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• Abstrllct

Coffee production in Costa Rica has brought prosperity to many smail farmers, hUI

conflicts of interest with the companies which process and market coffee arc still Il problem.

ln addition, producers and processors arc plagued hy lhe periodic market cycles of agricuhurul

commodities. Various agencies have promoted cooperulives to help sm;lll farmers deal with

these problems, but the y often fail duc to poor management and lack nf participation.

This thesis, a mu\ti·layered study of coffec production, processing, and murketing,

examines how household producers manage the constraints and opporlunilies posed by the

international market,the Cosla Rican state, and lhe coffee tree itself. A comparutive anulysis

between cooperative and private coffee processors; between two rural communilies; uud

among househo\ds in these communities provides the cthnogruphic conlext in which the

effectiveness of cooperatives as mediating instilutions between producers and lhe world

market is analyzed•

.'



Résumé

La production du café au Costa Rica explique la prospérité de nombreux petits

agriculteurs, mais les conflits d'intérêt avec les sociétés qui torréfient ct commercialisent le

café constituent toujours un problème. En outre, producteurs ct torréfacteurs sont victimes

du caractère cyclique des produits agricoles. Divers organismes onl créé des coopératives pour

aider les petÎls agriculteurs à surmonler ces problèmes, mais en vain souvent à cause d'une

mauvaise gestion ct d'un manque de participation.

Celle thèse qui est une étude a plusieurs niveaux de la production, de la torréfaction

ct de la commercialisation du café sc penche sur la façon dont les petits producteurs

parviennent à gérer les contraintes ct les débouchés du marché mondial, du Costa Rica ct du

caféier même. U ne analyse comparée des coopératives ct des sociétés de torréfaction privées,

de deux communautés rurales ct des différents foyers de ces localités présente le contexte

ethnographique à l'examen de l'efficacité des coopératives comme établissements de médiation

entre les producteurs ct le marché mondial.
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Chapler 1
INTRODUCTION: COFFEE, COOPERATIVES AND DEVt:LOPMENT

El grallo de oro (lhe golden bean), as corree is called in Cosla Rica, has been lhe

mainslay of lhe Cosla Rican economy since lhe mid-t9lt eenlury, shaping nol JUSl economic,

bul social and polilical developmenl, as well. 1 Coffee has broughl direcl prosperily 10 many,

from large processing and exporling corn panics 10 smail farmers, and indirect benefils llJ

olhers by providing lhe slale wilh revenues for nalional social programs. But prosperous

booms have been lempered by buslS allhe other eXlreme, which periodically plague primary

commodily produeers everywhere. Like man y developing nalions which have followed agro-

exporl models of developmenl, CC'~la Rica also has experienced lhe adverse arrecls of

agricullural markel cycles. Yel, in Cenlral America, Cosla Riea's experience wilh exporl

corree produclion has been unique.

Sludies by social scienlisls of commercial coffee produclion in Lalin America refleet a

long-slanding concern wilh ils consequences for social and economie developmenl, in

parlicular ils effecls on small farmers (sec e.g. Collins 1988; Hall 1985; Roseberry t983;

Seligson 1980; Winson 1984; Wolf 1956). As weil as adding la Ihis diverse Iileralure on lhe

impacl of corree produelion on developmenl in Lalin America, lhis lhesis addresses lhe

relalionship belween global economic processes and local development. Yel, lhis is nol a

world syslems analysis such as lhose following in lhe lradilion of Wallerslein (1979). Such

analyses tend to portray the capitalisl world Syslem as an omnipolenl force which conlrols and

shapes ail thal it louches, overlooking lhe effecls of specific local struclures and hislory which

have shaped conlemporary socielies (Ortner 1984: 143; sec also C. Smilh 1984), and rendering

Ihose on Ihe periphery of Ihe world syslem as passive recipienls of lhe syslem's cenlral forces.

ln lhis Ihesis, 1 focus nol jusl on lhe effecls of lhe global economy on local processes, bul on

1



how hou~ehold producers actively and creati"ely manage the con~traints and opportunities

posed by an ever-changing global environment. Thu~, this research contributes not justto

i~sue~ of rural economic development in Latin America, bul to the seant anthropologieal

Iiterature on CD'ta Rican rural communities, as weil.

My approach differs both from a world syslem approaeh and from most "traditional"

ethnographies in ils allempt to apply an interactive analysis to macro und micro issues of

commercial coffee production and rural development. This interactive approach brings an

important perspective to studies of commercial agrieultural production and economic

developmenl. The formulalion of appropriate development policies for small rural producers

requires a thorough understanding of the relationships among the social, eeonomie, and

politieal environmenL~surrounding coffee production at various levels.2 The coffee industry

in Costa Rica comprises a variety of actors, including, the state, the processors and exporters,

and the producers. The slightest fluctuation in the international market affects each.

While my aim is to examine the interplay among a variety of forces affecting coffee

production, my analysis foc uses mainly on the producer-processor relationship. My reasons

for emphasizing this relationship arc twofold. First, for Costa Rican coffee producers the

primary relationship in the coffec-producing hierarchy is with the processing factories, an

historically tense relationship. Second, as elsewhere throughout Latin America, since the

19605 Costa Rica has actively promoted the formation of agricultural cooperatives as part of

its agrariun reform and rural development programs. Joining a cooperative is one of the

muny strategies farmers have used to offset sorne of the l'roblems of agrieultural commodity

production.

Like similar programs throughoutthe world, Costa Riea's l'"motion of cooperatives has,

in part, been based on the assumption thatthrough more equitable distribution of resources

and the economies of scale that result from group action, cooperatives will "contribute to

increased production and economic output ... provide new opportunities for the poor and

2



eontribute to social equity" (Ail wood and Baviskar 1988: 8). Vet, despite its papularity amang

planncrs and administrators, the cooperative as an organizationul form for cconomic

development has yet ta prave itselr.

Caffee cooperatives in Costa Rica have pravided smaller pradueers an alternative ta the

private, mastly multi-natianal firms which have eanlralled lhe praeessing and ex port of

eoffee. But despite the boom in eoffee cooperatives since the 196()s,these orgllni1.utions have

had their share of problems, IInd mllny h:IVe failed duc ta poor mlloagement und Illek of

member participation. Resellreh demonstrllting the differentilll sueeess of eooperutives (e.g.

Allwood IInd Baviskllr 1988; BlIviskar IInd Allwood 1992; Esmlln IInd Uphoff 1984; FlIls-

Borda ct. Ill. 1976; Worsley 1971) mises questions regllrding their promotion in rurul

development sehemes. Can cooperatives effeelively help small rurlll pradueers und eontribute

to sustainable, equilllbie development by mediuting some of the adverse uffeets of primury

eommodity production?

This thesis, then, is an "ethnography" of Costa Riean eoffee production, proeessing, and

marketing. Ils m~iti-Iayered appraaeh provides a broad eontext in whieh to analy7.e the

reaetions of both produeers and proeessers ta conditions set by the internationlll market, the

Costa Riean state, and the eoffee tree itselr. While mueh of the data come from

anthropologieal researeh in two eoffee-prod~cing eommunities, this thesis is not a.
"traditional" eommunity or regional ethnography. Rather ils grassroots perspective on rural

bouseholds, eommunities and the region of Perez Zcledon provides an ethnographie context

in whieh the effeetiveness of cooperatives as mediating institutions between produeers and

the world market ean be analyzed.

The Agro- Export Madel of Oe.elopment

Throughout Central America, participation in the world market system via export

agriculture has affeeted not only eeonomie development, but social and politieal polieies, as

3



weil. The impael of agro·exporl policies, such as lhose lhal have promoled eorree (nolto

mention bananas, sugar, cotton, and beer) produclion throught'Ul Cenlral America, has long

heen debated. Agro·export policies arc predicaled on lhe notion of comparalive advantage,

each counlry producing those commodities which it is best suiled to produee and trade with

other na lions. Hislorically, lhe produclion of agricultural exports indeed appeared to herald

economic progress. For example, real income per capita in Brazil increased lremendously in

lhe latter half of lhe nineteenlh cenlury during lhal counlry's coffee and rubber boom

(Furlado 1965: 163-64, in Evans 1979: 57). Likewise, aeeording to Bulmer-Thomas, from

1870-1920 Cenlral America experienced sleady economic progress, based on two export crops

(coffee and bananas) which were suiled c1imatically lo lhis region and had found a place in

lhe world markel (1987: 1).

Neo-elassical economists and instilutions sueh as the World Bank and Inlernational

Monetary Fund still sec exporl agrieullure as a positive approach to economie development

in much of the developing world. Sim ply put, agro-exports arc seen as a way in which

developing nalions can be integrated into lhe world market, maximizing their trading

potenlial, and creating exporl earnings which can be used to invest in domestic eeonomie

development.

Studies, sueh as Paige's 1975 c1assic work on the relationship between agrieultural export

economies and social movements, have shown that the impacts of agricultural export

production have been varied. The economist Brockelt argues that in Central America, "the

results of the agro-export development model have been mueh less than its promise" (1988:

4). Increasing landlessness and social differentiation, extreme inequalities in weallh, failing

national eeonomies, and lhe repressive regimes lhat are found in man y parts of Central

America often have been associaled wilh agro-exporl developmenl (sec e.g. Cancian 1987; de

Janvry 1981; de Janvry and Vandeman 1987; Gudeman 1978; Seligson 1980). An important

sehool of lhoughl argues that the lack of a rural middle c1ass and the vast eeonomie gap

4



between rich and poor throughout Latin America arc evidence thal export agriculture has

benefited a land-aecumulating elile. As a result, lhe rural poor majorily have "suffered from

diminishing land access, food supply, and employment opporlunities" (Brockell 1988: 92; sec

al50 Bulmer-Thomas 1987; de Janvry 1981; Sheahan 1987).

