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INTRODUCTION

This reference tool is for Congolese coffee cooperatives who want to navigate the global coffee
marketplace better and grow their organizations.

Many working across the Congolese coffee industry aspire to reach a broader and more sustainable
global audience with their product. In support, Élan RDC and Higher Grounds Trading Co. (also one
of the founders of Saveur du Kivu) partnered with the leading coffee media company, Perfect Daily
Grind (PDG), to realize the Cooperative Market Engagement Process Map. The partnership created
this tool to help producers grow their understanding and familiarity with common processes and
requirements that facilitate positive exchanges with buyers in the marketplace.

During this tool’s development, the team researched other similar resources, captured hundreds of
responses via broadcast surveys and conducted over 25 one-on-one interviews with coffee roasters,
importers, exporters, thought leaders, and technical assistance providers who have direct
experience trading coffee in the DRC and elsewhere. Through this process, the team captured
information and insights to briefly elaborate on key processes, steps, stages and considerations for
producers and cooperatives to bear in mind.

Please understand that this tool should not be used as a standalone decision-making resource, akin
to comprehensive market reports, guides or manuals.
 
Lastly, the user-friendly Cooperative Market Engagement Process Map was developed alongside the
Market Orientation Guide. Together, these tools serve as tangible reference points for Congolese
coffee producers. The team tested and revised content through a series of consultative sessions
with buyers and Congolese stakeholders at various stages. These consultations proved critically
important to ensure the final products responded to the needs and interests of those who inspired
their creation— Congolese coffee producers.
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GENERAL MARKET OVERVIEW

1000-2000+ MASL
Subtropical climate
Between 20° North and 30° South from the Equator
Rich loamy soil

Pick only ripe cherries
Mill as soon as possible after harvesting
Establish standardized and replicable processes for washing and fermentation
Invest in infrastructure for even drying of parchment to 10-12% moisture

In coffee, the greatest share of profits has long been captured by importers and roasters in
consuming countries. At the same time, cooperatives and commercial operators at origin produce
coffee and conduct business under very slim margins. However, the model is shifting in line with
consumer calls for higher quality coffees, accompanied by more information about the origin and
buyer-supplier relationships to qualify them as ethically sourced. As a result, producers are
increasingly well-positioned to capture better price points, which translates to higher profits.
Inherently, this also represents an opportunity for coffee producers to foster an increased number
of meaningful, long-term relationships with buyers.

To benefit from this opportunity, we first need to understand the requirements of the current
coffee market and trends happening and how this impacts our operations.

Current Coffee Market Requirements

.

Beyond a commodity, specialty coffee is a premium product with a long value chain behind it.
Specialty coffee relies on a long chain of relationships:

In the context of this relationship chain, we should consider several factors:

Geography and Climate

Harvest and Processing Systems
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Coffee is a commodity that follows a standardized trade
contract based on the New York Stock Exchange. Top-
quality coffee can be considered a specialty coffee after it is
graded by a certified cupper, receives a score above 80
points on a 0 to 100 scale, and is carefully harvested and
processed 0

 
100

 

FARMER EXPORTER IMPORTER ROASTER(S) CAFES BARISTAS CONSUMER



Work hard to establish real human connections with buyers
Build trust by providing accurate and timely information

Keep careful records of your farm work
When possible, learn about the plant varieties you are using
Understand your product thoroughly so you can share this information with buyers

Establish Direct Relationships

Focus on Administration, Accountability and Traceability

MAJOR TRENDS

Note on Coffee “Waves”
Coffee has entered the daily lives of consumers in various stages over the years. These are
described as waves. The “first wave” was rooted in the expanded availability of mass-produced
commercial coffee in grocery stores (e.g., Folgers, Maxwell House, etc.). 

Starbucks led the “second wave” with the emergence and proliferation of cafes and coffee house
culture. And the “third wave” ushered in a new era with modern baristas and coffee drinkers who
are genuinely interested in the art and craft of coffee, teamed with a desire to know more about the
origins and people behind their coffee. 

The third wave is all about making the end consumer (coffee drinker) feel special. Producers,
cooperatives, importers, roasters, and baristas all contribute to the story behind the cup. The third
wave invests in why a particular coffee is distinctive, and consumers are willing to pay more to have
a complex coffee experience.

