainable cultivation; fewer hectares means less corn; and 
less corn translates to an erosion of cultural traditions, genetic biodiversity 
and self-sustenance. 

Masienda’s strategy is therefore to tackle this issue head on. We focus on 
growers that make up this group of 3 million, who live below the interna-

tional poverty line, and who preserve the traditional agricultural methods 
and artifacts of native Mexican corn. By paying premium pricing for their 
surplus production (i.e., the amount of corn available in excess of their 
home or community-based consumption), we are incentivizing farmers to 
maintain their practices, profitably.

This supply chain model is unprecedented. And while it is not without its 
challenges, Masienda represents the first scalable and economically sus-
tainable solution for creating an impact within this one-of-a-kind ecosystem.

Masienda partner farmers and storage facility operators Telésforo Mendoza, Martín Galván, Hilario Mendoza, Saturnino 
Chompa collect zacates, the leftover corn plant materials after cobs have been harvested. Zacates are an additional 
source of income for farmers, as they can be sold locally in each community for animal feed. Photo by Noah Forbes.
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A few additional parameters that 
define our sourcing model:

 • Our goal is to help protect and value the intellectual property of those 
farmers themselves that have preserved and improved their corn 
through natural selection over hundreds of years. 

 • Environmentally sustainable practices are employed wherever and 
whenever possible. We do not source any materials that are treated with 
pesticides and we maintain organic post-harvest handling practices. 

 • We refer to the 59 core landraces in Mexico as markers for naming the 
varieties we encounter in the communities in which we work. While 
nearly all have been officially identified by seed experts in the region, it 
would be foolish to think of any landrace as “purebred.” This is open-pol-
linated agriculture after all, not hybridized agriculture. We don’t want 
clones; instead, we want to celebrate genetic diversity and flavor nuance. 
That said, we help our chef partners to approach masa-making confidently. 
We do this by labeling varietals according to the traits we’ve come to 
expect from those landraces in addition to the traditional regions in 
which they are grown. So far, it’s not only helped educate the market on 
the genetic diversity of maize, but also helped create an approachable, 
finite scope from which chefs can choose. 

 • Independent farmers: Our role is not to dictate what is grown; rather, our 
goal is to open up market opportunities for farmers who would otherwise 
lack fair options for their available surpluses. 

 • Community investment: For us, impact goes beyond paying a premium 
price to farmers. We also invest in the local communities themselves by 
hiring and training teams to lead operations.

Masienda MX team member, Yazmín Ramírez, leads all logistics for Masienda’s operation on the coast of Oaxaca. 
Photo by Noah Forbes.
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HOW IT WORKS:
Masienda’s Sourcing Model, Explained

1. We establish aggregation centers in communities that maintain healthy populations of landrace 
corn. We prioritize those communities living below the international poverty line, with a demonstrable 
track record of maintaining native agricultural materials under sustainable management. Masienda 
employs trusted local partners from within the community to manage each aggregation facility.

2. In the weeks leading up to harvest, we will assess market demand, local market prices and compe-
tition, the viability of the upcoming crop, current exchange rate, inflation, processing costs and addi-
tional varietal opportunities. With these factors in consideration, we will establish Masienda’s pricing for 
the upcoming aggregation cycle.

To survive, Masienda manages a lot of risk. 
Unlike commodities such as coffee or cacao, 
there is little to no infrastructure to speak of 
in Mexican heirloom corn. This means that 
each and every aggregation center, testing 
kit and data set has been created or organ-
ized from scratch, while simultaneously 
developing a new market at the other end of 
the value chain. The following is a descrip-
tion of our sourcing model and the risk we 
carry through each step of the value chain. 

Masienda partner grower Apolonio Granados with his 2019 harvest, before cobs are sorted, shelled and prepared for sale to Masienda. Photo by Noah Forbes.
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3. We then commu-
nicate with farmers 
directly and via local 
broadcasting channels 
to disseminate pricing, 
quality expectations 
and dates of aggre-
gation. Considering 
the pest risks asso-
ciated with organic 
post-harvest han-
dling, Masienda moves 
quickly to complete 
aggregation. We aim 

to begin within one month of harvest and complete aggregation within 
three months from the start of the harvest period. This gives us approxi-
mately three months to purchase enough corn to last through the entirety 
of the next year, and then some (i.e., 15 months of needed inventory). We 
do our best to forecast demand accurately, so as to avoid volatile swings 
in purchasing volumes. Our goal is to be a consistent local presence for 
those with surplus materials to sell, year after year.

