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Hello again, friends, 
it’s been a minute!

If you had a chance to read our inaugural sourc-
ing report in 2019, it may now appear as though 
we are skipping 2020. Not to worry! Despite the 
blur that is the decade of 2020, we’ll neverthe-
less be detailing that period in this report. First, 
however, please allow me to address the delay. 

You see, shortly after publishing our first sourc-
ing report in January 2020, we got caught in 
what seemed like The Perfect Storm. Remember 
that movie from twenty one years ago? Based 
on a true story, George Clooney (with notable 
support of Mark Wahlberg and John C. Reilly) 
leads his fishing boat, the Andrea Gail, into a cat-
egory 5 hurricane following a significant catch at 
sea. Spoiler alert: soon after breaching the storm, 
the boat sinks amidst 30-foot waves, along with 
its entire crew. 

In our case, we were at the tail end of com-
pleting our 2019-2020 harvest season when the 
world began to go into lockdown. On a high 
note, just days before the global economy came 
to a near complete halt, Masienda completed 
purchasing 1.32 million pounds of heirloom corn 
from its smallholder farming partners throughout 
Mexico—enough to cover the next 12 to 15 months 
of demand. As we have practiced since the 
beginning, we paid farmers in full for their sur-
pluses, relieving them immediately of any risks 
associated with holding their harvests long term. 
This is to say that the first priority in our model—

Hillside milpa, Cañada de Guadalupe. Photo by Molly DeCoudreux
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supporting independent farmers, the biodiversity of their communities and 
agricultural traditions—had been met for a seventh harvest in a row, since 
our founding in 2014.

Unfortunately, just about all of the corn purchased was for our restaurant 
partners, which, by that point, were indefinitely closed. With no revenue 
coming in for restaurants (and, in turn, no operating income for Masienda), 
mounting unpaid expenses, no lending partner (our bank loan for harvest 
purchasing fell through because all of our accounts receivable were then 

at risk of default), and nearly all cash deployed to farmers in order to 
secure inventory—not to mention, an imminent border closing and the 
health dangers of the novel coronavirus itself—we were forced to make the 
incredibly difficult decision to lay off nearly all of our US team. Needless to 
say, as our COO, Danielle, and I navigated the storm together, our attention, 
like the rest of the world, turned to survival for the majority of 2020. 

As harrowing as the circumstances were, however, our fate would fare dif-
ferently than that of the Andrea Gail. A silver lining of the pandemic, we all 
took to cooking at home; and, while sourdough may have been the talk of 
2020, masa was in equal, if not greater demand. Overnight, our ecommerce 
store transformed from a modest platform for facilitating samples for chefs 
to a full-fledged pantry for home cooks around the world. While perhaps less 
than we had originally projected, we made a meaningful dent in our inven-
tory that would help keep us afloat. Like many small businesses in our tight 
community, we paused, pivoted, and fortunately persevered to get through 
the most difficult challenge we’ve ever faced as a team. Praise Centeotl1!

By the time we could get our heads above board for a 2020 sourcing 
report, we were already in the midst of our 2020-2021 harvest season. So, 
instead of compiling two sourcing reports, we decided to first finish the 
season and instead publish one consolidated volume. 

For this installment, we will jump right to the highlights of the last year 
and a half as well as a few clarifications from our first report. If you would 
like a refresher or are reading our reports for the first time, we encourage 
you to take a look at our 2019 publication, which thoroughly covers our 
sourcing model, objectives, and key terms we use to describe our work. 

We look forward to hearing from you and remain as grateful as ever for 
the opportunity to connect cultures through food. 

     Saludos,
       Jorge Gaviria, Founder 

Harvested bolita in Oaxaca’s central valley. Photo by Noah Forbes

1 The Aztec god of corn. 
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Excellent question! It is absolutely true that 
farmers may command up to 3 to 4 times 
commodity farm gate pricing at local markets—
and, in some cases, perhaps even more. This, 
however, represents only part of the picture. 

Farmers who choose to merchandise their 
surpluses at local “farmers’ markets” incur addi-
tional overhead costs to do so: transportation 
(whether they own a truck, rent a truck, hail a 
truck), vendor stall costs, and (this is a big one) 
inevitable losses in product quality/quantity as 
time progresses, to name a few. Depending on 
the amount of surplus corn that farmers have to 
sell, they also have to factor in competition from 
other vendors, cash flow (how long can they 
afford to speculate against future sales?), and 
overall value for their time. 

