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Overview of Coffee Production in sub-Saharan Africa

Trade
The top exporters of coffee from sub-Saharan Africa are Ethiopia, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, and
Côte d’Ivoire.1
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Although Africa accounts for about 12 percent of global coffee production,3 but these figures understate
the importance of coffee production to several African economies. In both Uganda and Ethiopia, for
example, coffee was the largest single exported product by value in 2016.4
The value of coffee exports from Africa is trending upwards even though it has dropped from a peak in
2012. 5
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While volumes from African exporters have decreased overall, the increase in total value represents
growth in the percentage of higher value Arabica beans.7
Other countries, including Madagascar, Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Guinea,
Rwanda, and Côte d’Ivoire also have significant coffee production.8
Ethiopia, Uganda, Madagascar and Sierra Leone had the biggest growth in coffee production between
2005 and 2015.9
The top importing countries of coffee from sub-Saharan African countries are Germany, the United
States, Italy, Belgium, and Saudi Arabia.10
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There are no or low tariffs for African exports of unprocessed (“green”) and roasted coffee to the EU and
United States. Processed coffee tariffs for the EU and the United States are around 10 percent.11
In general, African coffee value chains have been characterized by relatively low yields and supply chain
inefficiencies.12 Brazil, the leading producer of coffee globally, has nearly double the yield of Ethiopia.
Part of the discrepancy in productivity is explained by the fact that the majority of African countries rely
on small-holder production, whereas South American and Asian producing countries are more likely to
use larger plantations or estates. 13

Features of Production and Supply Chain
The majority of coffee globally, and in Africa specifically, is grown by smallholder farms.14 Over 98
percent of coffee in Uganda is grown on smallholder farms.15 Smallholder farms often intercrop coffee
with other crops such as grains, fruits, or vegetables. In Ethiopia, coffee supports an estimated 1.5
million people and the vast majority is grown on smallholder farms, with only about five percent being
grown on larger plantations.16 Small-holders produce about 90 percent of the coffee in Tanzania.17
Coffee can also be grown in shade or semi-shade environments.
Labor in coffee production on smallholder farms is performed by farmers and their family members as
well as hired workers. Larger plantations employ many workers. Gendered divisions of tasks can vary but
weeding is often predominantly performed by women while men are more heavily involved in pruning
and land preparation. Both men and women harvest beans.
Africa produces both Arabica and Robusta varieties of coffee. Robusta is typically lower-quality and
therefore lower value.18 It is more likely to be grown in full-sun.19 Robusta is primarily produced in
Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Burundi, and Madagascar.20 Arabica is higher quality
and tends to be grown at higher altitudes, in shaded environments.21 The primary producers of Arabica
are Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Kenya.22 The presence of Arabica beans increases the total value of these
countries’ coffee exports.
Coffee production requires the most labor during the harvest season, when an influx of workers is
needed to harvest the beans in a timely way. When beans are ripe, they must be harvested and
processed quickly to maintain quality. In many cases, this leads to the use of short-term, casual workers,
on both plantations and smaller farms.23 In the rush to harvest ripe beans, workers may be required to
work extremely long hours. Coffee plants bear fruit approximately three to four years after planting, and
the fruit turns red when it is ready to be harvested. Harvesting coffee cherries is labor intensive.
Cherries are either “strip picked” or “selectively picked.” If cherries are strip picked, all are harvested at
one time. When cherries are selectively picked, only the ripe ones are picked. Picking selectively is more
labor intensive, and often reserved for higher quality beans. There are one or two major harvests per
year and pickers average approximately 100-200 pounds of cherries a day. Workers are normally paid by
the weight of cherries picked.24
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After harvest, the resulting beans are milled. There may be one or more layers of middlemen who aid in
consolidation and transport of coffee from farms to the mills. Mills generally sell to international traders
who sell to roasting companies. Retailers purchase from roasting companies, sometimes via wholesalers
or other intermediaries.25
The above process, however, describes a highly simplified version of the supply chain. In reality, coffee
may change hands over 100 times,26 leading to an opaque supply chain, where visibility to the beans’
origins is lacking. Coffee from different sources can be mixed at several different points in the supply
chain including mills, traders or other intermediaries.27