In addition the y argue that export-oriented agriculture creates dependent eeonomies

whieh arc extremely vulnerable 10 adverse changes in international markets (sec e.g., Boolh

and Walker 1989; de Janvry 1981; Evans 1979; Sheahan 1987). Export commodilies nre

vulnerable to thc vagaries of (ID erratic world market, anù heavy reliance on one or two

primary export commodities can be espccially risky. Evans summarizes lhe nature of this type

of "classic dcpendency" in his discussion of Brazil in the carly part of this century. With an

economy almost entirely depcndent on coffee and rubbcr exports, Brazil was nearly dcvnstaled

in the 1930s when coffee prices dropped by 60 percent. Foreign trade enrnings dropped

dramatically; but wilh no industrial base of ils own and with less lrade income, Brazil W8S

unable to pay for neeessary imports of industrialized products and even large amounls of food

(1979: 55-60).

Brockett notes thatthis problem has been seen as particularly acule in Central Americn,

where the dependence of

economies and governments on the export earnings of a few agricultural
eommodities leftthem tightly bound to, and therefor vulnerable 10, an inlernational
economic syslem over which the y had only lhe mosl minimal influence (1988: 36­
37).

Costa Rica has nol been immune 10 these problems of social and economic inequalilies and

mono-cultural produclion, bUl, as wc shall sec, wilh ils slrong agro-exporl economy and 8

lhriving middle class of small farmers, il is somewilal of an exceplion in Cenlral America.

Lalin American nations began to address these issues of economic vulnerabilily and

inequaIily in the 1950s and 1960s lhrough the efforls of lhe Economic Commission on Lalin

America (ECLA), lhough with varying commitmenl and success. Exporl diversification and

import substilution became primary goals, though agricullural exporls Ioday conlinue as
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• eeonomie mainslays in eounlries desperale for foreign exchange. As wc shall sec in Chapter

2, various agrarian reform programs allempted to address problems of unequal aceess to

resources, landlessness, and smail farmer production and marketing problems, through land

redistribution efforts and by aelively promoling agricultural cooperatives.

The formation of peasant cooperatives does not address tbe issue of monocrop

dependency created by agricultural export policies. Political agendas aside, the promotion of

cooperatives has becn inslcad an effortto help smail producers corn pete with larger producers

and survive within the existing system. The vagaries of monocultural export production

remain, and small farmers, Iike national economies •• perhaps even more 50 •• continue t'l

suffer from the risks associated with dependence on production of a single export crop. My

concern here is whether cooperatives arc use fui for helping small produeers mitigate the dual

problems of competitiveness and lack of diversification associated with monocrop

dependency.

Cooperatives

In theory, cooperatives arc egalitarian structures in which "ail arc equally workers and

managers, and 50 exploitation is absent" (Nash and Hopkins 1976: 8). While this ideal may

underlie many cooperative organizations, in reality, the structure of cooperatives varies

tremendously, as do the political agenda and rationale for their creation. As eeonomic

organizations •• whether intended as radical alternatives to private capitalist enterprise or

sim ply to increase productivity and market participation •• governmental and non·

governmental dcvelopment organizations promote cooperatives because of their assumed

ability to provide an institutional framework within which the goals of inereased

productivity and equity can be achieved.

The economies of seale created through cooperative organization theoretically enable

smail producers to compete with larger and more powerful producers (Carroll 1971; Eckstein

6



and Carroll 1976). Research shows th"l Iike priv"le business, cooperative compelitiveness

cornes from underculling monopolies; elimin"ting coslly middlemen tlt'ough beller

coordination of aClivities; improving p"cking, grading, storuge "nd shipping pruelices;

reducing trunsporlalion eosls; reducing production costs (e.g., by lowering lhe cosls of furm

inputs); and increasing proàuclivity by provitling lechnicul "ssistance and beller uccess to

credit (Scoll and Fletcher 1971: 216; sec also Helm 1968: 33).

Development practitioners and cooperative idealists sec the non-economic benefils of

cooperatives as imporlunt reasons for lheir encouragemenl. Cooperalives often become

important inslilutions for distributing social services and providing a means for soci,,1 and

political expression (Apthorpe 1971: 79). The cooperative ideology is "decentrulizing,

participatory, communitari"n, [andl sometimes utopian and pacifist" (Worsley 1971: Il).

Often, promoters consider the non-economic benefits of cooperutive orgunization the most

important.

The popularity of cooperalives for rural economic developmenl is evident not only in

their promotion and support in agrarian rcform programs throughout Lutin America, bUI in

the growing number of cooperatives promoted by internalional aid organizations. In Latin

America, governments, as part of land reform programs, as weil as churches and private

individuals and organizalions, have sponsored the formation of cooperatives (Fals-Borda ct.

al. 1976: 439-440). The active promotion of cooperatives throughout Latin America in the

1960s was, in large part, a result of U.S. President Kennedy's Alliance for Progress, whieh

in effeet was a response to concerns about political unrest lhat were sweeping the region

following the Cuban revolution in 1959. At the time, il was believed that sorne form of

agrarian reform and redistribution of resources to the poor via the formation of cooperatives

wouId help to disperse tensions in the region.

Likewise, with an increasing emphasis in the past two deeades on grassroots,

participatory, community-Ievel development (sec e.g. Berger and Neuhaus 1984; Cernea 1988;

7



Chambers 1983; Esman and Uphoff 1984; Korlen and Klauss 1984; Stull and SchcnsuI1987),

man y development programs focused thcir allention on cooperatives as intermediary

organizations for developmenl efforts. While the grass·roots approach does not dismiss the

impact of global forces, it emphasizes the utilization and promotion of existing skills and

rcsources atthe locallevel. Cooperalive ideology filS weil with this bOllom·up approaeh ta

development. Thus many development praetitioners have widely promoted cooperatives not

only for tbeir presumed ability ta provide small producers with economies of scale and more

equitable aecesslo resources, huI for the partieipatory nature oC their organizational structure.

As an alternative ta purely capitalist or socialist economic organisation, sorne

cooperatives, such as the Victoria cooperalive io Costa Rica and the Cotia cooperative in

Brazil, have improved conditions Cor small Carmers by providing aecess ta credit, teehnical

assistance, and organizational skills, as weil as ta larger markets and thus better priees

(Carroll 1971: 209). Allwood describes the success oC the sugar cooperatives of Maharashtra

in India in similar terms, Le. as organizations whieh have enabled smail Carmers ta produce

commercial crops profilably (1992).

Cooperatives in general have a doubtful traek record as eCfective development

organizations. They have been aeeused of disproportionately beneCitting large Carmers 1nd

elites (e.g. Bennett 1983; Bhowmik 1988; Peterson 1982) and of being unable or unwilling ta

improve economic conditions for landless agriculturallabourers and rural women, bath oCten

among the poorest oC the rural poor (Baviskar 1988; Deere 1987; Esman and UphoCf 1984:

Sharpe 1977). In addition, cooperatives frequently have Cailed lly not meeting basic

prad uction goals.

Increasingly, in an eCCort ta delermine the circumstances under which cooperatives can

work eCfectively, development practitioners and researchers alike are monitoring the successes

and the more frequent failures oC cooperatives, in bath economic and non·economic terms

(sec c.g., Baviskar and Allwood 1992). Explanations Cor the diCCerential success of these

8



organizations vary. Sorne have emphasized local obstacles to cooperative organization such

as the relationship between pre-existing social organization and cooperlltive success (e.g.,

Alderson-Smith 1976; Almy 1988: Bandyopadhyay and Von Esehen 1988; Baviskar 1971).

Others have examined the cffeets of internai factionalism, corruption, and mismanngement

on suceessful cooperative organization (e.g. Dore 1971; Esman :llId Uphoff 1984: Levin 1988:

Tendler Cl. al. 1988). Still others hnve studied the raie of the cooperative ideology as a fnctor

in suecessful cooperative organizations (Fals- Borda ct al. 1976: Sunrez 1953: Van den Berghe

and Peters 1988).

Governmental ageneies, development practitioners, and cnthusinsts from the cooperative

movement often promote cooperation for its own sake, to "encourage desired attitudes",

without regard for economic effieiency (loy 1971: 62). Yet, the Laguna ejido, a collective

farm in Mexico, serves as an illustration of the pointthat eeonomic planning and efficicney

eannot be ignored. Despite the riehness of the agrieulturat area, the ejido virtually

eollapsed. Aecording to Eekstein, rather than plan eeonomically viable farming units,

administrators were more concerned with apparent equity in the distribution of land to

assuage political and social pressures; the result was an unrealistic venture whieh failed

economically and so did not survive to impart its social benefits either (1970: 280). Such

examples have led Eckstein and others to conclude that if cooperative organizations arc to

improve eeonomic conditions for the rural poor, sufficient attention needs to be given to

effective economic organization (Ibid.; Apthorpe 1971; Scott and Fletcher 1969).

Externat conditions also greatly influence the ability of cooperatives to fun ction as

organizations to improve conditions for the rural poor. First, cooperatives do not exist in

vacuums and may face intense and even hostile competition from private enterprises (sec c.l!.

Hopkins 1988; Peterson 1982: Sharpe 1977), or opposition from the state if judged too

politically active (Gagnon 1976; McClintock 1981). On the other hand, if state and
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cooperative ideologies converge, then cooperatives may find a favourable environment in

which ta develop.

Second, if cooperatives arc exogenously insligated organizalions, the state or other agencies

may eonlrol and constrain lheir activilies. Researeh concerning the relationship between state

control and success of cooperatives indicales that state-iniliated cooperatives fail more

frequently than grass-roots organized cooperatives (Baviskar and Attwood 1992; Esman and

Uphoff 1984: 70; Hyden 1988). The high failure rate of state-controlled cooperatives suggests

that in arder ta operate effectively, cooperatives need ta remain under the ownership and

control of members, rather lhan the state (Mathers 1969). That is, they need ta be democratic

and legilimate participation.