Impact on cooperative operations
By sharing compelling narratives about producers’ lives and the steps their coffee goes through at
origin, stakeholders add value to their products and develop sustainable relationships.
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Technology Closing the Gap Between Producers, Buyers and Consumers
Technology is changing relationships and how information is gathered, communicated and
consumed across the world of coffee, including within cooperative and buyer operations. 

For instance, your cooperative likely stores geographic location, membership, historical volume and
quality information on a computer. Perhaps you have also started to transition individual farmer
profiles and purchase logs from notebooks to computers so that information can be stored and
shared more efficiently. More and more cooperatives are establishing an online presence with
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or LinkedIn profiles, and even full websites, opening new channels to
market coffees and communicate with existing and prospective buyers. The use and different
applications of technology in coffee have enabled cooperatives and exporters to strengthen internal
controls, streamline monitoring, reporting and accounting systems—outcomes that improve overall
operational performance.

Technology has also brought consumers closer than ever to producers. Because consumers want to
know about the farmers who produced their coffee and the story behind its journey to their cup,
buyers have increased their efforts to satisfy the demand for more information. This means that
traders, exporters and cooperatives are doing everything they can to gather information linked to
commercial operations, educational and social programs, payments and much more. 

One example of technology strengthening the producer-consumer relationship was the 2018 Tip the
Farmer pilot, which linked smallholder support programs in eastern Congo to coffee drinkers in
cafes throughout South Africa. Building on their relationship, farmer training and digital traceability
partnership, the cooperative and exporter used shared digital files to create profiles and
communicate information to interested consumers at the point of sale (i.e., when they were buying
their cup of coffee). With support and permission from the cooperative, this program allowed
consumers to learn more about the producers and the story behind their cups of coffee.

Impact on cooperative operations
Technology will continue to change how roasters and buyers find information on new cooperatives,
supporting your efforts to identify and contact new buyers. As producers, you can benefit from the
evolution of technology and its many applications. As you build relationships with buyers, use the
technology available to you to research, learn, and stay connected to your existing and prospective
business partners all over the world.
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https://youtu.be/O4yb3jn80bM


Increasing Interest in Emerging Origins
The global coffee market is constantly evolving, with more buyers seeking coffee from emerging
origins such as DRC. 

Specialty coffee buyers and roasters want to stay on top of trends. While coffees from traditional
origins are considered classics, roasters and coffee shops are constantly looking for new tastes. As
one leading European coffee importer said, “EU buyers are very interested in ‘novelty’ origins [...].
That could be an interesting opportunity for DRC to gain market share.”

Impact on cooperative operations
Producers should seize the opportunity to tap into specialty buyers’ demands for quality, unique
flavours, and diverse processing methods. If these qualities are there, there is a high chance of a
sale. Buyers are actively seeking out the next big thing and will support and collaborate with
producers to reach better quality and new flavours. This offers a strong opportunity for DRC coffee
cooperatives and exporters to gain market share.
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THE RWANDA EXAMPLE

As shared by a European coffee importer, five to six years ago,

Rwanda was not recognized as a high-quality specialty coffee

origin. This started to change when highly respected roasters

started to source coffee from the country, which sparked other

roasters’ interest. The new demand for Rwandan coffees

pushed coffee importers to start operations in Rwanda.

Nowadays, Rwanda is recognized not only as a high-quality

coffee origin but a safe country to visit. According to the same

importer, DRC has the potential to develop as a country, and

coffee can be the agent to kick off such a change.
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FOSTERING AND
NURTURING

BUYER
RELATIONSHIPS

However, it requires much more than a good product to gain new clients. Negotiation, branding, story-
telling, customer relationships, transparency, and business management are some of the many factors
that origin stakeholders must consider before getting their products into the market. Here is a detailed

guide to improving your product knowledge, creating a great first impression, exporting coffee, and
generating long-lasting business relationships.

