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uan Pablo Echeverri hands me As I prioritise cafe solo over optics, I wonder
an espresso. “The coffee was whether growing coffee plants under the'shade
cultivated and brewed right here,” of rainforest trees might just stave off this
he says. We're at Hacienda Venecia, migratory'bird's slump towards extinction.
Juan Pablo’s family-run farm in The weight of an AAA battery, la reinita
Colombia’s Andean highlands. de Conada (Canada’s little queen) flies about
Inhaling the roast’s heady scent, 6,000km to spend seven months amid South
I glance towards some tall, native trees. American mountains before returning to North
Binoculars raised, my vision suddenly fizzes America to breed. Calamitous deforestation
with feather - a rainbow of birds nibbling on its Andean wintering quarters is thought
fruit or gleaning insects. A sun-yellow flash responsible for a 75 per cent population declide?;
announces a Canada warbler — an adult male agross four decades. Concern for the Canada ™ ™
judging by its ostentatious necklace'and 4/~ warbler's plight has galvanised “a multinational {*
studious spectacles. The flock sw1ﬂ§onwarda. .= collla})q’raﬁon to co-ordinate recovery efforts,” P 4
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OFFEE IN COLOMBIA

The Canada warbler (pictured)
and ovenbird (bottom left) are
just two migratory species
that have been spotted
among the coffee farms of
Central and South America.

Left: workers
harvest young
coffee plants
before relocating

COFFEE IN COLOMBIA

In hot water: the

them. Below: a 5 - ?
ol o il extinction threat
coffee borer beetle.
Bottom right: the It's not just migratory birds that
?a"'"“’re arlole may be on the way out - coffee
avours coffee and 5 0 ;
cacao plantations itself is in trouble, say botanists at
where crops are the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. Of
grown under a 124 species of wild coffee plants, 60
;:if;’;?:;’:ﬁ; per cent are now threatened with

> global extinction. These include one
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plantations
blanket hillsides of the two cultivated species, Coffea
in Colombia. arabica (below) — with disease, pests

and climate change all taking their
toll. Research published in January
found conservation measures to be
inadequate for wild coffees. “The
worst-case scenario is that wild
arabica could be extinct by

2080," says Kew's

Justin Moat.
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ship more. The Zona Cafetera of Caldas,
Risaralda and Quindio employs 800,000

says Diana Eusse of Colombian wildlife and planted 8o hectares with native trees,”

charity Asociacién Calidris. Joining forces
with ProColombia (the national tourist
board), Bird Studies Canada and BirdLife
International’s Preventing Extinctions
Programme, Calidris is fighting to save
migratory and resident species alike in
the context of a go per cent reduction
in Andean forest.

Getting tree cover back is key. “We

have established

Diana says. She also hails the “potential
importance” of coffee grown in plantations
shaded by indigenous trees. “Shade-grown
coffee can generate financial incentives”
for landowners to retain or enhance forest.
Ever the caffeine fiend, this intrigues me.
Might savvy purchasing decisions help
my addiction save tropical wildlife?
Among the world’s most important
commodities, coffee is big business in

people. But coffee grows on

hills from 9oo-2,000m, the same
elevational band favoured by the Canada
warbler and other migratory birds — and
originally swathed in native forest. On
Andean slopes, bean is battling bird.

Past, present and future
Coffee plantations were established here

minimal service
to wildlife.

Concerned by this

during the 19th century. The rainforest transformation, the US-
understorey was eradicated to make way for ~ based Smithsonian Migratory

&3 community Colombia. Arabica exports are worth

% nurseries for £2 billion and rose 20 per cent between : :
% i local vegetation 2013 and 2018 — only Brazil and Vietnam coffee bushes, but the canopy was retained Bird Centre (SMBC) paved the
to provide shade under which wild Coffea way for researchers to investigate
arabica naturally thrives. This approach whether shade-grown coffee could
: persisted until late last century, when the help biediversity. The ensuing
race for higher yields led to inexorable body of evidence provides

q clear-felling, so the crop could ripen in the considerable hope.
At leaSt 42 SpeC]'es 0? sun. In Colombia, where Canada warblers The Cornell Lab of
North American Songblrds mostly winter, the area of shade-grown Ornithology calculates that
: coffee more than halved between 1997 at least 42 species of North
W]_nte]_' on Central or South and 2013, Worse, 69 per cent of Colombian ~ American breeding songbird
& coffee plantations now lack shading trees. — warblers, tanagers, orioles
Amerlcan COffee fal'mS. Such ‘sun-grown coffee’ provides and more — winteron P
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Shade-grown coffee
supports high levels
of biodiversity, from
insects to mammals.
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FFEE IN COLOMBIA

