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Environmental certification of forestry offers hope for the future

In 1997 an agreement was reached on environmental certification of the Swedish forestry sector between the major forest companies, environmental organisations, the sami organisations and the trade unions. It is too early to say, however, how widely supported the certification scheme will be and what practical impact it will have. It is also difficult to assess at the present time what part it will play in the conservation of the white-backed woodpecker.

What is quite clear, though, is that the certification standard will make for better prospects of preserving the white-backed woodpecker’s habitats. The need for reserves and similar measures to safeguard favourable environmental conditions over larger areas remains undiminished, however. Given that a large proportion of the remaining pairs of the species, and of suitable habitats generally, are to be found on land belonging to such owners. It is thus of importance to which extent the environmental certification will apeal to these forest owners.

Organic coffee growing in the shade of the Mata Atlantica in Brazil

Since 1996, the Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature, in collaboration with the Swedish coffee wholesaler Arvid Nordquist, has supported a project in the Mata Atlantica mountain rainforest area of Brazil. The aim of the project is to conserve the ecosystems of the area and to protect biological diversity by supporting the development of ecologically and economically sustainable agriculture, with the emphasis on coffee production.

Background

Increasingly, agricultural commodities from the developing world for which commercial demand exists in the North are being produced by methods based on plantation monocultures, involving high inputs of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. This is increasing the risk of ecological and environmental problems in and around the areas where production takes place.

Moreover, since the choice of seeds and crops is often limited to those available commercially, the biodiversity of the agricultural landscape is declining, both in terms of variation within and between agricultural crops and as regards the habitat diversity of the landscape.

The project area

The Mata Atlantica is an Atlantic rainforest with very high species diversity in the state of Ceará in Brazil. The Baturité mountain area forms one part of it. In pre-colonial times, the Mata Atlantica stretched from Maranhão in the north to Rio de Janeiro in the south. Today, its remnants in the state of Ceará consist basically of a 330 sq km reserve (established in 1990). Despite intensive agriculture in the Baturité area, this area has managed to retain much of its species richness.

The coffee grown here, introduced by the Portuguese in 1824, is an Arabica variety of unknown origin. Most of the plants are of considerable age, up to 100 years old. Coffee has been produced at relatively high altitudes in the shade of the trees of the Mata Atlantica, without man-made inputs, and it has acquired a characteristic flavour. In the 19th century, coffee bags were stamped ‘From Baturité’ as a mark of quality. The coffee of the area is a ‘shade coffee’, i.e. it is grown in the shade or semi-shade alongside other plants, in particular the trees and shrubs of the original forest. This is a traditional agroforestry system using tall trees (Ignacera), both from the original dry rainforest and planted. Organic material recycled from the forest acts as a natural fertilizer and retains moisture. The forest plays a part in water management throughout Ceará, as well as providing shade for the coffee bushes, and farmers therefore value it highly. There is a unique bird fauna here, for example, including at least six endemic species, and birds are one of the natural means of insect control in the area. Nitrogen fixation and green manuring are used to improve the soil, and many farmers also culture earthworms as soil conditioners.

Coffee, like money in the bank, offers financial security, and is perhaps more dependable in that respect. However, with increasing global intensification of agriculture, this crop has become less profitable. More and more farmers are giving up coffee growing, some of them finding vegetable production, for example, a more attractive proposition. A few decades ago, a state initiative was taken to introduce ‘sun coffee’, in an attempt to increase yields. This type of coffee was unable to cope with the dry climate, though, and farmers returned to the traditional varieties. At the beginning of the 1970s, the state launched a project to replace coffee production with agrochemical-intensive production of vegetables.

Origins of the project

For several years now, the Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature has organized a campaign week to promote environment-friendly consumption (under the heading ‘Be an eco-friendly shopper’). After the 1995 campaign, which among other things promoted organically grown coffee, the Society was contacted by the Swedish organization Future Earth and a representative of the Swedish friends of the Fundação Cultural, Educacional Popular em Defesa do Meio Ambiente (CEPEMA). CEPEMA had managed to interest the Ceará state government in coffee production in the region – not least with the regional policy aim of maintaining employment in the agricultural sector. It was now looking for co-funding for a project entitled ‘Organic coffee growing in the Mata Atlantica of north-eastern Brazil’.

Interested parties and partners

Fundação CEPEMA

CEPEMA, the Centre for Popular Education in Defence of the Environment, is a Brazilian non-governmental organization which since 1989, with Swedish support, has been working in the northern part of the state of Ceará in north-eastern Brazil. CEPEMA provides environmental education for small-scale farmers in rural areas, with the aim of encouraging the adoption of organic farming methods. Among other things, it has a training centre for small-scale farmers, arranges field days on agro-ecology, and holds seminars for women and young people in rural areas. In order to reach illiterate people, too, CEPEMA uses radio broadcasts as an educational tool.