 

KNOWING AND
UNDERSTANDING
YOUR COFFEE

KNOWING AND
UNDERSTANDING

YOUR BUYER

GETTING
READY FOR
EXPORT

Maximize the Crop Cycle
Understand Soil Nutrients and
General Microclimate
Conduct Field Mapping
Know the Cost of Production
Treat and Process Your Coffee
Dry Your Coffee
Maintain Consistent Storage and
Transportation Conditions
Taste Your Coffee

Define Your Buyer Profile
Define Your Selling
Strategy with Your Ideal
Buyer

Understand Your Contract
Negotiate Pricing
Provide Samples
Monitor Warehouse Conditions
Understand Packaging,
Insurance, and Transportation
Know Local and International
Regulations

Follow Up With Customers
Immediately After Shipping 
Be in Constant Contact
Be Ready to Receive
Customers
Stay Relevant to Buyers



STEP 1: KNOWING AND UNDERSTANDING YOUR COFFEE

 
Maximize the Crop Cycle. It is critical to understand and communicate when key crop
cycle milestones and activities occur to allow producers, the cooperative and the buyer to
plan ahead. Ensure that your buyers are familiar with the timing of various activities and
cost and labour-intensive periods throughout the year. Your proactive communications
will improve cooperative and buyer relations, operational efficiency, and capacity to
address challenges should they arise.

 
Understand Soil Nutrients and General Microclimate. The quality and yield of each
coffee variety reflect and reacts differently according to the nutrients in the soil. The
microclimate of your producing region will have a direct impact on your coffee harvest.

 
Conduct Field Mapping. If you notice exceptional lots are coming from a specific area of
your farm or certain producers within your cooperative, invest the time and resources to
identify why that is the case.

 
Know the Cost of Production. Knowing your operational costs and understanding how
they are distributed is an important step to strengthening and improving your operation’s
efficiency. This requires that individual producers and the cooperative as an enterprise
truly understand production, harvest, treatment, transport and other related costs. When
they are all accounted for, producers and cooperatives will be better positioned to make
more informed business decisions. Lastly, it is equally important that the cooperative’s
operational costs and financial management practices are clear to both leadership and
members.

 
Treat and Process Your Coffee. How coffee is processed after harvest can dramatically
impact the quality of the beans in the cup. Whether you process your coffees as natural,
washed, or semi-washed, consider the environment, costs involved, and consistency you
can achieve. In addition, it is important to bear in mind that proper handling at every
stage will ensure that you are preserving the integrity, quality and characteristics of your
coffee. 

 
Dry Your Coffee. Drying is one of the most important steps to ensure green bean
longevity, aroma, and flavours. Therefore, drying the beans evenly is essential. This will
ensure consistency in the cup by ensuring that all of the coffee has the same moisture
content before shipment, which should be between 10-12% according to the ICO. A high-
scored coffee, if poorly dried, will see its cup score drop. But a well-dried coffee – one
that has been dried slowly and evenly under the right conditions – will demonstrate
positive sensory attributes in the cup. Conversely, improper drying can severely diminish
the quality, characteristics and shelf life of your coffee. Further, coffees may not travel
well and are likely to stale more quickly.
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We all know how coffee is cultivated and harvested, but how can precisely
knowing your crop help you sell your coffee? Producers’ and cooperatives'
knowledge about their product must go beyond understanding how to plant
and grow coffee. There are several factors to master before generating a sale:



Maintain Consistent Storage and Transportation Conditions. While it is ideal that
your coffee moves quickly to the port once it has been properly dried and milled, it will
likely need to be stored until you have amassed a large enough quantity for export. Take
care to make the storage and transport conditions as clean and dry as possible, and avoid
storing coffee near anything that may contaminate it, such as petrol. For example,
suppose coffee is stored or transported in a damp environment or comes into contact
with moisture. In that case, it will pick up “musty” or “mouldy” flavours, and commonly,
when coffee does not arrive to a roaster until months after harvest, it will exhibit “woody”
and “aged” characteristics. These faults result in the coffee losing its value.

 
Taste Your Coffee. The best way to improve the quality of your product is to taste it
frequently. Then you will be able to fully understand when a potential customer provides
feedback, and you can give them honest and consistent information about your product
from the outset. Knowing your coffee lends credibility to your statements, demonstrates
professionalism, and is an important function when calculating the true value of your
coffee to determine an acceptable price range.

 
Buyers value trust and reliability when sourcing new coffees. By acknowledging and being familiar
with the points outlined above, producers and cooperatives can add additional value to their
product offering list as buyers feel they are negotiating with experts who fully understand the
product they are offering.