For additional consideration, let’s assume a 
scenario in which a majority of farmers deemed 
it worthwhile to sell their corn at their local 
market. Imagine 200 farmers from the same 
town (population 1,000) showing up to sell their 
corn at the same market. Following basic laws 
of supply and demand, you can probably guess 
that prices would be driven down from oversup-
ply and/or few efficiencies will be afforded to 
any of the 200 farmers. Notwithstanding, local 
markets remain an option for any and all farmers 
who wish to pursue this route. 

Masienda’s chief value to farmers, then, is that 
we pay retail prices for wholesale quantities of 
surplus inventory. This means that a farmer’s 
costs—both material and otherwise—of producing 
crops can be recouped immediately following 

harvest. The result is to limit a farmer’s exposure 
to risk, freeing them to further invest in their next 
planting cycle, from tools to supplies, and 
balance their interests accordingly. 

In this process, the risk to farmers is transferred 
to Masienda, who holds the inventory until it is 
able to sell it (or not sell, in which case it becomes 
a loss). All the while, Masienda carries the expense 
of storage, transportation, Mexico team overhead, 
US team overhead (welcome back, team!), order 
fulfillment, and product losses. Just imagine 
storing 32 semi-tractor trailers’ worth of corn at 
storage warehouses near major city centers—
expenses like this very quickly add up, compound-
ing month over month. As we saw at the start of 
the pandemic in 2020, this risk can threaten to 
disrupt Masienda’s very existence if not managed 
with utmost caution.

I hope this provides a bit more clarity regarding 
Masienda’s model. Please don’t hesitate to let us 
know if you have any followup questions at all!

 — Jorge 
info@masienda.com

Hello, Masienda! While 
I appreciate that your 
model accounts for a 
premium to farmers of 3 to 
4 times commodity farm 
gate pricing, I know from 
personal experience that 
local markets in Oaxaca 
offer similar pricing. How 
much of an impact, then, 
is Masienda really creating 
for farmers, if any at all? 

—“JUAN DOE” (ANONYMOUS)

letter to
the editor

mailto:info%40masienda.com?subject=
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Traditional comal artisan, Doña Victoria, was one of the several artisans involved in Masienda’s 2020 holiday 
season. Photos by Noah Forbes

 • An anonymous supporter of Masienda made a $20K donation to 
support the construction of a community training center, office and 
kitchen in Nopala. 

 • Masienda brought on board three additional communities across 
Tlaxcala, Chiapas, and Yucatán.  

 • For the 2020 holiday season, Masienda expanded its offerings to include 
artisanal crafts from partner communities (like traditional comal artisan 
Doña Victoria, pictured here). This generated close to ten thousand 
dollars (USD) of additional income within our partner communities, 
which helped offset income losses incurred as a result of COVID-19.

supply chain —WINS
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Masienda partner Patricio Martinez Juarez with his 2019 harvest in Santa Martha, Oaxaca. Photo by Noah Forbes

 • COVID-19: From health concerns to raw material shortages, border 
crossing delays, increased pricing for supplies, the pandemic has 
affected everyone throughout the global supply chain. Overall produc-
tion appeared to decline throughout the Masienda supply chain, due to 
increased perceived risk caused by the pandemic (as evidenced by the 
slight decline in sourcing quantities between 2019 and 2020). 

 • Unrelated to COVID-19, we lost one of our earliest community partners, 
Benedicto Vasquez, to cancer. Benedicto had been instrumental in 
coordinating local logistics between farmers on the coast of Oaxaca 
to our nearest aggregation sites. His absence is felt throughout the 
extended Masienda family.  

 • Despite making additional investigative progress on organic certification 
for our partner farmers, third-party certification continues to fall short 

of farmer needs at the rural community level. While some growers and 
cooperatives are large enough to justify organic certification (and are 
indeed certified organic), it can be a prohibitively expensive proposition 
for the scale of farmers with whom we work. The average Masienda 
farming partner independently manages around 5–10 acres of land (in 
some cases, much less than that!)—for comparison, the average family 
farm in Iowa is 351 acres. That said, we have incrementally worked to 
support several of our partner communities’ and cooperatives’ efforts 
to complete third-party organic certification. 