Many development specialists and social scientists question whelher cooperatives arc the

best organizations available for rural economic developmenl (sec e.g. Joy 1971; Peterson 1982;

Scott and Fletcher 1971). Two basic questions arise concerning the effeetiveness of

cooperatives in rural economic development. First, do cooperatives provide unique

economie advantages not found in other types of organization? Second, can cooperatives

improve economic and social conditions for the rural poor? (If sa, how?) There arc a

variety of faclors which influence the viability of any cooperative, but as Flanders observes

of the creation of native Alaskan corporations: "if one is attempting ta provide a means for

people ta improve themselves, appropriateness rests on the Iikelihood of the institution

proving successful" (1989: 300). In other words, unless development organizations sueh as

cooperatives can compete economically wilh private enterprises, then no matter how noble

thcir goals, they will be unable ta survive ta help their members without government (or

other) subsidies.
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The Stud)': Alms and Methodology

The primary aim of this sludy is ta examine the effeetiveness of eoffee-processing

cooperatives in helping small-scale domestic producers la compete in the export market. This

objective involves a three-pronged approach IVhich explores the rclationship betlVeen u

particular crop (coffee), a specific kind of organization (a multi-purpose coffee.processing

cooperative), and small-scale family production units.

First, 1 describe the nature of coffee, the international coffee market, and stute polieies

that shape the environment in which bath eoffee-processing facto ries and coffee-producing

farmers operate. Second, in arder ta evaluate the effeetiveness of cooperatives operuting

within the coffee-proccssing sector, 1 cxamine how cooperative and private processing

factories operate. How do these factories respond ta the changes in the international coffee

market and holV do the y relate ta the needs of their client producers? Finally, in the

principal l'art of this study 1 focus on the coffee producers themselves. Ta determine

whether and how coffee cooperatives might effectively help small producers, 1 first consider

the effects that participation in primary commodity production has on small farmers and their

families. What arc the constraints and opportunities under which coffee-producers operate

and how do they respond ta economic changes atthe national and internationallevels? What

perceptions do producers have of processors? What role do coffee-processing factories, hoth

cooperative and private, play in household economic strategies? ln arder ta anslVer these

questions, 1 rely on the ethnographic data of the eeonomic anthropologist.

Throughoutthis study 1cm play a comparative method of analysis: bellVeen cooperalives

and privale coffee processors; bellVeen IIVO rural comm unilies in lhe canlon of Perez Zeledon;

and among households in lhese communities. An understanding of global and nalional markel

forces is of greal imporl in illuminaling lhe opporlunilies and conslraints under IVhieh rural

producers must operale, bUllhe primary focus of lhis sludy is on lhe effects of these forces

on the well-being of coffee-producing households and lhe responses of small farmers ta
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changing cconomic condilions as seen in household economic strategies and in parlicular,

participalion in lhe local cooperative. This comparalive analysis will iIIuminate the

differences lhat exisl among produccr households, communities, and competing economic

institulions in Cosla Rica, and wiU contribute to a wider understanding of local development

processes.

Households and Cornmunity Analysls

"The household" is not a naturaUy occurring, or unambiguous unit for analysis, as

rcsearchers who have allemptcd to study it in fieldwork arc weU aware. The problems of

household definition and classification have been widely noted (sec e.g. Collins 1986: O.

Harris 1984; Wilk 1989). As Wilk points out

While in every society a householdlike group or thing can be found, in each place
it performs unique mixes of activities and functions. Even in the same small
community, each household can appear different: sorne may be cohesive, sorne very
diffuse: sorne will be involved in production, others will not. There are, in faet, no
universal functions (1991: 34-35.)

Though difficulties in comparing households may still arise, this does not mean the household

cannot be used as a unit of analysis (Wilk 1989 and 1991).

Schmink says that household studies can provide a useful bridge between microeconomic

approaches which focus on the behaviour of individuals and the broader historical-structural

approach of politica! economy (1984: 87) and it is her basic de finition of the househo!d which

1 have used in defining my unit of analysis: "a coresident group of persons who share most

aspecls of consumption drawing on and aUocating a common poo! of resources (including

labour) to ensure their material reproduction" (Ibid.: 89).

While this definition guided the way in which 1c1assified households aS units of analysis,

1 do not present "households" as isolated or uniform social units, harmoniously pooling their

resources under the direction of an assumed male "head: Household membership and

economic strategies arc ever- f1uctuating and resident members often have competing goals
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(sec e.g., Bossen 1984). Members of a householù, commonly relateù by consanguineal anù/or

affinai tics, may work towarù a COol mon goal of maintaining lhe group anù trying to improve

their standard of living, but the political, social and economic relalions among members of

any household arc complex. Sen noles that, "members of the household face two different

types of problems simultaneously, one involving cooperatioll (adùing ta the total availabililies

[resourees]) and the other cOllflict (dividing the tolal availabililies among lhe members of lhe

households) (1990: 129, emphasis in original). 1 try 10 con vey a sense of the diversity lhat

exists among and within eoffee-proùucing householùs, bul for eomparalive purposes, the

household has been classifieù anù analyzeù as a unil lhroughout this study. My analysis of

households foc uses on their production strategies in lerms of both the eonstraints anù

opportunities presented by social anù economic forces from the eXlernal environ ment, as weil

as those presented by variations and changes in the internai en vironment of the households

themselves.

As households arc not isolated units, but part of larger eommunities, this sludy also

foeuses on the nature of the communities of which the sam pie households arc a pari, lhe

relationships among households wilhin a community, and how these factors affecl household

'eco~omic strategies and participation in the eooperative.3 After severaltours of lhe region,

1 chose Palomas and Santa Cruz, in part because the two communilies arc of comparable size,

infraslructure, and resources.4 ln bath communities, mosl of lhe land is dediealed ta the

commercial produclion of coffee and sugarcane. More important atthe time, 1chose Palamas

and Sanla Cruz because 1 had wanted la conlrasl householùs who sell lheir coffee 10 a

cooperative wilh those who sellio private faclories. (Perez Zeledon has one cooperative and

four private eoffee-proeessing faetories.) Agricultural exlension agents and cooperative

officiais had reporled thal Santa Cruz had a high proportion of cooperalive members, while

Palamas was known for having very few cooperalive members. Thus, during lhe inlitial

stages of field researeh, 1 had hopes that community-Ievel faelors wouId provide imporlant
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explanalions for why sorne farming households sell eoffee 10 lhe cooperalive while olhers do

nol. The researeh revealed, however, lhal lhese communily conlrasls were exaggeraled.

Households in bolh communilies presenled a more complex pallern of produclion and

marketing stralegies.

Fleldwork ln the Two Communltles of Perez ZeledonS

During my slay in each communilY, llived Wilh local families. In Santa Cruz, 1 boarded

with a family who lived aboultwo kilometres from thr village centre. In Palamas 1 rented a

room from a single, elderly woman in lhe centre of lhe community. In arder la observe work

pallerns throughoul lhe enlire agricultural season in bOlh comm unilies, 1 stayed alternately

two or lhree weeks in each communily. These living arrangements enabled me ta observe

close-up a variety of activilies and inler-personal relationships in these communities. My

"adopted" familics were warm - hearl<d and eXlremely supportive. My incorporation into these

local households as a temporary "family" member, not only provided me with companionship

and moral support, but allowed me ta gain a beller understanding of household and family

dynamics.

A principle aim of my research was ta compare household economie strategies of small

coffee farmers, focusing on the deeision criteria they used in choosing ta sell thcir crop ta

either cooperative or private coffee-processing factories. 1 collected data in three stages in

each community. First, 1 conducted an initial census of ail households in each community to

determine the size and composition of each community and to identify the coffee-producing

households.

As 1 began this first stage of my research, residents were curious as ta my objectives.

Initially, a few people suggested 1 might somehow be connected with the Costa Rican

government and asked if my work would result in an increase in their taxes. 1 explained that

1 was a doctoral student from Canada and that my objectives were ta learn about Costa Rican
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coffcc farmers and the problems the y Were experiencing in producing and mllrketing lheir

crops. 1 also reassured them that my study was academic, that 1 was not connected with Ihe

Costa Rican government, and thattheir names would not be used (pseudonyms arc used here).

Most people had no quai ms about providing me with g<'ncral census data. 1encounlered only

three refusais in the lwO communities. Though no doubt sorne suspicions renlained, as 1

became beller-known as "buena gente" (good people) within the communities, people were

very cooperative and more forth.coming with personal information.

With this initial census data of ail houscbolds, 1 was able lo get a general picture of the

communities and roughly c1assified the different types of households in each eommunity

according to bow household labour is used, taking inlo aceountthe occupation of each adult

household member (age 12-65), male and female. In this way, 1 classilïed the household unit

as a whole, for example, by distinguishing households in which ail adults arc engaged in

agricultural activities on their own lands from those in which sorne members also arc engaged

in wage work off the farm.

1 categorized coffee·producing households into three distinct groups: those with little

land who farmed coffee, but who also sold their labour elsewhere (Group 1); a middle-c1ass

of farming household which produced coffee using only household labour and who did not

selltheir labour on a regular basis (Group Il); and a category of large producers which used

permanent hired labour to help them produce their coffee (Group Ill). 1 chose to classify

farming households according to the use of household labour rather than size of landholding,

because a household's economic status is related not justto land holding, butto the size of the

household, as weil. 1 feltthatthis classification by use of labour (which also reflects size of

landholding) would more accurately distinguish the different strata of farming households

found in these communities. Social and economic differences in these communities arc not

great, but nonetheless arc evident. 1 wanted to sec if patronage of the cooperative was related

in any way to these eeonomic differences.
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• NeXl, using lhese ealegories of farming- household, 1seleeled a disproponionale slralified

random sample of eoffee-producing househulds in each communily. By slralifying my

sam pIe, 1could ensure lhallhe very few "Iargc" producers lhal had already been idenlified in

lh" initial communily census wou Id be included in my sludy. In a simple random sam pie,

lhese few large farmers may have been lefl oUl. In addilion, by selecting a slratified sam pie,

lbe lotal sam pie size was slighlly grealer lhan had 1 used a simple random sample and 1 felt

more confidenttbatl would be getting a better representation of the community. As a result

of lhis disproportionale slralifieation, lhese sam pie data arc weighled for ana!ysis.6

With this slralified sam pie of coffee-producing bouseholds in each community (38 in

Palomas and 42 in Santa Cruz), 1conducted two follow-up interviews. In the first, 1 requested

detailed information on landholdings, agricullural production, processing- factories used, and

reasons for lheir selection, and probed lhe general attitudes and responses of producers to

changes in the Cosla Rican economy. As 1 had already metthese families during the initial

census and had come to know sorne of them quite weil, these interviews were more relaxed

than the firsl, and were oflen characterized by friendly joking and Iively banter and

frequenlly accompanied by coffee (of course) and something to eat (tamales, cakes, and rice

pudding were frequenltreals). Rural Costa Ricans arc so hospitable thal more oCten than not

1 wa. sent home wilh a backpack full of fresh oranges, mangoes or other farm surplus.