 

STEP 2: KNOWING AND UNDERSTANDING YOUR BUYER

Define Your Buyer Profile. Who is going to buy your coffee? Is it an importer or a
roaster? Depending on your capabilities, one or the other might make a poor choice of
partner, as they might not meet your needs. Will you sell high-volume lots or smaller lots?

 
If your target is to sell to an importer, your profit margins will likely be lower than if you
sell directly to a roaster, but there are advantages. Importers can be more financially
stable and more likely to place multiple orders over time. Also, you will be able to split the
shipping and logistics costs, depending on the contract terms.

 
Roasters are sometimes more likely to pay higher prices, giving you a higher profit
margin. But they are also more likely to purchase smaller quantities and demand the
highest levels of quality control. Roasters may offer a better price, but you must be open
to a short-term relationship. You may need to look for support companies to handle the
logistics of exporting and importing.
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Once you are confident that you have a quality product to sell, the natural
next step is to find a buyer. However, a successful relationship extends
beyond exchanging your beans for money. For a long-term, mutually beneficial
partnership, you will need to nurture the relationship. It is crucial to
understand who your ideal buyer is and how to engage with them.



Define Your Selling Strategy with Your Ideal Buyer. After defining your ideal buyer, it
is important to have a clear strategy for reaching out to them. How will you ensure your
company is on the buyer’s radar?

 
International trade shows are a good opportunity to meet buyers, but they are not the
only way to promote your coffee and connect with buyers. Digital marketing and social
media are excellent tools that don’t require big investments to be seen by the market.

 
If you have the chance to meet a potential buyer, whether virtually or in person, how do
you present yourself and your products professionally? Here’s how to convince them you
have a great product and that they should buy from you:

 
Introduce Yourself. Ultimately, people do business with people. So first, provide
them with the basic information about you, your cooperative, your coffee, and what
sets you apart. Be prepared to share your cooperative profile detailing commonly
requested information (e.g., location, altitude, zonal characteristics, membership,
years in operation, historical production volume, certifications held, processing
methods, social programs, etc.).

 
Establish a Relationship. Share your mission, vision, and values. Qualify your coffees
and make the commercial case to consider your cooperative’s offerings. But also
create an emotional connection by sharing what makes your operation and
membership unique (e.g., capital and community investments, social programs,
inclusive practices, technical assistance partnerships, etc.).

 
Be Precise About What You Can Offer. Share key differentials of your products and
services, such as high-quality coffee lots, consistent quality, traceability, exotic
processing, etc. Be honest and realistic, and do not over-promise, as frustrated buyers
likely will not return. 

 
Know What the Buyer Wants. Importers and roasters receive a lot of samples, and
you want yours to stand out. Do research online about the products the buyer is
currently offering, decide if your coffee is a good fit, and then coordinate a sample
shipment with the potential buyer. Samples should be a large enough quantity for a
sample roast, 450-500g or more per sample. Make sure the samples are truly
representative of your coffee.

 
 

STEP 3: GETTING READY TO EXPORT
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Whether you are selling your coffee directly to a roaster and exporting it
yourself or navigating the process with an importer that purchased your
coffee, following best practices is how you will ensure that the formalities
go smoothly and that the buyer receives the quality they expect within the
timeline they anticipated. Coffee is a relationship-driven industry, so
attention to detail and adherence to standards and protocols when
preparing samples and readying your coffee for export are critically
important for your existing and future buyer-supplier relationships.



Understand Your Contract. Before agreeing on a price or signing a contract, make sure
you know exactly what INCOTERM is being discussed and what it means for you, as this
will directly impact your responsibilities in the deal.

 
INCOTERMS (International Commerce Terms) are a set of terms defined by the
International Chamber of Commerce; these are used broadly throughout commodity
trading markets. They clarify who is responsible for ensuring that the coffee (in our case)
gets to a predefined location and defining who assumes the risk.

 
Some of the most common INCOTERMS to understand include:

 
FOT – Free on Truck. Producer/exporter delivers coffee on the truck at a specified
port/terminal. The buyer takes responsibility for the transportation costs and risks
from when the goods are loaded on the truck until they reach their final destination.