Producers

Many of the coffee producers belong to the older generation and have a sound understanding of the natural environment and its significance for coffee production. Recruiting young people has proved difficult because of the poor prospects offered by coffee growing, attributable among other things to falling coffee prices. Yet a viable agricultural sector offers social and financial security, reducing the need for people to leave rural areas. With their long experience of organic farming, farmers here can secure a market advantage from the growing demand for organically produced raw materials.

The state government

CEPEMA has worked with the Ceará state government for a long time. From a regional policy point of view, an expansion of coffee production could lead to a stabilization of agriculture, in both economic and social terms.

Future Earth

Future Earth has been collaborating with CEPEMA since 1989. This Swedish organization has primarily focused on direct cooperation with organizations in the developing world, rather than, as the Society for the Conservation of Nature has done (see below), pursuing an active dialogue with companies and consumers in Sweden, which is an important aspect of this project.

Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature

In parallel with its efforts to promote biodiversity in the agricultural landscape, the Society has also sought to influence consumers, in particular through collaboration with the KRAV Certification Body and its own ecolabelling scheme ‘Good Environmental Choice’. In recent years, its links with environmental organizations in the South have been developed and strengthened and attention has come to focus on products produced in the South and consumed in the North. Since 1990, the Society has organized an annual ‘Environment Week’, and in 1995 and 1996 the themes were ‘The world in your coffee cup’ and ‘Cheap bananas have their price’, using coffee, bananas and king prawns to illustrate prevailing consumption patterns.

Arvid Nordquist

Arvid Nordquist is a family business which imports and sells coffee wholesale, with a product range recognized as meeting high quality standards. The company was chosen as a partner for the project because it was interested in launching an organic alternative and at the same time establishing close cooperation with producers, not least in the area of product development.

KRAV

The KRAV Certification Body is a Swedish NGO originally involved solely in the certification and marketing of Swedish organic produce. KRAV has subsequently begun to support the establishment of local certification bodies in developing countries for products which eventually reach the Swedish market. Its cooperation with CEPEMA is one example of this.

Description of the project

A three-year pilot project was launched with the aim of strengthening the position of farmers in the area, while also protecting the natural environment. If successful, the project could be extended to a larger number of growers. In Sweden, the aim is to create a greater understanding of the environmental problems associated with the growing of coffee, particularly for the export market, and to highlight the advantages of organic production. The project involves close collaboration between the Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature and CEPEMA.

The main purposes of the project are

· to support the development of ecologically and economically sustainable agriculture, with the emphasis on coffee production, and

· to play a part in conserving the ecosystems of the area and preserving its status as a reserve, while improving the chances of coffee-growing farmers (women and men) making an adequate living.

The project includes:

· Activities to encourage the conservation of biodiversity in the Baturité area and to promote soil and water conservation.

· The establishment of a gene bank for the type of coffee produced in the area, creating a basis for quality improvement by means of plant breeding.

· Activities to disseminate knowledge about natural fertilizers, nature conservation etc., and to ensure that this knowledge is incorporated in the cultural patterns of farmers.

This project also benefits women, since they have traditionally played an important part in coffee production in the area. Coffee beans are primarily picked by women, as agricultural workers, alongside small-scale farmers. Women have also received training in grading techniques to enable them to specialize in this type of work.

Practical implementation of the project

After the 1995 Environment Week organized by the Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature, during which coffee was the main theme, the Society felt a need to develop the debate about the value of organic production by linking this issue to biodiversity. The suggestion put forward by CEPEMA and Future Earth was ideal in terms of building on the Society’s earlier activities. A joint project with CEPEMA and involvement in the launch of another organically grown coffee on the Swedish market enabled the Society to draw greater attention to these aspects of the question and to promote a public debate.

At an early stage, CEPEMA set up a working group to create awareness of the region and to design a programme to recruit and provide advice to coffee growers interested in participating in the project. The basic framework for a project was already in place when the Society was contacted. More and more coffee producers were identified as the preparatory phase progressed.

The Society for the Conservation of Nature decided to support CEPEMA financially, too, initially for a period of three years. The funds provided are being used for training and on-the-spot advice to farmers, to pay the salaries of an agricultural scientist and two agricultural technicians, and for documentation and certain aspects of administration.

The Ceará state government’s assessment was that support for organic agriculture in the region, in collaboration with CEPEMA, would bring financial, ecological and social benefits. It finally promised to provide half the funding for the project, including support for the establishment of permanent facilities for domestic marketing.

The KRAV Certification Body visited the region early on, in conjunction with a seminar on organic farming. At the same time, field visits were made to coffee farms. This also provided a basis for assessing how long it would be before coffee from the region could be certified by KRAV.