(Conducting research in these communities was a real pleasure!)

1 conducted these interviews primarily with senior male members of the household.

There was a wide range of reactions to my questions. With few exceptions, 1 had difficulty

in oblaining detailed inrormation concerning incomes, though most men did not hesitate to

provide in formation concerning production, marketing strategies, and yields. Though about

ten women (about one-quarter) in eaeh corn munity cageriy answered any question 1 posed,

the majority of the women were hesilant 10 discuss coffee production aside from discussing

whether or notthey participated in the harvest. For particulars coneerning production 1 was
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told 1 musl return lo speak wiLh their husbands. Usually these same women were present

during the laler interviews wiLh their hushands, participating to VllriOUS dellrees in Ihe

discussion. Women were more enlhusiaslie in talking aboui their olher income lleliviLies,

particularly the few who were engaged in enlrepreneurial aClivilies in Iheir homes.

A second follow-up interview was conducted belween three and six months later, so Ihal

1 could reconnrm dala gathered during Ihe nrst session and collect addilional information on

politieal activilies, communily in volvement and non -agricultural income- producing aclivilies.

1 interviewed both the senior men and women (separalely) wilhin the houschold concerning

these laller topics. These interviews went very smoothly, though with bus y lives, il was Ilot

always easy for these families 10 schedule time to talk to the "gringa" anlhropologisl.7

ln ail my data gathering, 1sought both quantitative and qualitative dala. Fine qualitalive

data arc the trademark of the anthropologisl and provide the crucial ethnographic context

within which quanlitative data need 10 be analyzed. Though 1 do no elaborale statistical

analyses, 1 gathered quantitative data, as weil, as this type of dala enabled me 10 check and

double check the assumptions and hypotheses that 1 formed daily from less "structured" Iypes

of data. Often, assumptions which 1 had formed on Ihe basis of information obtained through,

interviews and casual conversations were shown 10 be erroneous when 1actually sat down and

looked at whatthe quantitative data were saying. As in previous research 1 have conducled,

1 found this "double check" to be invaluable. Thus, throughoutlhis research, 1 have tried 10

strike a balance between these equally important types of data.

ln addition to formai interviews which 1conducted alone in Spanish, 1also learned about

household production activities, labour use, and social activiLies by allending bi-weekly

eommunity development meetings, monthly meetings of the eooperative's Women's Group,

picking corree, helping with eallie vaccinations, and through the ali-important afternoon

"gossip" sessions on neighbours' front porches. The eagerness of ncighbours to bcfriend me

and, in their turn to extract information from me, provided me with many opportunities to
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learn from them, not just abouttheir lives, bUl abouttheir perceptions of me and my work,

as weil. 1 had little lrouble communiealing in Spanish and collected mueh of my data through

these conversalions. For addilional background information, a local research assistant in

eaeh community helped me by galhering genealogical dala on sam pie families.

Finally, to understand lhe operations of the coffee-processing faclories and the working

of the internalional coffee markel, 1 inlerviewed factory managers and employees and

gathered informalion from primary and secondary sources provided by lhe factories and by

lhe Cosla Rican Coffee Institule (ICA FE). Coopeagri, lhe coffee-proeessing cooperative in

Perez Zeledon, was parlicularly open and helpful, giving me full aceess to any data requested.

As an unalysis of the macro- and miero- bvel responses of an econonlY shaped by

agricullural exporl production, lhe lhesis begins by cxamining the general nalure of

agrieultural commodity production, providing an overview of the global and national

environments in which Cosla Rican coffee-produeers have been operating. Chapter 2

discusses the specific historical development of commercial agrieultural production in Costa

Rica, and attempts to anSWer sorne of the questions concerning the role agro-export policies

have pluyed in shaping the character of Costa Rica and olher Central Ameïican nations.

Chapter 3 continues whh lhis macro perspective by providing an overview of the

produclion requirements of coffee, the international coffee market, and the development of

the Costa Rican coffee industry. In this chapter 1 examine how the structure of the

international market molds the organization of production nationally and regionally.

Chapters 4through 7 shift the focus from the international and national level to the local

leve!. How are producers and processing plants responding to the constraints described in

chapler 3? ln order to undersland hov.' a cooperative might mediate sorne of the adverse

affects of commercial agriculture, 1have approached coffee production in Perez Zeledon from

three perspectives: the region and community, the household, and the processing facto ries.
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Chapter 4 sets the stage for the analysis of household data hy providing a description of

the regional seuing of the canlon of Perez Zeledon and un overview of the IWO communilies

of Palomas and Santa Cruz. Here 1 cxamine lhe nature of the regional economy und how it

compares 10 the rest of Costa Rica. 1show how corree produclion pluys u primury role in the

economies of lhese communitics, und how in such un economy, few olher economic

alternatives exist.

Chapter 5 moves 10 the household level und exumines the gene",1 churucterislics of

sam pIe corree-producing households in euch of the two cornmuni tics. Here 1 eonducl u

micro-analysis of the corree producers themselves and examine the precise role corree plays

in the domestic economy of these households. Ithen discuss the nature of correc production

in detail, the division of household labour, and sorne of the allernative economic uclivities

undertaken by household members.

Chapter 6 provides an overview of the historic development of cooperative and private

corree-processing facto ries in the canton, as weil as contemporary operations, clientele, and

operating policies. In addition to presenting background information on how the factories

operate, 1 show how competition among the canton's rive proeessing faclories has arrecled

both the factories and the farmers. The chapter focuses most heavily on the canton's only

cooperative, comparing and eontrasting it with the private factories.

Chapter 7 continues to examine the producer-processor relationship, but from the

perspective of the producer. In this chapter 1 analyze household economic strategies,

marketing strategies in partieular. 1 foeus on produeers' perceptions of both the private and

cooperative corree-processing factories and the factors which influence farmers' decisions

regarding which processing facto ries to utilize. In short, what arc farmers' strategies

concerning how and where to market thdr coffee crop?

ln Chapter 8,1 sommarize the resu!ts of this slUdy and draw conclosions concerning the

errectiveness of cooperatives in the development process. Here 1 emphasize that in order to
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evaluale lhe pOlenlial conlribulions of cooperali ves 10 rural developmenl, il is essenlial 10

undersland lhe inlernalional, nalional, and local eonlexls in which lhey operale. Il is possible

lhen 10 lheorize as 10 lhe kinds of circumslanees under whieh sueh organizalions mighl

provide rural households wilh Solulions 10 lhe economic challenges lhey face.
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Notes

1. In 1989 coffee was surpassed by ba"anas and lourism as lhe prime exporl earner.

2. An underslanding of lhe biophysical environmenl is equally imporlanl,lhough il was beyond lhe
scope of lhis sludy.

3. Like households, "communilY" is nol easily definable. In rural Cosla Rica, concenlralions of
populalions inlerspersed wilh less densely populaled arcas and lhe bounds of eommunilY arc
often difficult to delineate. For the purposes of this study, 1 focused on those residents who
shared a specifie locale for daily activity. My primary criteria were lhe opinions of lhe
residents themselves.

4. The names of the two communilies and their residents have been changed in order to protecl the
anonymity of those people who cooperated with me in this sludy.

5. 1 conducted the principal part of this Cieldwork from April 1990 to May 1991. This research
was funded in part by a McGiII Graduate Faculty Rcsearch Granl; Friends of McGiII and Max
Bell Fellowships from McGiII University; a summer bursary from the Department of
Anthropology at McGiII; and a Laidlaw Fellowship for Cooperative Sludies from the Canadian
Association for the Study of Co-operatives.

Previous to this research, in 1987 1 participaled in a USAID training program for Costa Rican
nationals at New Mexico Slate University and in 19881 conducted a two-week evalualion of lhat
program in Costa Rica.

6. The total of 78 sam pie households were categorized and weighted in lhe following manner:

A. PALOMAS (36 bouscholds)

Houschold Calegal'\'

Group 1(small rarmers who
fann and scll labour)

Group II (medium fanners
who work own rarm only)

Group JI( (large rarmers who
birc pcnnancnl labour)

B. SIINl'A CRUZ (42 bouscbolds)

Household Category

Group 1(small farmers who
rarm and selliabour)

Group Il (medium farmers
who work own fann only)

Group JI( (large rarmers who
birc permanent labour)

Samplc N

21

12

3

Snmplc N

21

18

3

1.7

1.3

1.7

1.4

1.9

1.0

21

Wcightcd N

35

IS

S

Wcightcd N

30

34

3



7. The term "gringa" is not used perjoratively in lhis area, bUl is sim ply a descriptive term.
Altitudes toward Norlh Amerieans arc generally not hostile.
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• Chapter 2
COFFEE AND COSTA RICA IN THE CENTRAL AMERICAN CONTEXT

Costa Rica has long bcen considered unique among Central Americlln nlltions, most

notably for ils democratic political syslem, the high standards of living of most of the

population, and until recently a dynamic economy. A small republic of 51,100 km2 with Il

population of just 2.7 million in 1989, social and eeonomie indicators show COStll Ricllns to

be significantly beller off lhan the rest of Central America (sec Tables 2.1,2.2, and 2.3). In

this chapter, 1 first examine why Costa Rica should differ 50 dramatically from the rest of

Central America. 1 then address how Costa Rica has speeifically eonfronted issues rclating

to agricultural export production that arc not unique to it alone.