 
FOB – Free On Board. The producer adheres to all export regulations and fees until
coffee is loaded onboard the transporting vessel; the buyer pays for ocean freight and
insurance.

 
EXW – Ex Works. The buyer takes ownership and assumes the movement and storage
risk from [the moment they take ownership]. This normally refers to overland shipping
from a warehouse.

 
CIF – Cost Insurance Freight. Producer/exporter pays for the product up to the port
of discharge, including insurance; the buyer is responsible for importation charges.

 
Note that DRC exporters prefer FOT contracts instead of FOB, which coffee traders most commonly
use. However, if it is possible to fulfil an FOB contract, consider doing so, as it demonstrates
accountability and respect for the buyer's preference and can earn you a higher price.

Negotiate Pricing. Buyers and suppliers must be equally informed and prepared to
negotiate. Both parties should also value a good buyer-supplier relationship as the basis
for the negotiation.

As a cooperative, you should come prepared. You should understand the real cost of your
coffee or the Cost of Goods Sold (COGS). This means knowing (or at least estimating) your
cost to produce, treat, process, store your coffee (i.e., total production cost) and the basic
valuation of your coffee based on its characteristics and score relative to price
fluctuations in the international market. 

 
Various municipal and provincial taxes and location-specific fees for services will differ,
and therefore these costs will vary slightly from producer to producer. As they are the
basis of negotiation, your calculations should reflect the actual cost you incurred to
produce and prepare your coffee. By accounting for the value of your coffee based on
grade, quality, and characteristics, you will be better equipped to set an acceptable price
range for your coffee. 
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When negotiating prices with buyers, be realistic. Your total production cost calculation
should be your guide. These suggestions seek to prevent you from pricing your coffee too
high relative to how it will be assessed by buyers and the price it should command in the
market. When this happens, negotiations and trust are jeopardized—two elements that
could translate to a lost opportunity. This final point has been emphasized as several
Congolese coffee buyers have expressed frustration and concern that certain coffees are
overpriced, meaning that the cooperative’s expected price exceeds what the coffee is
worth based on grade, quality and characteristics, or exceeds what the buyer is prepared
to pay.

 
Provide Samples. Buyers will usually cup and approve your sample before negotiating
the price. Therefore, it is important to understand all the steps that will require sample
approval. If the sample is not approved, the entire deal could fall apart.

 
Below are the most commonly discussed sample types:

 
Type Sample. This is a non-representative sample, meaning it does not directly
correspond to a specific lot of coffee for sale. It may be used as an introduction to a
new relationship (“This is the type of coffee we often carry”) or as a substitute for
many representative samples in a long-term, high-trust relationship (“Here’s the type
sample for the 10 containers we will sell you this season”).

 
Representative or Stocklot Sample. This sample type corresponds directly to a
specific quantity of coffee in a specified location. Representative samples typically
draw from multiple bags of the same stocklot to provide a holistic and accurate
depiction of the coffee. However, standards vary from warehouse to warehouse.

 
Offer Sample. A representative or stocklot sample of coffee that is “offered” with a
quantity available for purchase. This sample type is not associated with an existing
contract. However, if the buyer likes it, it might be used as a pre-shipment approval in
some cases.

 
Pre-Shipment Sample (PSS). Typically offered as a “fulfilment option” for existing
agreements, this is usually the point of no return for a buyer. The coffee in question
may already be milled and ready for transporting, or the sample may have been
specially prepared in advance of dry milling. In either case, approval of a PSS is
understood as an agreement to move forward with preparing and exporting the
finished coffee to the buyer.

 
Subject to Approval of Sample (SAS). This is where a buyer will sign a contract with
a seller in advance of receiving a sample. However, the fulfilment of that contract
depends on all of the conditions being met, leading to the sample’s approval. Beyond
notification that the coffee does not meet their quality standards, the buyer is not
required to purchase the coffee or justify their decision.

 
 

 
13



Keep the humidity level relatively low, ideally 60-70%.
Store at temperatures between 5-15° C.
Keep coffee out of direct sunlight.
Most importantly, keep storage conditions consistent and stable.