4. Upon opening the aggregation cycle, we offer both local drop-off options 
at our aggregation facilities as well as mobile aggregation units in especially 
remote areas, at no cost to the farmer. We perform visual inspections of the 
maize being submitted for sale. We look for evidence of a pre-sorting process 
that removes rotten kernels and debris. If it meets initial quality expectations, 
we will then pass the material through a grain sorting table that provides 
additional selection of the corn. The materials that are viably sorted will be 
weighed by a Masienda team member in open view of the farmer. The farmer 
will then render a decision whether the total viable lot weight (i.e., the amount 
of viable corn that passes through the sorter) is acceptable. If not, it is returned 
to the farmer. We will also test the materials for pathogens such as aflatoxin.

5. If the farmer accepts the viable weight and opts to sell, Masienda pur-
chases the corn directly from the farmer at premium pricing (farm gate/
FOB, at an average of 3x–4x commodity farm gate pricing for non-GMO 
corn), at no risk to the farmer. Transactions are immediate and our goal is 
to memorialize the total weight purchased, price per kilo, date and farmer 
certification that the maize sold represents a household surplus beyond 
the amount needed for household consumption or community-based sales. 
This provides us with annual data points on the averages sold within each 
community, by each community member. In effect, it is an optional honor 
system that communicates Masienda’s purchasing values to farmers while 
promoting ongoing seed saving for generations to come.

6. Masienda henceforth assumes all risk of the materials purchased. We 
lot all inventory and begin an ultra-hermetic treatment process that curbs 
insect pressure. Following at least 30 days spent in anaerobic conditions, 
we then perform an additional cleaning of the corn, removing additional 
debris (i.e., pieces of corn cob, husk, chaff, etc.) which results in some loss 
(typically 1%–3%). In some cases, additional anaerobic pest containment is 
required, in which case, we will store and clean for an additional cycle.

Masienda’s mobile grading tables are used throughout each community 
to perform quality control on all inbound corn. Photo by Noah Forbes.

Using various sets of screens, the grading table separates whole kernels fit for consumption (left) from those not 
viable for sale (right). Photos by Noah Forbes.  
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7. The corn will then be manually transferred to 55 lb ultra-hermetic bags 
with outer protective layers. Bags are sewn, one by one—also by hand—and 
then palletized for shipment.

8. Throughout the course of transport to the US, additional losses may be 
sustained through improper handling by carriers and customs agents.

9. Upon arrival to its US-based storage destination, Masienda will then 
store the product, incurring storage fees for each pound of material in 
storage. Masienda continues to incur risk exposure in storage. If product is 
handled improperly by our third-party storage facilities, Masienda absorbs 
additional losses. Should quality breaches be detected, Masienda will 
perform additional cleaning and sorting to ensure top quality.

10. Finally, Masienda coordinates shipments to its wholesale restaurant 
and home chef partners. Should any additional damages occur in transit, 
Masienda covers the cost of replacement. For all online orders, Masienda’s 
team handles all fulfillment, from sample bag preparation to each and every 
hand-written note.

Masienda MX team member Martín Galván manually folds and fixes the an-
aerobic bags for organic post-harvest handling. Photo by Noah Forbes.

Masienda MX team member Carina Ramírez records lot information on each bag before they are filled manually, by 
hand. Photo by Noah Forbes.
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HOW IT WORKS:
Commodity vs. Masienda

Masienda partner grower and Masienda MX team member Saturnino Chompa rents out his wagon for additional 
income during harvest. Photo by Noah Forbes.

COMMODITY 
MARKET

Mean price/lb (USD) farm 
gate (Non-GMO) ~$0.06/lb–$0.07/lb

Ranging between 
$0.20/lb to $0.43/lb

Microlots and/or farmer 
attribution? No Yes

Government subsidies  
available? Yes No

Farmer storage at farmer risk? Yes No

Immediate payment, in full? No Yes

Manual cleaning? No Yes

Average product (risk) carry 3–6 months Up to 15 months

Product Fumigation/Treat-
ment? Yes No

Ultra-hermetic bags? No Yes

Average viability of food-
grade corn in bags (without 
fumigation)

30 days 2 years

Reusable seed? No (Seed company- 
owned hybrid seed)

Yes (Farmer-owned,
 renewable, open 
pollinated seed)
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YEAR
TOTAL

INVESTMENT (USD)
TOTAL TONNAGE 
(MT, 2,200 LBS)

LANDRACES LOCATIONS

2014 $21,778 39 tons Bolita, Olotillo, Chalqueño, Comiteco, Mushito, 
Cónico

Oaxaca, Michoacán, Estado de 
México

Dec 2014–Early 2015
$43,000 80 tons Bolita, Cónico, Mushito, Tepecintle, Chalqueño, 

Tuxpeño, Olotillo, Comiteco, Zapalote Chico
Oaxaca, Michoacán, Estado de 
México

Dec 2015–Q3 2016 $155,716 340 tons Bolita, Olotillo, Cónico, Chalqueño, Tuxpeño, 
Comiteco