Example of Coffee Supply Chain Model
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Though coffee prices are set by the New York “C” contract market, trading and speculation can lead to
fluctuating prices. Changes in global supply also affect price. Weather, including climate-change related
fluctuations, can have a serious impact on coffee quality and price. Further, because of the global
commodity price structure, African exporters can feel the impact of market volatility in other regions.
For example, an on-going drought in South America lowered quality for some producing countries –
leading to a somewhat paradoxical increase in volume as farmers tried to compensate with quantity –
and caused global commodity prices to drop.29
Specialty coffee may be imported at a higher negotiated price, but farmers may not benefit from this
premium, as it more likely accrues to the trader. Volatile coffee prices30 can put strong pressure on
coffee farmers and plantations to decrease all input costs, including labor, which is often the only input
over which they have control. Labor reportedly accounts for up to 70 percent of production costs.31
When prices are particularly low, farmers sell their beans for less than the cost of production, leaving
many coffee producing families far below the poverty line.32
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Key Documented Trafficking in Persons Risk Factors in Coffee Production
According to the 2019 U.S. Department of State’s Trafficking in Persons Report, coffee is produced with
forced child labor in Côte d’Ivoire and Togo.34 The U.S. Department of Labor’s 2018 List of Goods Made
with Forced Labor and Child Labor indicates that coffee is produced with forced labor in Côte d’Ivoire.35

Undesirable and Hazardous Work
Coffee production is highly labor-intensive, particularly in Africa, where nearly all work is performed
manually. Tasks include land preparation, weeding, pruning trees, spraying fertilizers or pesticides,
hand-harvesting, and transporting. The International Labor Organization (ILO) has identified several
specific health risks involved in coffee production and harvesting, including injuries from sharp tools,
injuries from repetitive movements, lifting heavy loads, pesticide exposure or poisoning, respiratory
illness from exposure to coffee dust, and sun and heat exposure.36

Vulnerable Workforce
Child Labor
The U.S. Department of Labor’s 2018 List of Goods Made with Forced Labor and Child Labor indicates
that coffee is produced with child labor in Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Kenya, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, and
Uganda.37
Smallholder coffee farms rely heavily on family labor, and children are likely to work on family farms. On
larger plantations, children may work alongside their parents either to supplement their families’
income, to help parents meet their production quotas, or because the children of migrant parents have
nowhere else to go during the day if they are not enrolled in school.38 Children involved in coffee
production take on a variety of tasks including picking and sorting berries, pruning trees, weeding,
fertilizing, and transporting beans and other supplies. Children are even more vulnerable to the risks
faced by adult workers in coffee production, particularly carrying heavy loads, exposure to pesticides
and dust, and injuries from sharp objects.
Oxfam estimates that one-third of coffee harvesters in Kenya are under 15 years old.39 An ILO report
notes that where child labor exists in the Kenyan coffee sector, it is actually more likely to be present on
commercial plantations than on smallholder farms. The risk is particularly high on commercial estates
that use piece-rate or quota requirements for adult workers, which can incentivize those workers to
involve their children to meet the quotas.40
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In Tanzania, children work on family farms, neighboring small farms, and estates.41 One study found that
the average age at which children begin working in coffee in Uganda is eleven, and that 48 percent of
children working in the sector reported physical injuries.42

43

Migrant Labor
Information on the demographics of hired workers is lacking, but the presence of migrant workers has
been noted in several countries. A 2014 study on workers in Uganda and Ethiopia noted the presence of
seasonal migrants, but did not specify their origins.44 However, the research did note that seasonal
migrants tended to be workers who lacked access to their own land; some were from land-scarce, poor
rural regions while others were women who could not secure their own property.45
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There is little information on migrant workers in the coffee sector specifically of Côte d’Ivoire, but coffee
is often grown by the same farmers that grow cocoa, where migrant labor, including migrant child labor
has been documented.46 These anecdotal findings are supported by the fact that both cocoa and coffee
are grown in the same forested region of the country.47
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Casual Labor
Casual hired workers in coffee supply chains globally are receiving heightened attention in recent years
as a highly vulnerable and often “invisible” population.49
Both estates and small-holder farmers hire casual workers.50 An ILO study of coffee plantations in Kenya
found that over 20 percent of hired labor on estates was casual or part-time, as a function both of
unpredictable harvest needs, as well as a means to avoid labor laws that require benefits for full-time
workers.51 Casual hired labor was also noted as widespread in a 2014 study of coffee production in
Ethiopia and Uganda.52

Gendered Dynamics of Production
Women in coffee production are concentrated in lower skilled tasks, but work more hours overall.
Women are more likely to be involved in field work, harvesting and processing. Men are more likely to
be involved in transporting and marketing the beans.53 A 2002 report from the International Labor
Rights Forum cited widespread abuse and harassment of female plantation workers in Kenya, including
rape and physical assault by supervisors.54

Presence of Labor Intermediaries
In Côte d’Ivoire, there are anecdotal reports that the intermediaries who facilitate migration and hiring
in the cocoa sector are also active in the coffee sector.55 In the cocoa sector, research has found that
migrants arriving from neighboring countries including Mali and Burkina Faso may become indebted to
intermediaries who pay their travel expenses. In some cases, these migrant workers may work for
multiple seasons without pay in highly isolated forest camps and report that they did not understood
the terms of employment when they were recruited.56
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