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Box 5: Success story of a specialty market and co-management of Bale Wild coffee

Coffea arabica is one of the important crops in Ethiopia. The gene pool of this plant exists in the wild (primary natural forest), semi-wild (managed forest), cultivated (backyards and gardens) and mixed farming or designated farms (plantations). The wild coffee is the dominant component of the Harena natural forest of Bale. This forest is among the top priority natural forests of the country that is well known for its large area coverage (>190, 000 ha) and species diversity. Two districts border the Harena Forest and thus the dominant livelihood of the community is strongly related to forest products. Sale of wild coffee provides 90 per cent of the annual family income of the people living in the forest. Although traditional beehives are common, beekeeping is the second source of household income.

Among the major challenges to the coffee production are human encroachment on the forest and damage to regenerating coffee plants. Lack of access to motor roads and market infrastructures forces farmers to sell their produce at very low prices. Lack of market information, poor control over the marketing mechanisms, poor quality of products resulting from poor handling, complicated traders chains, weak service cooperatives, price fluctuation and adulteration are additional market related problems. This has served as a disincentive to conserve the forest and the wild coffee associated with it. The complex nature of problems demands a holistic and systematic approach (rather than a single commodity based strategy) for wise, sustainable use, and conservation of this resource. This is in line with the current Ethiopian “Plan for Accelerated and Sustained Development to End Poverty (PASDEP)”. Any threat to the natural forest is a threat to the coffee gene pool and other valuable plant species. Therefore maintaining the wild and semi-wild coffee entails conserving the forest. The major threatening factors are deforestation caused by timber harvesting, conversion to farmland, human settlement and unregulated harvesting.

A project with the overall objective of improving the local capacity for integrated and sustainable forest coffee resource management and use was initiated by Ethio-Organic Seed Action. Among the approaches to improve the situations are: sound resource use strategy; proper resource use rights; ensuring sustainable incentives for communities through benefits from natural resources (market and non-market benefits); and adding value to the resources. The components of these approaches include: creating the feeling of ownership and the sense of common goods among all involved; creation of associations like the “Natural Forest Coffee Producer and Marketing Cooperatives”; and creation of specialty market (preliminary lab assessment of samples per locality have shown specific characters). 

Partners promoting the initiative included farming communities harvesting coffee from Harena natural forest, Arsi-Bale Rural Development Project, Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity, S.A Bagersh (an Ethiopian Private Company for processing and exporting coffee), Caffe Speciali Certifcati/CSC (a group of Italian roasters and coffee traders), local district administration, agricultural cooperatives and natural resource offices for policy implementation, regulation and extension services, and Ethio-Organic Seed Action.

The community participatory approach for conservation and use of natural forest coffee was accepted by all involved stakeholders, thereby strengthening the co-management of the natural forest and the wild coffee. Storage and marketing facilities were established. In addition the tremendous community motivation has achieved improvement in the quality of the harvested coffee. This has led to the increase in the price of coffee sold by the individual farmers/cooperatives, which has in turn led to strengthening the collective management of the natural forest and the coffee.
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