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SUSTAINING THE CHAIN

Carbon neutral
certification begins
with measuring the

overall carbon

footprint of the life-
cycle behind coffee’s
production.

Carbon Neutral Coffee
In Costa Rica

While many coffee producers are still struggling to implement sustainable practices,
smallholder producers in the Coopedota cooperative in Costa Rica have been producing
certified carbon neutral coffee for nearly a decade.

offee production’s environ-
Cmental sustainability can be

measured using many met-
rics, from plant and animal species
counts to assess biodiversity to
tracking the absence of chemicals
in organic systems. Calculating the
total carbon dioxide and green-
house gas emissions involved in
producing a product, also called the
carbon footprint, is another dimen-
sion by which to calculate coffee
production’s overall environmental
impact and ability to be sustained
long term.

Both organizations and products
can be certified carbon neutral.
Product certification analyses the
full lifecycle of the product, taking
into consideration all emissions as-
sociated with the raw material and
the process to transform it into the
final product. Coopedota, a cooper-
ative of 900 smallholder producers
in Santa Maria de Dota, Costa Rica,
has been producing certified carbon
neutral coffee since 2011.

“Certification of Coopedota’s cof-
fee as carbon neutral has impacted

us positively in environmental as-
pects as much as in internal man-
agement, said Monserrat Hernan-
dez, communications manager for
Coopedota. “By starting the process
of quantifying emissions and know-
ing which were the processes where
we have the capacity to improve by
reducing our footprint, this helps us
improve all stages of production,
processing, and commercialising
coffee”

Carbon neutral certification be-
gins with measuring the overall car-
bon footprint of the lifecycle behind
coffee’s production. Greenhouse gas
emissions generated by coffee pro-
duction include those from fertiliz-
ers, herbicides, and pesticides; fuel
used for transportation; electricity
to run processing equipment; and
the decomposition of by-products.
After knowing where emissions oc-
cur, and which steps are the highest
emitters, the next step is to then
eliminate and reduce emissions
where possible.

The Value of Carbon Neutral

At Coopedota, after the initial meas-
urements in 2011 to begin the cer-
tification process, the cooperative
began reducing emissions related
to fuel usage, treatment of post-pro-
cessing coffee pulp, treatment of
post-processing  wastewater, re-
duction and efficiency of electrici-
ty consumption, and overall waste
management. These changes be-
came the new baseline operations
for the cooperative, which operates
a wet mill, dry mill and warehouse
at its central facility in Santa Maria
de Dota.



SUSTAINING THE CHAIN

Because so much of coffee’s phys-
ical transformation - from ripe,
freshly harvested cherry to green
exportable bean - takes place un-
der Coopedota’s roof, it is well po-
sitioned to reduce and offset car-
bon emissions for a major portion
of the production chain. Whereas
it would have been difficult for the
900 member producers to each im-
plement emissions reductions at
their own mills, the cooperative, as
a whole, significantly lowered its
emissions by streamlining the prac-
tices at one shared facility.

The emissions remaining after
reduction at each of these stages
are then offset by compensation
through the purchase of carbon
credits to arrive at a final zero emis-
sions balance. This is what is meant
by neutrality; any emissions result-
ing from the product’s lifecycle are
compensated by greenhouse gas
emissions capture elsewhere. One
example of a coffee agroforestry
production system that generates
carbon credits for sale was covered
in the four-part series on sustaina-
ble production in Peru in Tea & Cof-
fee Trade Journal over the course of
2018.

“In our case, we buy carbon cred-
its on the international market as
a method of validated compensa-
tion; Hernandez explained. “On av-
erage, 1500 tonnes of carbon were
compensated each year from 2011
through to today” Coopedota has a
history of investing in sustainabil-
ity, beginning with reduced water

usage and the elimination of dis-
charging  mucilage-contaminated
water to rivers in 2001. The co-op
began using coffee parchment in-
stead of firewood for coffee drying
in 2002, and in 2004 installed a
micromill within the larger existing
infrastructure to more efficiently
process smaller volumes outside
the peak harvest.

Buyers have responded positive-
ly to Coopedota’s carbon neutral
certification. Hernandez noted that,
“Our clients see us as a cooperative
of quality coffee producers from
the member-owned farms until the
coffee arrives in their hands, said
Hernandez. Certifying the green-
house gas emissions neutrality of
the coffee only improves its quality
by demonstrating producers’ collec-
tive environmental commitment.
“Carbon neutral certification con-
verts itself into added value for our

buyers of green coffee and into a
differentiating factor in the sale of
roasted and packaged Coopedota
coffee;” he said.

Coopedota’s roasted coffee prod-
ucts, sold locally, are also certified
carbon neutral,an important step as
coffee consumption in Costa Rica
continues to increase. As producers
are often those first impacted by ex-
treme weather events and changes
in climate, it stands to reason that
producer groups are leading the ef-
fort to build awareness of coffee’s
carbon footprint, and building a
method to neutralise it, into links of
the supply chain for which they are
responsible. =

(Left) Coffee
seedlings at the
Coopedota nursery.
(Below) Carbon
neutral certifications.

Rachel Northrop has been covering coffee for T&CTJ
since 2012, while she lived in Latin America’s coffee
lands. She is based in Miami, Florida and may be
reached at northrop.rachel@gmail.com.
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