Export agriculture in general, and coffee production in partieular, have played a key

role in the formation of the economic, polilical, and social institutions found throughout

Central America. While "the impact of the eoffee boom was substantial everywhere" (Broekell

1988: 21), the results have varied. The reasons this is so arc many and complex. To begin,

while the production and marketing charaeteristics of eoffee as a cash crop allow for a wide

range of organizatior. in terms of labour and landholdings, the y do not dietate that

organization. In many eoffee-producing regions, sueh as Guatemala, El Salvador and Brazil,

historical circumstances led to the domination of production by plantation owners, who relied

on a system of eoercive debt-peonage and "vagrancy" laws for their labour. In other areas,

sueh as Costa Rica, Puerto Rico and Honduras, the absence of a powerful c1ass of large

landowners eoupled with the production and processing requirement of eoffee allowed

household produeers of coffee to enter and corn pete in the export market.

Striking differenees can be easily perceived between the history of eoffee eultivation in
Costa Riea--with its carly origins and with the absence of any large-seale proeess of
land concentration, and its effeets on the organization of the labour market- -and the
Guatemalan and Salvadorean experiences (Cardoso 1977: 165).
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Table 2.1

Basic Indicators for Central America

•
Infant Mortal.

(per 1,000
live births)
1965 1989

% of Age Group Enrol1ed
in Education 119881 Deve1.

Primary Secondary Tertiary
Tot. F Tot. F (Total)

Pop. Area Life
(mil. ) (1000 exp.

COuntry (1989) km2 ) (1989)

Costa Rica 2.7 51 75
El Salvador 5.1 21 63
Honduras 5.0 112 65
Guatemala 8.9 109 63
Nicaragua 3.7 130 64

72
120
128
112
121

17
55
66
55
57

Matern. Mort.
(per 100,000

live births)
1980

26
74
82

105
65

100
80

*106
*77
*99

99
81

*108
*70

*104

n
29

*32
*17
*43

42
31

*58

24
17
*9
*9
*8

Rank UN
Human Dev.

Index
(1992)+

42
96

101
100

97

Source: Wor1d Development Report (World Bank 1991)
* figures for years other than indicated
+ UN Human Deve10pment Report (1992): HDI combines national income with adult 1iteracy, mean years of

schoo1ing, and 1ife expectancy. Canada = 1; Japan = 2.

Table 2.2

Average Annual Growth Rate
(percent)

GDP Agriculture Industry Services
Country 1965-80 1980-89 1965-80 1980-89 1965-80 1980-89 1965-80 1980-89

Costa Rica 6.3 2.8 4.2 2.8 B.7 2.7 6.0 2.8
El Salvador 4.3 0.6 3.6 -1.2 5.3 -0.6 4.3 2.8
Honduras 5.0 2.3 2.0 1.8 6.8 2.7 6.2 2.3
Guatemala 5.9 0.4 5.1 0.8 7.3 -0.6 5.7 0.6
Nicaragua 2.5 -1.6 3.8 -2.7 4.2 -2.4 1.1 -0.5

source: Wor1d Deve10pment Report (Wor1d Bank 1991)
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Table 2.3
Income and Social Investment in Central America

Real GOP GNP Public exp. Public exp.
per capita per capita on education on health

(PPPS) (USS) (as % GNP) (as % GNP)
Country 1989 1989 1989 1987

Costa Rica 4,413 1,780 4.4 5.0

El Salvador 1,897 1,070 2.0 0.9

Guatemala 2,531 910 1.8 1.2

Honduras 1,504 900 4.9 3.3

Nicaragua 1,463 nia 3.9 5.0

Source: United Nations Ocvelopment Program (UNOP) Human Oevelopment
Report (1992)



Export agricuhure has had a J'roround impact on ail or Central America, butto foeus

attention solely on the nature of commercial agriculture and eapitalist development fails to

reeognize Ihe specific historieal relationships between the formation of agro-export

economies and landllabour organizations Ihal arc unique to eacb region. There is no doubt

that since the mid-1800s, the production of corree as a major cash crop in Costa Rica has

dramatically altered the lives or smail farmers. Still, in order to fully understand the

situation or contemporary Costa Rican corree producers, tbe development of coffee

production in Cosla Rica should be analyzed within the larger regional context of the

development or Central America.

Central America Vnder Spanlsh Colonial Rule

The arrivaI or the Spanish in the New World in the rifteenth eentury was a eritieal event

whieh marked the beginning of a new era. According to McLeod, the early Spanish eolonists

were "entrepreneurially ambitious," perceiving the New World as an opportunity for the

rapid accumulation or wealth (most of which eventually returned to Europe).

For the newly arriving Spanish colonists, the New World appeared to have an abundanee

of both land and labour available for their use. Vnder the encomienda system Spanish

colonists were provided with lands which included the "right" to exact service and tribute

rrom local inhabitants. In praetiee, labour was often severely exploited. Yet, Spain heId

tight political and eeonomie control OVer its colonies and, by law at least, eolonists were not

entirely rree to do what they would with land or Indian labour. "New Spain took its place

in a planned economy in whieh its economie decisions were subjeet to revision and

eensorship by a superior authority thousands of miles away", an authority that objeeted for

politieal reasons to slavery and the eneomienda system as methods for eontrolling labour

(Wolf 1959: 188).
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Though the eneomienda syslem was originally a Spanish institulion, Spain felt lhe need

to impose Iimits on the colonial c1ass who had received land granls in the New World 1.

Political struggles between noble Spanish colonists and the erown soon developed. Still, until

the system was officially banned around 1620, tribules to encomienda holders were allowed,

forcing many Indians to the coastal cacao plantations to carn money they could not obtain in

the highlands (Macleod 1973: 142).

While carly economic enterprises focused on easily obtainable resources, such as surfllce

minerais and slaves, attention Was later focused on the development of a successful export

crop, soon found in cacao. In this drive for rapid profit, lhe Spanish had Iittle concern for

the environment and by the late 1500s shrinking forests, deep plowing, and IlIrge cattle IInd

sheep populations were contributing to severe soil erosion, which in lurn began to IIffect

production outputs- -particularly that of basic food crops.

ln addition to widespread exploitation, populations in the New World were perhaps most

severely affected by widespread epidemics, which from the 1570s - 16305 killed thousands

of Indians and leftthe Spanish encomenderos without an adequate labour force to meet their

entrepreneurial needs. By the late 1570s, Indian populations had been severely decimated,

causing a demographic catastrophe which seems to have played a major role in lhe

development of colonial social and economic institutions in Central America. For the

Spanish colonists who had come to rely on the export of cacao for their wealth, labour was

more important than the control or ownership of land (Macleod 1973: 97). Though Seligson

(1980) points to conflicting reports concerning the initial numbers of Indians both in Costa

Rica and elsewhere in Central America, it is clear that by the end of the 16th century these

populations had been severely diminished. This loss of population to disease, combined with

the Church's effort to "congregate" disper,ed native populations into concentrated seUlements,

allowed the Spanish to monopolize vast amounts of prime agricultural lands.
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The rapid dccline in a rcadily availahle labour force in most parts of Central America

promptcd the introduction of coercive methods of ohtaining and retaining what indigenous

labour was available. The encomienda system could not function wiLhout a captive labour

su l'ply. To replace lhe proscribed cncomienda, a syslem of repartimiento WaS introdueed in

which each indigenous village was required lo fill a labour quota for the completion of

public works, though often this labour was also used for private enterprises. Hacienda work

provided an alternative from repartimielllo duties; choosing the lesser of two evils peasant

farmers often chose lo work for the haciendas (Brockett 1988: 16). Regardless of where

l'casant farmers fulfilled lheir labour requirements, this system of forced labour severely

IimiLed their abiliLy 10 work on thcir own lands and thus to satisfy their subsistence needs.

Costa Rica's historical development differed from that of the rest of Central America.

A region with Iiule gold or other readily exploitable resources and a rugged terrain, Costa

Rica had been largely bypassed by most Spanish colonists untilthe late 1560s. As one of the

smallest, poorest, and geographically and culturally most isolated of the provinces of the

Audiencia de Guatemala, Spanish colonists were not enthusiastic about seuling there. Those

that did seule in Costa Rica found they were frequently neglected by the crown2 (Biesanz

1982; Blutstein 1970; Hall 1985; Seligson 1980).

Spanish seulement in Cosla Rica had been sparse since early colonization. -The extremely

smail indigenous and Spanish colonial populations meant that ail colonists needed to remain

and work on their farms themselves, rather than administer them from the cities as was

common elsewhere. DespiLe aUempts by the Church to concentrate populations into towns,

il had neiLher the power nor the economic resources to do so (Seligson: 6-7). In addition, the

lack of a significant agricultural surplus (the resu!t of Iiule labour and few resources)

precluded the creation of trading centres. Thus, the social and geographic separation of the

elites and masses that occurred elsewhere in Central America was minimized in Costa Rica

(Seligson 1980).
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Throughoutlhe rest of Central America during lhe late sisleenlh and carly sevenleenlh

centuries, cacao proved to be sueh a successful CS pori commodily, lhal the Spanish were

producing Iiule cIse. According to Mcleod, it was this reliance on cacao as a monoeuhurnl

export crop thal eventually led to economic depression. While the rest of lhe Audiencia de

Guatemala was concentrating on lhe production of cacao, Costa Rica Was busy supplying

foodsturfs such as becf, suet, f1our, lallow, and hides to the merchanl populalion of Panamn

City (Macleod 1973: 274-5).