Oaxaca, Estado de México 

Dec 2016–Q3 2017 $347,468 657 tons Bolita, Olotillo, Chalqueño, Comiteco, Tuxpeño, 
Cónico, Mushito

Oaxaca, Michoacán, Estado de 
México

Dec 2017–Q3 2018 $160,723 301 tons Bolita, Olotillo, Chalqueño, Comiteco, Tuxpeño, 
Cónico, Mushito 

Oaxaca, Michoacán, Estado de 
México

Dec 2018–Q3 2019 $88,432 133 tons Bolita, Olotillo, Chalqueño, Cónico, Mushito Oaxaca, Michoacán, Estado de 
México

Dec 2019–Early 2020  
(Projected) $329,938 631 tons Bolita, Olotillo, Chalqueño, Comiteco, Tuxpeño, 

Cónico, Mushito 
Oaxaca, Michoacán, Estado de 
México, Chiapas, Tlaxcala

TOTAL  
(Including projected)

$1,147,055 2,181 tons 

impact analysis
Expense, tonnage and locations of product sourced
(rounded to the nearest ton and dollar)
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YEAR TOTAL INVESTMENT (USD)

2014 $11,021

2015 $14,000

2016 $128,484

2017 $276,678

2018 $142,252

2019 $78,000 (projected)

TOTAL 
(including projected)

$650,435 

Masienda partner grower Simión Cirrus in his home. Photo by Noah Forbes.

Community-based 
operational 
expenses

Our community investment goes beyond paying a premium price 
to the farmer. We also support local communities by investing in 
the following operational expenses: team salaries and wages, ware-
house rent, storage costs, fuel, cleaning and packaging costs, 
and refreshments and supplies. Additional to these expenses (i.e., 
not included herein) are capital expenditures (e.g. ultra-hermetic 
storage cocoons).
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IMPACT SUMMARY
 

It has been a wild and exciting ride putting down roots for Masienda’s 
supply chain in Mexico. At more than 4.7 million pounds of corn committed 
and purchased to date, Masienda has established itself as a dependable 
partner to the farmers it serves. Beginning in 2016, we even expanded into 
additional companion milpa crops such as heirloom beans, hibiscus and 
chiles, as a means of supporting sustainable crop cycles and providing 
additional offtake to farmers. And while the direct impact of our sourcing 
cannot be understated, we are equally proud of the total investments made 
to date (and continuing) within the communities themselves ($650K).

This has in turn led to opportunities we couldn’t have imagined in the 
beginning. Just think of every non-corn purchase we make locally, from 
pallets to storage equipment to cleaning supplies and refreshments for our 
teams; all of this leads to more liquidity within the local economy and a 
gradual improvement of the lives within it. In short, the jobs and cottage 
industries created by Masienda’s presence is as exciting to us as the direct 
support of the farmers themselves.

Community-based operational expenses peaked in 2017 as we built 
and scaled infrastructure and Mexico-based teams. This figure has leveled 
with consistent purchasing and efficiencies in aggregation and storage. At 
current levels, we expect our local operational expenses to range between 
$75K and $100K per year.

As we detailed earlier, our standard operating procedures for sourcing 
heirloom corn in Mexico are complex and risk intensive. They have taken five 
years (and counting) to define, with lots of room for improvement remaining. 
Because of the unprecedented nature of our supply chain, each step in our 
process has been learned through trial and error, and at a very high cost.

One sourcing challenge we have experienced, in particular, has been 
volatility in demand, especially between 2017 and 2019. On more than one 
occasion, we had large wholesale partners who changed their suppliers 
with no warning, forcing us to find ways to divest of pre-purchased corn (at 
a significant loss) to larger operations in the US. 

Moving forward, to limit our exposure and establish a more consistent 
purchasing baseline for our farmers, we have begun asking larger customers 
(those who represent 10% or more of total business) to provide deposits 
upfront for their intended use. Our goal is to maintain a purchasing floor, 
year over year, with modest growth in between. This, coupled with our 
pricing floor established from day one, will afford long-term stability for our 
stakeholders—keeping our mission alive well into the future, for many 
harvests to come.

As we think toward our next report, we will be prioritizing data compila-
tion for increasingly detailed reporting. While we have sourced from within 
a network of 2,000 smallholder farmers, our total head counts have been 
inconsistent year over year, due to insufficient administrative organization 
on our part. We intend to further build on this information, with tighter 
metrics around farmer attrition, acres maintained or lost and, hopefully, 
microeconomic trends within each sourcing region.

Thank you for your ongoing support of all we do.

       Jorge Gaviria,
        Founder
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