 • An increasing number of farmers continue to opt out of reporting 
household information (i.e., total hectares, yields, etc.) for privacy 
reasons, making it difficult to perform meaningful longitudinal eco-
nomic analysis, year over year. 

supply chain —CHALLENGES
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I am from the indigenous community of 
Santiago Cuixtla in Oaxaca, Mexico. A place 
full of customs and traditions, my parents 
were born and raised in this town; I have 
3 sisters. I studied through basic level and 
then moved to Veracruz to study adminis-
tration at Veracruz University. With the help 
of my parents, I finished my degree!

My mother is dedicated to traditional 
cheesemaking and my father raises live-
stock, mainly for the production of milk. 
In my free time, I enjoy going to the fields, 
spending time in nature, planting and har-
vesting plants and dancing. 

In January 2016, I was given the oppor-
tunity to work with Agropecuaria Sustent-
able Chatina and Masienda, which was an 
opportune moment because I did not have 
a job at the time. A project to rescue and 
preserve our heirloom seeds seemed to 
me an excellent idea. I started with respon-
sibilities of managing payments to the pro-
ducers, managing all expenses and pur-
chases, invoices and logistics of shipments 

of corn to the United States from Oaxaca.
Soon enough, I was managing the pur-

chase, packaging and shipping of other 
products such as heirloom hibiscus, beans, 
avocado leaves, clay comales and chi-
catanas. I have gained a lot of experience 
through these new activities! I truly enjoy 
working with the producers and feel fulfilled 
in our work—the producers are grateful for 
the purchase of their products and they 
receive a fair income from their work. I am 
grateful for this opportunity that Masienda 
gives me to be part of this great team.

For me the protection and conservation 
of heirloom corn is fundamental as it is the 
main sustenance of many families in the 
Chatina region. Being a part of the collec-
tion process each year has provided a great 
opportunity for producers to commercialize 
their surpluses and is motivation to continue 
planting and preserving this important crop.
—Yaz

supply chain —SPOTLIGHT

Edna Yazmin “Yaz” Ramirez Ramirez
R O L E :   Administrative and Logistics Manager, Masienda MX 

(in collaboration with Agropecuaria Sustentable Chatina)

Photo by Noah Forbes



SOURCING REPORT 2020–2021 7

YEAR
TOTAL

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

LANDRACES LOCATIONS

2019 $349,628 617 tons* 
(1.4 million pounds)

Bolita, Cacahuazintle, Chalqueño, Cónico, 
Mushito, Olotillo, Tuxpeño, Xocoyul,  
Naal Xoy, Xnuk Naal, San Pableño

Oaxaca, Michoacán, EDMX, 
Chiapas, Tlaxcala, Yucatán

2020 $342,040 588 tons 
(1.3 million pounds)

Bolita, Chalqueño, Cónico, Olotillo, Chac 
Chob, Dzitbacal, Eh Hub, Naal Xoy, Nal Tel, 
Xnuk Naal, Xmejen Naal

Oaxaca, EDMX, Tlaxcala, 
Yucatán

YEAR
TOTAL

INVESTMENT (USD) VARIETALS LOCATIONS

2019 $22,457 Hibiscus, Beans, Chicatanas Oaxaca

2020 $18,873 Hibiscus, Beans, Chicatanas Oaxaca, Tlaxcala

YEAR
TOTAL

INVESTMENT (USD)

2019 $68,529 

2020 $110,498

IMPACT ANALYSIS SNAPSHOT
HEIRLOOM CORN
Expense, tonnage, and locations of product sourced (rounded to the nearest dollar and ton).

COMPANION CROPS

COMMUNITY INVESTMENT

*In late 2019, Masienda ran a pilot 
sourcing program with a cooper-
ative of small-scale commercial 
growers in EDMX to explore an 
additional tier of service for large 
foodservice manufacturing facili-
ties. The above figure does not re-
flect this quantity. While a success 
in promoting improved heirloom 
varietals and supporting additional 
small-scale farmers, the program 
was discontinued in 2020 due to 
decreased demand. 

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, warehouse rent, storage 
costs, fuel, cleaning and packaging costs, and refreshments and supplies. 
Additional to these expenses (i.e., not included herein) are capital expendi-
tures (e.g. ultra-hermetic storage cocoons). 
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In memoriam

Benedicto Vasquez
1977–2021

Photo by Molly DeCoudreaux
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