By the mid-1600s, lhe Cenlral Ameriean cacao industry, severely cffected by lhe

dramatic dccline of the Indian populalion, crop disease, esternal compelition, nnd poor

transportation systems, collapsed (Macleod 1973: 95). Absentee Spnnish landlords who had

previously resided in lhe eities, noW f1ed to the countryside nol for commercial enlerprises,

but to ride out the hard times (Ibid.: 301-2). In lhis changing ecollomie environment from

the 1580s - 16305, the "self -contained smalliandowner or hacendado Ibeeamela dominant

feature of social and economic Iife," though Iittle was being esported by lhese haciendas

(Ibid.: 287). A rise in informai debt and peon relationships oceurred as a means of ensuring

steady labour to the new haciendas, a form of labour control which continued into the

twentieth eentury. By "trading" land use, credit, and loans for labour, the hacienda was

assured a workforce. lt was not unlil the mid·1600s when cacao production was f10undcring

elsewher~, that production began to f10urish in Cosla Rica. Tobacco, too, became an

important Costa Riean export during the lauer half of the sevenleenth eentury.

The success of neither crop lasled long. The unhealthy elimale of lhe lowland

plantations and fierce invasions by both pirales and Indians conlributed to lhe demise of

cacao. Already troubled by a scarcity of labour, the production of tobacco faltered when

Spain imposed new controis and heavy taxes in 1766 (Seligson 1980: 12). Through the 1700s

it gradually became more profilable for Costa Ricans to engage in smuggling rather than in

export production. The extreme poverty of colonial Cnsla Rica was most evident during the
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17lh cenlury de pression when coined money was sa scarce that by 1709, cacao had bccomc

the official currency (Blulstcin 1970: 16; Seligson 1980: 9).

Daring these difficult times, lhe scparate regions wilhin the Audiencia drew apart

economically am id rising resenlmenl againsl lhe central government in Santiago de

Guatemala. Oyes such as cochineal (lhrough the 16005) and indigo (untilthe 1720s) became

important exporls in sorne regions, lhough lhese Loo, evenlually fell 10 oUlside competition.

Export production was not revived on a large scale untilthe 1830s.

Indcpendencc and the Dcvelopment of Modern Export Economies

ln 1821 the provinces of the Audiencia de Guatemala declared their independence from

Spain, forming lhe Ccntral American Federation. Though independence came to Central

America Wilh virtually no struggle with the mother country, there since has been continuous

tension within the rcgion between separatists and those wanting political unity (Weeks 1985:

9). Conflicl plagued the first few years of the Federation as Nicaragua, Guatemala and

Mexico tried to establish conlrol over the region (Biesanz ct al. 1982: 18; sec also Woodward

1987). For the most part Guatemala, which had received a privileged monopoly on trade

with Spain at independence, continued to dominate Central America until the 18905.

Aecording to Weeks, before the coffee boom, problems wilh establishing a united federation

stemmed in part from the lack of a cohesive and powerful elite to dominate and establish

national interests (Weeks 1985: 10). One by one the republics began to wilhdraw from the

Federation and by 1838 il existed in not much more than name.

Paths of eeonomic development varied during the first few decades of post-colonial

Central America. Drawing from the work of Carlos Araya Pochet, Sanders says that most of

the republics turned economically inward. Costa Rica was the exception, engaging in the

small-scale export of such goods as, tobaeco, sugar, cacao, and timber (1986: 13). Seligson

remarks that prior to the introduction of coffee as an export, no real means of extracting easy
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profits from Cosla RiclI had bccn found (198U: 12). Thc differcncc secms 10 be Ihal Coslu

Rica's cxports during lhis pcriod were nol dcvclo(lcd on a large scalc. Furthcr invesligution

may confirm lhat Costa Rica cX(lortcd a divcrsily of goods bcforc coffcc WlIS adO(lled as its

chicf cX(lort in thc mid-18UUs.

Costa Rica was the first in the region 10 eSlablish a coffee eX(lort economy beginning in

the 1840s. By the 1880s, coffee was eSlablished throughout Cenlral America, though lurge.

scale production did not reach Honduras untilafler World War 11 (Bruckcll 1988; Bulmer·

Thomas 1987; Weeks 1985). According 10 Bicsanz cl al., Cosla Rica was able 10 build its

coffee export business because there were no rival (lrOdUels 10 claim time, energy, and

investment, and because the sparse indigenous (lo(lulation in the Cosla Riean highlands could

make few competing claims on the land (1982: 19). Others agree thatlhis carly move lowards

a coffee.ex(lort economy has playcd a key role in Cosla Rica's economic develo(lment.

The relative affluence of Costa Rica Can be eX(llained by ils hcad slart
in developing the export sector. Nol only did it establish coffee eX(lorts
before the rest of Central America, it was also the first in the field of
commercial banking, Atlantic rail ways and banana eX(lorts (Bulmer.
Thomas 1987: 10).

Nevertheless, the extent to which Costa Rica's twentieth·century affluence can be

allributed to its "head start" in develo(ling an eX(lort sector has yet to be demonstraled. The

rest of Central America had earlicr been (lromoling eX(lort (lroducts, from cacao to cochineal,

and Costa Rica's relative well·being could be argued to be a result of its carly neglect by

Spain and lack of a strong dependent relationship atthe time of independence. Demographic

factors may have been important as weil. Low population densities, which meant a shorlage

of cheap labour, increased Ihe value of labour' and encouraged technological innovations,

which in lurn contributed 10 Cosla Rica's carly affluence. Indeed, in Ihe mid·1800s, in

response 10 Ihis labour shortage, Cosla Rica was one of the first 10 import and use coffee·

processing equipment (BrockellI988: 27; Seligson 1980: 19). Such processing lechnology gave

Costa Rican coffee an edge in the world market.
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Belween 1870 and 1920, coffee and, increasingly, banana produclion providcd Ccnlral

America wilh stcady economic growlh (Bulmer.Thomas 1987: 1). The produclion of coffee

in lhe more hospiLable and healLhy c1imale of lhe highlands was underlaken primarity wilh

domeslic inveslmenl, white the swampy, humid coasts, for the most part, attracted foreign

capilal (e.g. lhe Uniled Fruit Company) for the produclion of bananas. Inilially, labour for

newlyeslablished banana planlalions had lo be imporled, as weil. In labour-searce Costa

Rica, for example, Cosla Ricans prcferred lhe profils and climate of highland coffee to wage

work in lhe lowlands, and so banana growers imporled Jamaicans .to work the banana

planlalions.

While comlTlercial coffee production has becn the backbone of the Costa Rican economy

since the 1840s, lhe organizalion of production there has differed nolably from production

in the rest of Cenlral America. There arc several faclors which contribuled lo this

difference. During lhe colonial period, lhe paucity of desirable natural resources, an

environmenl which Europeans found inhospitable, and a relalive scarcity of indigenous

peoples for cheap labour did Iillie to lure new colonists or stimulate the Spanish Crown to

invesl in lhe region. Cosla Rica was left wilh virlually no colonial infrastructure and an

eXlreme shorlage of labour, which eonlinued after independenee into the late nineteenth

century.3

Why did not Cosla Rican coffee growers import labour lo lhe highlands, as banana

growers did in the lowlands? Allhough a scarcily of labour in lhe colonial era may have

precluded lhe developmenl of sorne labour. intensive systems of agricultural production, as

wc shall sec in chapter 5, apart from the short harvest season, coffee (unlike bananas) requires

tittle labour throughout most of the year. It is Iikcly that for highland coffee production,

imported labour was not practical, for an imported labour force would need to be supported

during the long season when coffee labour demands arc low.4
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Law population density and the chronic shortage of labour during the coloninl and cnrly

republiean periods appear ta be major reasons IVhy land concentration did not oecur in Costa

Rica ta the extent that it did elsewhere in Centn!1 Americn. Coloninl elites (sueh us they

were) nnd commoners nlike were forced ta 1V0rk their own Innds. Conlpured with the rest

of Central America, larger landowners in Costn Ricn trented ngrieulturul Inbourers weil in

arder ta ensure that they would remuin in the vi ci nity nnd provide lubour, rnther than move

ta the frontier and daim their olVn lund (Stone 1983: 462). Many small farmers 1V0rked on

these larger estates for additional incarne, but untilthe 1930s, land lVas nvailable elsewhere

and the monetary incentives of coffee production made rclocation ta the frontiers an

attractive alternative ta agriculturallVage-lVork of the Meseta (Gudm unson 1983: 431; sec also

Samper 1990).

According ta Samper,

peasant- farmer access ta land and successful involvement in commercial agriculture
was one of the factors which made wage labour continue ta be a searce commodity
through the carly stages of agro-export growth, and thus restrieted the
establishment of very large coffce plantations during that period in Costa Rica
(1990: 3)

Yet, as he points out, ·coffce production by domestic units lVas not only a goal for peasant-

Carmers themselves, but also [was] fostered actively by the ruling elite of merchant-planters·

(Ibid.), who ·sold or gave land ta aUract seulers and potential labourers, made loans ta the

colonists and boughttheir harvest effectively stimulating commodity production on domestic

units· (Samper 1990: 245). Unable ta totally rostrict access ta land and Corcibly recruitlabour

ta work on large estates, large estate owners encouraged peasant-Carmer seulement.

Small Carmers provided labour Cor the estates, at least seasonally, but as wc shall sec in

chapter 3, although these mercantile elites generally possessed the larger agricultural

properties, their raIe in production was relatively insignificant (Perez Brignoli 1989: 39).

Rather than seek ta control land, the newly rising coCCee entrepreneurs Cound it more

profitable ta leave land in the hands oC smail and medium producers and control, instead,
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proccssing, exporl, and credil (Bicsanz el al. 1982: 4Y; Cardoso 1977: 177, 196; Perez Brignoli

1989; Samper 1990; Winson 1989). Thus, as Samper suggesls, "lhe owners of capilal

eonlribuled 10 lhe rise of a slrong seclor of commercial peasanl farming while pursuing lheir

own economic objeClives" (1990: 3).5

ln addilion, lhis labour scarcily led la relalively higher wages for Cosla Rican coffee

workers. Seligson argues lhal high agrieullural wages were one cause for lhe concenlralion

of land and lhe "massive prolelarianizalion of lhe Cosla Rican peasanlry" (1980: 21.23),

implying lhal smail landowners gave up farming enlirely for rural wage work. Broekett

(1988) and Weeks (1985) credil high wages as an imporlanl faclor which helped 10 fosler a

slrong rural middle-c1ass by allowing agricullurallabourers (mosl of whom also owned sorne

land) 10 reap more of lhe benefils of commercial coffee produelion. There is Iitt!e evidence

10 supporl Seligson's argumenl and 1am inclined 10 agree Wilh lhe laUer posilion, that higher

wages conlribuled significanlly 10 lhe formalion oC a strong middle c1ass. According to Perez

Brignoli, "a correlation seems obvious belween lhe low population densilies of Costa Rica, the

predominance of relalively smail farms, and lhe eXlended use of Camily labour; in brieC, lhe

exislence of whal Wc mighl cali a 'rural middlc class'" (1989: 38).