In Sweden, CEPEMA, Future Earth and the Society for the Conservation of Nature then began to look for a suitable importer who would also be willing to make a commitment to the project. After contacting a number of companies, their choice fell on the family firm Arvid Nordquist, which had not yet marketed an organic alternative. It was decided that the aim should be to launch the Brazilian coffee on the Swedish market during the 1996 Environment Week.

A representative of Arvid Nordquist travelled to Brazil to visit CEPEMA and the growers on the spot. The importer’s wishes concerning quality and quantity were discussed and various advice was given on grading and other aspects of processing. Contact was established with a port through which the coffee would be exported. CEPEMA and Arvid Nordquist entered into a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ regulating the quantity and quality of forthcoming orders.

The project manager at the Society for the Conservation of Nature visited CEPEMA and the producers to establish proper contact and discuss the design of the project. A meeting was also held with the environmental authority responsible for management of the nature reserve. The Society’s representative paid a visit to the Secretary to the Governor of Ceará and presented and discussed the ‘coffee campaign’ organized in Sweden, as well as organic production in general. This opened the state government’s eyes to the existence of a growing market for organically grown products in consumer countries.

CEPEMA’s approach has been to provide advice to farmers and discuss the project with them, in parallel with field days. Activities in the field have gradually been built up with the help of agricultural scientists and technicians from the organization. The growers set up a producers’ association, the Associação dos Produtores Ecologistas do Maciço de Baturité, consisting of organic growers from Maciço de Baturité. It has its headquarters in Mulungu, but its members operate in Guaramiranga, Aratuba and Pacotí, as well as Mulungu itself. The association also regularly disseminates information about the project to other growers.

The producers’ association has been responsible for commercializing the coffee. When it was agreed that the coffee was to be exported to Sweden, 60 women were hired and given training in grading techniques. This group consisted of young women, students and married women, who are traditionally involved in harvesting coffee.

In Sweden, various preparations were made for the importation and launch of Mata Atlantica coffee. In autumn 1996, Sveriges Natur, the magazine of the Society for the Conservation of Nature, carried a report on the producers and the coffee-growing project. With the help of a representative from CEPEMA, courses were arranged for active members of the Society. The latter in turn spread the word at the local level, not least during the 1996 Environment Week. Future Earth, together with the Society, helped to ensure that Arvid Nordquist’s sales representatives were informed about the overall scope and idea of the project and about organic production. The company’s environmental affairs staff were also informed.

In collaboration with the Study Promotion Association, the Society for the Conservation of Nature and Future Earth made a video about the producers and the organic coffee production in which they were involved.

Arvid Nordquist alone has been responsible for launching and marketing the coffee in Sweden. The Society and Future Earth have received sponsorship money for the use of their names on the packaging, and both organizations have also been involved in various launch events.

In the course of 1997, the first group of 70 producers certified by KRAV have received a repeat visit from an inspector from that organization.

Results

The project and the interest it has aroused, particularly among those involved and among Swedish consumers, has had beneficial consequences that were not originally expected. The state government has put CEPEMA in charge of training in organic farming for young people. Funds for this have been provided inter alia by the state’s employment, social security and environmental authorities. Further support for training has been promised for next year.

The municipalities in the state are to be involved in the coffee project by means of information about it targeted on municipal agriculture officials. This is part of an endeavour to ensure that coffee production is integrated into municipal planning and to demonstrate to municipalities the long-term economic viability of coffee production. To date, KRAV has made two field visits for the purpose of certifying growers. It intends to train local inspectors who will eventually take over the Swedish organization’s role on the spot. This is in line with plans for the project.

Incentives and conflicts of interest

If the Mata Atlantica is to be safeguarded, growers must be assured of a reasonable income from organic farming, and this form of agriculture must gradually be improved and developed. It is both desirable and necessary to create conditions which will allow people to continue to make a living in rural areas, and to avoid an accelerating process of urbanization.

Buyers, for both domestic and overseas markets, play an important part in creating both demand for organic produce and channels for its distribution. In that they also provide the basis for a system of finance and help to ensure continuity of demand, they can greatly improve conditions for small- and larger-scale organic producers. The prices paid to growers have to be competitive, in order to prepare the ground for establishment on the market and at the same time to make possible the necessary investments of capital and labour. In addition, the prices set by the importer/wholesaler are important in ensuring good sales of the product on the Swedish market. Price is a more important factor than brand name in determining consumers’ choices between competing organic coffee products.

Conflict of interests between the importer and CEPEMA

CEPEMA has come up with an excellent way of combining a product for the Swedish market with measures to build up and strengthen the local market. It is in the importer’s interest to obtain a product which is of a high quality and which is organically produced.

