For Coffee Lovers, a Serious Setback

By ELISABETH ROSENTHAL

TIMBIO, Colombia — In the last few
yeqrs, coffee yields have plummeted
here and in many of Latin America’s
other premier coffee regions. Rising
temperatures and more intense and un-

rains are to blame, phirioms
enid thirt many sclentists link partly to
global warming,

Yet as stockpiles of some of the best
coffee beans shrink, global demand 18
soaring as the rising middle classes of
emerging cconomies like Brazil india
and China develop the coffes habit.

Coffee plants require the right mix
of temperature, rainfall and spells of
dryness for beans toripen properly and
maintain their taste, Coffee pests thrive
in the warmer, wetter weather.

Maost of the small landowners in Co-
Iommibia’s ush mouniamous Cauca region
have thrived for decades by suppiving
shade-grown, rainforest-friendly Ara-
bica coffee for top brands like Nespresso
and Green Mountain, The shortage of
the Arabica beans is being felt in New
York and Paris, as customers blink at
escalating prices; Purveyors fear that
Colombia’s Arabica supply may not re-
bound.

In 2006, Colombia produced more than
12 milllen G0-kilogram bags of coffee,
and set a goal of 17 million for 2004, Last
vear the yield was 8 millkon bags.

Major brands have increased the re-
tail prices of many grinds by 23 percent
Or more.

Profits of coffee chains like Starbucks
and Green Mountain have eroded. Cof-
fee futures of Arabica have risen more
than 85 percent stnce June, to 52,95 per
half a kilogram, partly over concerns
about supply, weather and future qual-
ity, said George Kopp, an analyst at the
International Futures Group in Chica-

m"ﬂﬂlﬁt‘ production is under threat
from global warming, and the outlook
for Arabica in particilar is not good,”
gaid Peter Baker, acoffee specialist with
CARI, a research group in Britain that
focuses on agriculiure and the environ-
ment, noting that climate changes have

Scientists link the severe weather
threatening the Arabica bean to
global warming.

harmed crops across Central and South

America

He has rattled trade forums by warn-
ing of the possibility of “peak coffee,”
meaning that, like ol supplies, coffee
supplies might be headed for an inexe-
rable decline unless growers expand
production ghabally.

Arabica and Robusta coflee account
for virtually all consumption, With its
more delicate taste and lower caffeine
content, Arablca ts more popular and
mare expensive, though more sensitive
1o weather. Robusta production domi-
nates in Asiaand Africa.

Colombia i the No. 2 Arabica export-
er after Brazil, where production is cen-
tered onlarger, more mechanized farms
and continues 1 grow,

The Colombian Coffe¢ Growers Fad-
eration says high fertilizer prices have
alsodented yields, But it agrees with the
International Coffee Organization that
“climatic variability is the main factor
responsible for changes in coffee yields
all over the world.”

Average temperatures in coffee re-
glona have risen nearly one degree in
30 years, and in some mountain areas
double that, says Cenicaté, the Colom-
bian coffee research centes. Raininthis
ares was more than 25 percent above

Supply of choice beans

plunges just as global
demand surges.

average in the last few years.

At the higher temperatures, the
plants’ buds abort or their fruit ripens
tooquickly, Heat also brings coffee rust,
a devastating fungus. The heavy rains
damage the Arabica blossoms, and the
two-wiek dry speils that prompt the
plant to produce beans occur kss often,
farmers say. “Half a dégreecanmakea
big difference,” said Néstor Riafio, aspe-
cialist in agroclimatology for Cenicafé,

Researchers a1 Cenjealé are hand at
work on the probiem.

Agronomists are teaching the farm-
@15 how to control the pests that arrived
with the change in the weather, Geneti-
cists are breeding plants that are mare
disease-resistantor that can withstand
torrential raing or more heat.

The Coffee Growers Federation has
gdvised farmers to switch to anéw, har-
dier Arabica strain that was developed
at Cenicafé,

Farmers have resisted because they
can ill afford to forgo income as they
wall for new plants to mature, They
have also been wary that & switch could
affsct Navor.

Taste, quality and supply are delicate
issues for an industry whose aficionados
arenotoriously picky. .

The coffee federation is crealing &
“product origin® certification program,
similar to the one that protects ltaly's
Parmesan cheese. That way imparters
will not be tempted to substitute coffes
bedns from Brazilor Indonesia.

At the Garzdn farm in Colombia’s
Cauca region, vields are down 70 per-
cent [rom five years ago. The coffee rust
fungus has killed entire fields. Now, the
family is pianting the new, hardier Ara-
bica variant. Said Luis Garzdn, 80: *We
bearned our lesson.”