Eisewhere in Central America, lhe success oC coffee as an export crop had different

consequences. For example in Gualemala, lhe sleep, mountainous highlands that previously

had been deemed undesirable and lefllo Indian communities were now recognized as prime

coffee·cullivaling land. According 10 Cambranes, as carly as the late 1850s

Spanish.Americans and European immigrants were invading communal lands and ilIegally

planling coffee, which oClen led 10 vio!enl relalialion on the parI of the Indian eommunities

(1985: 72). The few Spanish Crown saCeguards lhal had prevented direct access to Indian

land and labour during colonial rule were reseinded by Iibera! reforms. As the SUCCess of

coCCee exports broughllhe lure oC profils, those in power in lhe new republics now had the

polilical freedom to devise their own ways of gaining aecess to land and labour (M. Harris
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1964: 22). The densily of native populations and their effective laek of political rights

enabled the power fuI ta easily enacttheir reforms. "Consequently, in areas coveted for coffee

growing, Indians often lost their communnl Innds ns land titling reforms were instituted to

foster eoffee growing" nnd systems of debt peonage erented ta ensure n eoffee labour force

(Broekett 1990: 23).

The situation was the Snme elsewhere in Centrnl Americn ns the value of coffee rose.

As exporters strave ta gain control of more Innd, they designed widesprend Iiberal reforms

ta retitle land and promote the concept of privale property. During the Insl three decades of

the nineteenth century, Guatemala, El' Snlvador, and Nicaragun passed laws in which

communal holdings, including indigenous and Church properties, were ordered eonverted ta

private holdings.

While in theory indigenous eommunities had the rightto petition for titles ta their lands,

in practice they were disadvantaged by language and culture in their legal and economie

endeavours and they rapidly lost most of their lands to non-Indians. For example, aecording

to Brockett an 1878 decree in El Salvador stated that "access to common lands was no longer

a rjght and that private title to sueh lands eould be reeeived upon cultivation of speeified

(export) erops"; yet indigenous and peasant eommunities were constrained by the capital

requirements of coffee and often were unable to retain their lands (1988: 25). In 1881-82

communal lands were abolished altogether in El Salvador and though some small and medium

farms survived, most land Was consolidated into the hands of a small oligarehy which came

to be known as the "fourteen families" (Ibid.).

Costa Rica also differed from !he rest of Central America in its failure to apply strict

"vagrancy laws". These laws foreed peasants to perform a determined number of days of wage

labour per year to prove the y were not unemployed. The factthat Costa Rica did not enforee

such laws is of interest, for as eoffee production inereased, 50 did Costa Rica's labour needs.

Though vagrancy laws were enacted, they were not enforeed with repressive measures.
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According 10 Seligson this phenomenon that "ean be best explained by the ethnie

homogeneity oC the popolation" (1980: 156). He argues that elsewhere, as in Gualemala and

Mexico, eliles eould more easily "justiCy" the appliealion oC such laws ta the large indigenous

populations by c1aiming indigenous "Iaziness and deceit;" in the predominantly "white"

population of Cosla Rica, the oppressive and selective application of such laws in a more

homogencous population may have been harder to justiCy. Il is Iikely thatthe enfonement

oC such laws in Cosla Rica was less practical, as the y might also have Crightened away

potential sellers.

Despile the factthat Costa Rica has been dislinguished Crom the rest oC Central America

as having developed "a kind oC agrarian democracy" (Leon 1948: 444) oC small and medium

Carmers, the country has experienced social unrest, the growth oC a commercial elite, and the

economic "'llnerability as~oeiated wilh the monocultural production oC agricuJtural exports.

Seligson ciles the introduction oC coffee as lhe point when Jand concentration began in Costa

Rica and argues that, on the Meseta Central in particular, the caCCee boom precipitated

social inequalities and landlessness and led to the decline oC the small Carmer (Seligson 1980).

ln eontrast, Hall (1985) and Cardoso (1977), argue that though some small Carmers lost

their lands ta large landowners through debt, lhe majority oC eoffee produeers were still smail

and medium Carmers. And·indeed, there is mueh evidence la show that as eoCCee production

flou rished, so did smail produeers. Aceording ta data published by the Instituto de DeCensa

dei CaCc', eirca 1935 55.74 percent oC coCCee Carms had Jess than 1,000 trees (Iess than .69

has.)6; 19.85 percent had between 1,001 and 2,000 trees (between~69 and 2.00 has); and just

0.28 percent had more than 150,000 trees (over 100 has.) (i/l Winson 1989: 13).

Nevertheless, while land concentration may not have occurred in Costa Rica ta the

extent that it did elsewhere in Central America, "land tenure was Car Crom egalitarian even

iC there was a much larger middling coffee·Carmer population than in several other, but not

ail, Latin American cases" (Samper 1990: 175). The persistenec oC small coffee producers did
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not preclude the emergenee of a dominant elite. Still, the correc clile in Cosla Rica dirrcred

from the elite elsewhere in Central America. Rather than foeusing on owning and manuging

land as did the lalif/mdisla plan luI ion clitc elsewherc in Central Amcricu, Costa Ricun dites

eoncentrated their errorts on the commercial aspects of eorree proccssing and marketing.

Still, Ihis commercial eoffee bourgeoisie continued to slakc claims on uncultivaled lands that

were opening up in the various fronlier regions of Cosla Rica. Their interest was more in

land speculation than land management, but it nonetheless sparked social unrest. As eurly

as the 1920s, landless farmers from the Meseta were squalling on uncultivated farmlands

claimed by members of the Costa Rican elile, both in the Meseta and in lhe fronlier regions

(Samper: 236). (This social unrest as it related to corree production in Costa Rica will he

discussed further in ehapter 3.) By 1942 the problem was such thatthe Ley dc Ocupanles en

Precario was passed to aid landholders on the Meseta whose land had been squalled.

Export Agriculture Arter World War Il

FolIowing World War Il, agricultural development in Central America was increasingly

oriented toward large-scale export agriculture (Weeks 1985: 108). While the nations of the

region experienced sorne increase in GNP and improvements in infrastructure, they built

their economies on one or two agricullUral exports (corree was a primary commodity

throughout the region). The monocultural nature of production lert Central Ameriean

economies extremely vulnerable to uneontrolIable nuetuations in international market prices.

To roduce the risks of monocultural production, during the last four decades, Costa Rica (as

did other Central American nations) begall to encourage diversification of agrieultural

exports _. increasing production of alternative commodities, such as becf, collon, and sugar

(Bulmer-Thomas 1988: 275). Errorts also were made to stabilize prices with the Latin
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American Carrce Agreement in 1958 and Ihe International Corree Agreements of 1959 and

1963 (sec Chapler 3), and the Costa Rican government implemented certain structural changes

through agrarian reforms programs, which frequently included the formation of cooperatives.

The Central Amerleun Common Market

Another problem perceived to stem from agro-export development polieies was a

dependence on imported manufacLUred goods. During the 1950s, the combination of falling

export prices and rising import cosls ereated an unfavourable balance of payments for most

Central American governments. The Economic Commission of Latin America (ECLA)

promoted imporl-substituting industrialization and urged unification of the region in order

to overcome the problem of limited national markets, and in 1960 the Central American

Common Market (CACM) was formed. (Costa Rica joined in 1963.) While regiona! gross

domestic product (GDP) growth rates rose steadily for two decades (sec Table 2.2), by the

carly 1980s, Ihe region was experiencing a severe decline (1rvin 1988: 8).

According to Irvin (Ibid.), there arc three basic explanations for the failure of the CACM.

The neoclassical position blames national customs-union protectionism and an inefficient

state bureaucracy for stifling growth, while the Marxist position argues that it was "the

perverse nature of peripheral capitalism" that was to blame for the crisis (Ibid.: 9). The basic

ECLA position argues that import- substitution policies were implemented without adequate

structural changes. Several factors left the region "highly vulnerable to exogencus shocks":

national governments continued to favour export agriculture, but neglected domestic food

production, while extreme inequalities in income distribution limited the demand for CACM

manufactured goods (Ibid.: 11). External shocks came in the form of deteriorating prices

for agriculturaI exports and sharp increases in oil prices during the late 1970s. Overall, the
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combination of these factors with continued rising costs of imported capital.goods needed

for manufacturing, resulted in unfavourable balances of trade throughout the region.

Agrarian Reforms

Despite attempts to strengthen local economies through diversification und

import·substitution policies, export agriculture has remained the mainstay of Central

Amcrican production and with il the chronic problem of land. Yct, throughout most of

Central America, by the mid-twenticth century, labour scarcity was no longer a central

problem for producers; instead, exeess labour, duc to rapid population growth, hud forced

wages down and the new land-poor and landless farm workers found the wages they reeeived

for agriculturallabour were insufficientto support their families (Barry 1987: 107).

ln addition to inadcquate landholdings, f1uctuating market conditions, oppressive

political policies, and deteriorating natural environments forced man y to adopt new and

diverse strategies in order to survive. Growing peasant unrest, land invusions, and even

rebellion allest to the facl that landlessness in Central America was a growing a problem.

Aecording to Brockell, there is a "direct relationship between the widespread violence in

reeent years in rural Central America and the intensified competition for land between

peasanls and large growers, a result of the spread of commercial agriculture" (1988: 72).