Monitor Warehouse Conditions. Between harvesting/processing and exporting, coffee
will sit in a warehouse where conditions can significantly impact coffee quality. Poor
conditions can quickly fade your coffee, leading to poor flavours, aromas, and ultimately
low cup scores. Make sure to:

 

 
Buyers place a high emphasis on good storage conditions, as many have had negative
experiences when buying DRC coffee related to this, noting that it is often faded in
flavour/aroma, baggy-tasting, or stale. Many roasters have the impression that African
warehouses do not have proper storage conditions for coffee.

 
Understand Packaging, Insurance, and Transportation. Your work does not end
once the coffee has been processed. Take care to understand all the steps and stages
your product passes through until it reaches the port, and control the variables you can.

 
Use Quality Packaging. Buyers often prefer coffee to be shipped inside hermetically
sealed bags (e.g., GrainPro, Ecotact) to prevent oxygenation, a process that severely
damages the beans. Doing so will help you and the buyer preserve bean quality,
freshness and extend the beans’ shelf life. Bags that can easily be re-sealed are best.
Though it costs more, good quality packaging will help keep your coffee fresh both in
the warehouse and in transportation. You should discuss packaging with your buyer
beforehand, and the contract should state packaging details, who will pay for it, and
what label information should be included.

 
Have Insurance Coverage. Insurance can help cover possible accidents or losses
when moving coffee from the warehouse to the port of shipping. In many cases,
insurance is required under the terms and conditions of the buyer-supplier
agreement. Also, transportation can be delayed due to poor road conditions,
unexpected traffic, or poor planning. Since you can never be entirely sure how long it
will take the coffee to travel, good packaging is essential.

 
Keep Things Moving. Regarding logistics, many buyers express great concern with
the level of uncertainty and number of challenges they face when sourcing coffee from
DRC. Where it may only take a few weeks to a month to receive coffee from some
countries they buy from, many remark that shipments from DRC can take months,
rarely ever just a few weeks. Keeping that perspective in mind, when samples and lots
are ready, your processes need to be carried out quickly and efficiently. When at the
port, in most cases, containers are shipped as Full Container Loads (FCL), which
indicates that a container is completely filled and not partially filled. Commonly used
20-foot containers are usually filled with 325 60-kilo bags or 275 70-kilo bags, though
numbers may vary slightly depending on the organization or persons “stuffing”
(loading) the container.
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Know Local and International Regulations. Regardless of the volume you are selling,
you should know the rules, requirements, processes and documentation required to do
so under Congolese and import/destination country protocols. In addition, many
countries require that parties on both ends (i.e., the origin and destination) hold specific
licenses to perform certain tasks. While many of these steps will be managed for you,
your cooperative must understand the requirements, processes and entities involved at
each stage.

 
While samples are handled mainly by cooperatives directly, to avoid problems, delays, and
additional fees with larger shipments, licensed exporters and exporting cooperatives
often seek legal advice to ensure that all documentation is completed and submitted
correctly before the containers move. Doing so safeguards your cooperative and your
buyer. Original copies, additional validated (stamped) copies when required, and all other
materials must be in place before your coffees depart the warehouse to pass through
Congolese export protocols, other country procedures in transit, and final checks before
being loaded onto the vessel bound for the destination country.

 
We strongly recommend preparing your own checklist and flowchart tracking the required
documentation, procedures, and timeline involved in preparing and exporting coffee (e.g.,
purchase agreements, various proofs of payment, insurance, freight documents,
grade/quality, origin, phytosanitary, inspection, and other certificates, customs
declarations, etc.). Several buyers suggested that cooperatives have these in place as they
are a visual representation of what is expected of each party at every stage. As a result,
the export and delivery of your coffee is more likely to align with the projected costs and
timelines, arriving in optimal condition. Lastly, the methods of packing coffee for
container loading (e.g., external bag type, internal bag inserts, bag markings, etc.) and the
condition in which it must arrive can vary from country to country, so be sure to check
with your buyer in case there are unique requirements.  

 
If you have not already been provided with such a guide or do not otherwise already have
something like this in place, your buyers can likely provide you with a checklist. Being
proactive and making a request like this is another way to stand out as a good
cooperative and partner. Fortunately, in most cases, your cooperative will receive a set of
materials detailing the various documents that require your attention, as well as
company- and country-specific protocols and processes that must be followed closely.