Below: dried coffee
beans. Right: more
research is needed
to determine if
shade-grown coffee
helps resident
birds, such as
sparkling violetear

hummingbirds, as
well as migrants.
Bottom left: the
black-and-white
warbler is one of
the most common
migrants to visit

shade-coffee areas.

crop and land have not been sluiced with
chemicals. Fairtrade guarantees producers
an equitable minimum price. Rainforest
Alliance coffee promotes sustainable
agriculture over biodiversity.

In 1996, SMBC launched the first — and,
by all accounts, still best — certification
scheme for shade-grown coffee. The
primary goal of Bird Friendly coffee is
avian conservation. Standards are
ostensibly exacting: certifiers grant use
of the label only if the canopy is 12m high
or more, provides at least 40 per cent
shade over the organic crop, contains
native species and is both floristically
and structurally complex. Though
well established in North America
and Japan, Bird Friendly coffee
may be new to UK readers.
Though not yet in
supermarkets, Bird &
Wild and Cafeology sell

Consumers need more transparent
information to guarantee they are
making the right choices.

roasts through Ocado, Amazon and the

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.
This sounds promising — but is it? Or is
shade-grown merely hype?

Coffee critics

The concept is not without critics. From
his work in Honduras, Samuel Jones
(University of London) is concerned that
“monocultures damage understorey habitat
for scarce amphibians and birds.” Chris
Sharpe of Venezuelan charity Provita

has been unimpressed by shade-coffee
farms in Costa Rica and Belize. “Only in
Venezuela,” he says, “have I experienced
plantations that provide what birds need
— complex architecture with canopy layers
comprising solely native species.” Ana is
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The nine-banded
armadillo (right) and
northern raccoon (far
right) are among the
mammals found in
areas of shade-coffee
in Costa Rica.

increasingly concerned that not all certified
coffee is produced under as high standards
as the Bird-Friendly label. “Some farms
obtain certification without necessarily
meeting shade-grown parameters,” she
warns. “Consumers need more transparent
information to guarantee they are making
the right choices to protect wildlife habitat.”
Moreover, you need a lot of certified
land to make a landscape-sized difference.
As Colombia’s 300,000 producers
typically run farms covering just
20,000-50,000m?, the challenge
is mighty. Encouragingly,
both production and area
certified have nearly
tripled since
2008. Yet g0

the US market share of Bird Friendly coffee
remains tiny (less than o.5 per cent) and
the total land involved is little more than
the size of Liverpool (128km?).
Nevertheless, advocates and sceptics
have found common ground on a few
points. From a wildlife perspective, shade-
grown coffee can never fully replace native
forest. But it is better than no trees at all.
In a sea of deforestation, any semblance
of woodland helps buffer natural forest
patches and enables animals to move
between them. In the Colombian Andes,
for Asociacién Calidris and others, shade-
coffee has become part of a pragmatic
conservation mix whose mainstay is
forest protection and restoration.
The world is not going
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to stop drinking coffee but we can select
a less environmentally harmful roast.
Back home, I brew a ‘conservation coffee’
from Colombia’s answer to Starbucks,
Juan Valdez. A Canada warbler adorns
the packet. Together, image and aroma
transport me back to the Andes — and
their hills of hope. B

winning and espresso-loving author.
He travelled to Colombia courtesy
of ProColombia and BirdLife International.

FIND OUT MORE =P P s J A

work: selva.org.co/en and BirdLife
International’s Preventing Extinctions
Programme: bit.ly/2UdsYOV.
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