In economic terms, it is difficult to raise the money to pay for all the work that has to be done before the coffee beans are finally ready to be exported. It is only at that stage that cash is forthcoming from Arvid Nordquist. Despite calls from both CEPEMA and the growers, no advances have been paid.

Plans for further development of the project include the establishment of a local roasting plant to allow producers to gain greater control of processing and also to pave the way for an expansion on the local market.

Conflict of interests between the importer and the producers

The dialogue between company and producers has been somewhat complicated, since Arvid Nordquist has definite views on flavour and quality, at the same time as the growers have produced coffee with a flavour and quality that are excellent for local conditions.

Conflict of interests between the importer and the Society for the Conservation of Nature

Companies like to maintain a high profile in connection with organic products. At the same time, it is important that they are wholeheartedly committed to organic production and aware of its importance to both producers and consumers; that their approach is one of allowing their operations to be guided by environmental considerations, rather than having a few organic products as the sum total of their effort in this area. As far as coffee is concerned, Arvid Nordquist should seek to ensure that its raw materials generally are organic, rather than just one variety within its overall product range.

Who has paid for the project?

Certification by KRAV, which is necessary for sales of organic produce on the Swedish market, is a very costly process. It would have been totally unrealistic to expect the growers or CEPEMA to bear that cost. However, it will be possible for them to do so in the future, when output and sales have increased somewhat. What is more, future running costs will be lower than the initial cost, since the plan is for responsibility for inspection to be transferred to local certifiers trained by KRAV. Arvid Nordquist has provided sponsorship money, in the form of lump sums to the Society for the Conservation of Nature and Future Earth, in return for the company’s use of these organizations’ names on the packs of coffee it sells.

Conclusions

Biodiversity and commercial production

The Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature became involved in the project – as a driving force and catalyst – because it offered an opportunity to make clear the links between biological diversity, organic production and regional effects in the producer country. The project shows that it is possible to combine efforts to conserve biodiversity with commercial production. It is important, though, to create awareness of the differences between organic farming using methods which conserve a high degree of biodiversity, as in this project, and monoculture-based organic production, which is associated with a far lower level of biodiversity.

Interaction between companies, producers and organizations

It is clear from the interaction between a company, producers and organizations that has taken place here that these different parties have differing perceptions of the aims of the project. A company is often interested in finding a commercially viable product, and tends to see ‘organically produced’ as a sales argument and a source of goodwill for the company, rather than a step towards a radical change in its overall outlook. The concerns of the producers are to establish organic agricultural production with the least possible impact on precious resources, to promote regional development and to create social security, for both existing and future growers. Fundação CEPEMA wants to promote the development of organic production methods, regional development and social justice. Taking the producers’ wishes into account, it is elaborating strategies to achieve these objectives. Future Earth and the Society for the Conservation of Nature are seeking to support the efforts of environmental organizations in the South to promote sustainable development. In addition, the Society has established a dialogue with retailers and with aid donors. This dialogue is also important in bringing about changes in consumption patterns and lifestyles, for example.
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The Forestry Act and certification

More than half the forestry sector is now operating within the framework of the forest certification systems (those of the Forest Stewardship Council, FSC, and the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification, PEFC), a proportion which is increasing. This improves the chances of meeting several of the interim targets. The Forestry Act of 1994 is a deregulated legislation in which production goals and conservation goals are given equal importance. The Forest Agency has been given the mandate of breaking down the two overall forest policy goals into more detailed sub-goals, or so called forest sector goals. Its success in application depends partly on how well forest owners conduct their business, i.e., forest owners have great responsibility for achieving these goals. Currently some forest companies are decreasing their nature considerations since their own audits have shown that they were exceeding the minimum level for nature considerations in the certification standard. Unfortunately, the standards have lower minimum levels than what is thought to be needed from a scientific point of view. Another problematic aspect with the certification systems is that the controlling companies are paid by the certified companies and are hence economically dependent on the companies they are controlling. One nature conservation NGO has for that reasons left the board of FSC in order to protest and to mark its own integrity.

The Forestry Act is a deregulated legislation with a clear expectation that the forest owners and the forestry sector have large responsibility for achieving these goals. In addition to the Forestry Act, the Swedish Forest Agency is also responsible for enforcing the Environmental Code. In the environmental policy the responsibility for the environment is stated. A major part of the Swedish forest is voluntarily certified within The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC, 10.4 million hectares), and the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification schemes (PEFC, 7.5 million hectares). The total amount of certified forest land in Sweden is currently unclear since some certified forest owners are certified within both FSC and PEFC and no comprehensive statistic is accessible for the total amount of certified forest. The forestry certification systems in Sweden could be said to be an example of corporate social responsibility. In Sweden there is close to consensus that the certification systems should be driven by the market and not by state policies.
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