 
Be thorough and intentional when preparing samples and coffees for export, and do not
delay. When samples and lots are ready, things need to move quickly, and best practices
must be employed.
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STEP 4: FOSTERING AND NURTURING BUYER RELATIONSHIPS

 
Follow Up With Customers Immediately After Shipping — Show That You Care.
Most coffee contracts are FOB, which means that as soon as the container is loaded on
the ship, responsibility is passed from the producer or exporter to the buyer. This means
that most buyers are managing tens if not hundreds of container shipments from all over
the world at any given time. With that in mind, it is possible that your cooperative’s
container might not be the buyer’s top priority. To that end, proactively communicate any
and all pertinent updates regarding the container’s status and location. Critical
information to convey immediately includes any issues that may cause delays and
updates that may advance the container’s arrival to the destination port. Proactive
communication is essential for buyers as it demonstrates your commitment to the
agreement and relationship with the buyer. Delayed or incomplete communications often
translate to additional costs incurred and may strain buyer-supplier relationships. Be
proactive, thorough, and intentional during these time-sensitive processes. 

Be in Constant Contact. Coffee is competitive. At any given time, buyers are engaged
with many suppliers around the world. As mentioned earlier, your cooperative’s
communication with buyers must be proactive and thorough, especially during time-
sensitive periods. You should be comfortable communicating constructive and helpful
updates that help the buyer understand what is going on. Some examples include
developments within the cooperative (e.g., new initiatives, capital investments, etc.), how
the current season’s crop is looking, and how harvest and many other processes are
coming along. In addition, you should be prepared to provide updates if you encounter or
anticipate issues at any point. The buyer knowing what is going on is far better than a
buyer finding out when it is too late or costly to help address an issue. These practices
are good for business and your partnership. 

 
Be Ready to Receive Customers. If buyers or other groups such as non-profit or donor
programs express interest in conducting an origin buyer and investor visit, your
cooperative and community should be prepared to accept the opportunity
enthusiastically. Buyers are eager to know more about the cooperatives who produce the
coffee they buy and where it is grown. In-person visits forge many lasting relationships as
they provide the buyer with a tangible experience with the places they see and a personal
connection with the people they meet. 

 
Buyer outreach and origin visit planning and logistics can be complex. In most cases,
circumstances will differ based on individual buyer needs and interests from trip to trip.
However, when the opportunity presents itself, the cooperative should be open to
receiving guests and prepared to engage buyers from different countries and cultures.
These are some of the most unique and ideal opportunities for you and your cooperative
to connect with buyers, introduce your members, share your story, and show them your
operation.
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Coffee is a relationship-based industry. For long-term
profitability, you need a diverse range of meaningful and
long-lasting relationships.



Stay Relevant to Buyers. To the best of your ability and using the resources and tools
in reach, cooperatives should take the necessary steps to keep in touch and remain
relevant to buyers. This can be done in person and from a distance. 

 
In-person examples include participation at municipal, provincial, national, and
international conferences, meetings or events. Some of the events prioritized by
members of the coffee industry include annual gatherings held by the Specialty Coffee
Association (SCA) in the United States and Europe, the African Fine Coffee Association
(AFCA), Let’s Talk Coffee in Rwanda, and Saveur du Kivu, which takes place in Bukavu.
Depending on the event and the cooperative's interest, in many cases, cooperatives can
work with technical assistance partners (e.g., non-profit, NGO) to secure the financial
support to cover travel, registration, exhibition and other related costs. For example,
suppose your cooperative or an association to which you belong has secured a table or
exhibition space at an event. In that case, you should display information about your
cooperative, coffee, and even prepare coffee for buyers to taste. Plan ahead so that your
cooperative or association optimizes visibility and buyer engagement at the event. This
could include investing in banners, printed informational materials, or even preparing and
packing several samples to share with buyers. If you have the opportunity to attend
events and visit with buyers outside of the country, please do. These are lucrative
opportunities that demonstrate your cooperative’s commitment to existing and
prospective buyers.

 
From a distance, you should follow the Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, Twitter and other
platform profiles of buyers with whom you maintain agreements. Additionally, you should
follow others you would like to work with in the future. If they are active on social media,
it is also possible to engage with their posts to capture their attention and exchange
information. 

 
No matter how or where you engage buyers, remember that you represent your
cooperative or association and the broader interests of the Congolese coffee sector.
Engagement should always be professional, helpful, and, most importantly, informative.
Share information that helps the buyer better understand what sets your coffee and
cooperative apart from the competition. These types of interactions are important
opportunities for your cooperative to maintain close ties to buyers and plant the seeds to
start new relationships for the future.

 
These are some of the many steps that you and your cooperative can take to improve
how you promote your coffee, increase visibility within the market, and deepen and
diversify relationships with new and returning buyer partners. When teamed with other
insights and actions outlined in this process map, your cooperative can significantly
improve its capacity to engage and retain buyers and improve your competitive position.
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Understand your product. When you can explain your coffee and your cooperative and
share what makes them unique and reliable, you are providing the basic information a buyer
needs to make an informed decision. Thus, it is more likely that the buyer will want to
purchase from you.

Taste your coffee often to assess the quality and be prepared to describe its characteristics.
Knowing the taste profile of your coffee will help you determine if harvest, milling, or storage
practices need to be revised to improve overall quality. Your goal should be a consistent, high-
quality product.

Be honest, forthcoming, and realistic when promoting and describing your coffee to buyers
online (direct communications, social media channels, etc.) or in-person at events, in meetings,
etc. In addition, when committing to timelines and terms, do not over-promise. Prioritize
proactive and transparent business, accounting and communications practices.

Before engaging a buyer, learn about their unique preferences, market expectations,
and country-specific export-import requirements. Your familiarity with even basic details will
facilitate a more fluid conversation. Further, using what you know about their interests will
improve your ability to tailor outreach and know which offerings to prioritize during your
discussion.

Provide adequate samples. Buyers are most likely to execute a contract after successfully
analysing a minimum of three samples. To the extent possible, cooperatives should anticipate
issues that may disqualify a sample. Nearly all buyers reported that it is best for cooperatives
to send/submit a minimum of 4-5 samples each time they prepare a shipment.

Address the logistical challenges and risks within your reach. Many coffee buyers have
raised concerns regarding risks associated with transportation and logistics. Control what you
can.

Stay relevant to your clients. Give regular harvest updates and visit your client (virtually or
in person) whenever possible. Taking the steps outlined in this process map will improve the
likelihood that buying partners will return in the coming season to purchase more coffee.
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Founded in 2002, Higher Grounds Trading Co. is a US-based coffee
roaster and certified B Corporation, roasting 182 metric tonnes of
specialty coffee per annum. Higher Grounds distributes online and
across various outlets including Costco Wholesale, Meijer, Whole
Foods, and more.

Higher Grounds founded On the Ground Global, a non-profit
organization providing community-based programs targeting gender
and social equity, environmental sustainability, and economic security
in coffee regions. Higher Grounds also co-founded Saveur du Kivu,
DRC’s premier specialty coffee cupping event and supply chain forum. 

PDG is a world-leading coffee publication that publishes content in
English, Spanish, and Portuguese. It received more than 8 million
page views in 2020.

With full-time staff all around the world (Europe, the Americas and
Africa), PDG leverages its social media channels and trilingual
publication to reach more than 2 million supply chain professionals
every single day. Extended services offered by the PDG Media Group
include value-chain consultancy and digital marketing services
through the publication's sister agency, PDG Media. Previous clients
include the United Nations, World Bank, The National Federation of
Coffee Growers of Colombia, and more.

Alongside this, the PDG Media Group also organises and manages
the annual Producer & Roaster Forum. PRF is hosted in a different
coffee-producing country every year to promote dialogue between
coffee producers, buyers, and roasters, with the aim of driving green
coffee sales. In April 2021, the fourth edition of the event attracted
more than 100 international roasters and over 1,000 coffee
producers.
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Élan RDC is a private sector development
programme, which aims to improve the way markets   
work in the DRC. This phase of the programme is
intended to increase the incomes of at least  100,000
poor people in each year of operation. Élan RDC
partners with and provides expertise to  market
actors, such as businesses, financial institutions and
industry associations, to design,  introduce and scale-
up innovative and sustainable changes in business
practice that will build a more efficient and inclusive
economy.
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