North (1981) supports this view, arguing that El Salvador's violent rebellions and subsequent

violent suppressions can be directly allributed to an oppressive corree oligarch, accustomed

10 eheap, subordinale labour.

The figures in Table 2.4 show the extenl of inequalilies in land distribution by country

in Central America for 1970. According to these figures, white Costa Rica had slightly below

the Central Ameriean average for landless and milllJlmdia (less than four hectares, i.e., farms

too smallto support a famity), inequality in distribution appears considerable. Still, as with

the earlier debate concerning the impacts of eorree production on land distribution, the post­

war data coneerning land distribution in Costa Rica arc confusing and interpretations vary.
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Table 2.4
Distribution of Rural Families
and Agricultural Land, 1970

Wlth <4 ha. Wilh >350 ha.

% of ag. % of ag.
Country % of pop. land % of pop. land % Landless

Costa Rica 45.3 1.8 0.7 41.3 26.3

El Salvador liO.5 13.6 0.2 30.9 26.1

Guatemala 57.3 12.3 0.4 42.4 26.6

Honduras 34.4 6.3 0.3 27.5 31.4

Nicaragua 25.7 <1.0 0.1 41.2 33.8

Total: 49.4 6.6 0.4 38.0 28.1

Source: Weeks 1985: 112



• For example, aeeording to Barry, 65 percent of farnls in 1973 cou Id be c1ussified as

mini/llIIdia (1987: 9), while Weeks gives a 1970 figure of 45.3 percent of farms under 4

hectares (1985: 112). Calculations from agricultural census figures reported by Seligson

(1980: 147), show that farms under 4 hectares comprised 32 percent of total farms in 1973.

While sueh figures suggest a significant proporlion of farms in Costa Rieu arc unable to

support a family from farming alone, they arc misleading to an extent as they do not aceounl

for regional variation, nor type of household; lhey also arc not direetly linked 10 any one lype

of production system, (i.e., coffee or eattle). Winson, for the same period, shows u deereuse

in "eapitalist" coffee farms (c1ussified us over 20 hectares) in both number und area. He goes

on to argue, though, that because smail, semi-prolelarian farms had less access to production

inpuls than the larger produeers, a "polarisation in c1ass terms among lhe country's coffee

producers" occurred (Winson 1989: 121).

While problems pertaining to the distribution of land, in particular those r.lated to

commercial agriculture, need to be acknowledged, Rivas suggests that it would be

misleading to interpret such structural factors as meehanieally
determined by post-war capitalist expansion and the production system
to which it has given rise; polities is at once a refleetion of, and a
conditioning factor in, this proeess (1985: 38).

Regardless of the exact extent of land concentration occurring du ring this period, as land

became more of a problem, from concentration or population growth or both, like the rest

of Central America, Costa Rica, saw an increase in rural unrest in the form of land invasions

and squatting. The incentives for and means of achieving agrarian reform in Central

America have varied. Social scientists like Weeks suggestthat agrarian reform is key to the

alleviation of poverty and the improvement of the "quality of peasant life in Central

America" (1985: 125. Sec also Barry 1987; Brockett1988). National governments more Iikely

5aw land redistribution as a means of quieting the unrest that was perceived to stem from

increasing landlessness.
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There arc lhree basic lypes of post-reform organizational models: 1) individual,

owner-operated family units, 2) centrally managed state enterprises, and 3) cooperative or

collective farms (sec Eckstein and Carroll 1976: 2). Some reforms have been ushered in by

widespread rural rebellion (as in Nicarallua), while others have been promoted for economie

and political reasons by local elites (Barry 1987: 106-7; Flores 1970). Table 2.5 summarizes

the types of reforms undertaken in Central America since WWII. Cooperatives have been a

basic part of agrarian reform everywhere but Guatemala. They have played an important role

in Costa Rican reforms, and continue to play a large and active role in the country's

development. The rolc of cooperatives in the Costa Rican coffee industry will be discussed

at greater length in Chapler 3.

Guatemala was the first to consider ambitious agrarian reforms in 1944 and by 1952 had

redistributed about 20 percent of its arable land, much of which had been appropriated from

the U.S. owned United Fruit Company (Brockett 1988: 89). (Other lands had been

expropriated from domestie latifundia and German holdings during the war.) In 1954 the

U.S., supporting United Fruit Company interests and crying "communism", sponsored an

overthrow of the Guatemalan government; counter·reforms were implemen!.ed whieh

returned much of the land to its former owners.

Following the Cuban Revolution in 1959, membership in agrarian leagues, strong

demands for access to land, and peasant unrest increased throughout Latin America,

stimulating action toward agrarian reform. As export-agriculture spread, domestic food

production dropped, forcing man y Central American eountries to import basic foods (sec

Barry 1987; Brockett 1988; Bulmer-Thomas 1987; Weeks 1985). Concern for basic food

production rose, and rightly so, prompting a series of reCorms which purportedly were to

ensure adequate domestic food supplies. Despite the rhetoric, these reforms were "centred

not so much on the issue of food production as on the containment of peasant politiea)

pressures (de Janvry 1981: 199. Sec also Barry 1987: 108). This same concern for politica)
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•
Table 2.5

Central American Agrarian Reform Programs

•
Country

Costa Rica
(1962-84)

El Salvador
(1980-84)

Guatemala
(1952-54)

Honduras
(1962-84)

Nicaragua
(1970-84)

+Redistributed Crop
Land/rural person

(ha.)

.37

.34

.44

.94

1.15

+Beneficiaries
(% rural pop.)

1.1

3.3

4.6

2.2

7.9

+Total Land
Oistributed
(x 1000 ha.)

258

320

729

294

1561

+Farm1and
Oistributed

(percent)

13

24

27

6

32

++Organization
of Production

IH,PC*

IH,PC*

IH,PC

S,IH,PC

Sources: + from Brockett 1988: 196
++ from Oeere 1987: 23
* International labour Review 1962: 390

UY
IH = Indiv. holdings
PC = Production coops

S = state productions



slabilily SlruclUred Kennedy's Alliance for Progress program, wbicb was endorsed and PUI

inlo aelion in 1961 by lbe Organizalion of American Slales under lbe Punla dei Esle charler

(Barry 1987: 1(8). The program called for land reforms which would give land-poor rural

euhivalors grealer access 10 land.

Mosl reforms underlaken during lhe 1960s and 1970s were of a very limiled nalure,

foeusing on lh~ colonizalion of "virgin" lands; adjudiealion of land dispules; lbe legallitling

of land boldings; and sorne redislribulion of exproprialed/owner-compensaled properly. De

Janvry, among olbers, argues lhal lhe reforms of lhe laIe 1960s and 1970s were largely

inadequale in solving land dislribulion problems.7 Ralher lhan deal with lbe social and

eeonomie problems of lhe landles. poor, agrarian reforms were used 10 promole "agrieullural

produelion in lhe c~mmercial seclor lhrough lbe spread of Green Revolulion lechnology,

while relying 01: funclional dualism wÎlh lhe peasant seclor 10 obIain cheap labour" (de Janvry

1981: 200). The firsl agrarian reform law in Cosla Rica which was aimed al addressing lhe

problems of lhe landless was passcd in 1961 as a response 10 inereases in squauing and land

in~asions (Seligson 1980: 32, 126). BUI likc reforms implemented during lhe same lime in

Honduras, reform aclion was direcled al colonizalion and land tilling rather than aClualland

redislribulion and inadequalely mel lhe basic needs of Many rural cullivalors (Weeks 1985:

124).

Summary

Cosla Rica, like lhe resl of Cenlral American nalions, has eonfronled a number of

problems relaled 10 agro-exporl developmenl, in parlicular eeonomie and social inequalilies

and lhe risks of m~noeultural produclion. BUl, whilc evidence from Cenlral America

eountries such as Gualemala and El Salvador suggests thal reliance on agro-export

developmenl ean lead to gross economic and social inequalities and repressive politieal
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regimes, Costa Rican palterns of land ownership and labour supply have defined a distinctive,

more democratic and less polarized society. ln Costa Rica carly coffee production developed

in a situation of relalively equilable land dislribulion and labour scarciLy which has been

associated wilh a more equitable social and cconomic structure.

Sheahan, in his discussion of growth led by primary exports in Lalin America, also

eoncludes thal lhe impacls of primary commodiLy produclion depend more on the existing

concentration of land ownership and labour supply, than the inherent nature of agre-export

production

ln Colombia and Costa Rica, as contrasted to Brazil and El Salvador, the corree
exports importantto ail of them were produced mainly by smail farmers: the same
export crop helped to lessen inequality in the first two countries and probably to
increase it in the laller two. Costa Rica's combinalion of available land and scarce
labour, with no significant lndian population to exploit made il one of the least
unequal of anlhe Latin American counlries (1987: 80-81; sec also Brockell 1988:
93).

Thus, what appears lo be more crilical lhan the agro-export devclopment model, is the

existing demographie and social structure to which it is introduced.

Nevertheless, while Costa Rica has fared relalively weil by Central American standards,

Brockett notes that "substantial increases in both population and the share of land devoted to

caille raising have created serious land pressures, while the world economie crisis of the carly

1980s crippled the economy, eroded financial security, and aggravated social tensions" (1988:

94). Since the beginning of the 1980s, Costa Rica has been facing a severe debt crisis. ln

1984 the country had the dubious honour of having one of the highest debt ratios in the

world, with an external debt of $3.826 billion, representing 111 percent of the gross domestie

product (Sanders 1986: 15; sec also Hall 1985). Though the situation has improved

somewhat, the erisis is not over (sec e.g., Castillo 1988; Rodriguez 1988). Costa Rica also

faces, as does the rest of Central America, increasing population and land pressures, and

subsequent deforestation and cnvironmental degradation. Between 1970 and 1980, Costa

Rica sali' a 29 percent decrease in forest and woodland areas, the largest decrease in Central

45



America (Leonard 1987: J19.) Moreover, while Cosla Rica fares beller lhan mosl of Cenlral

America in lerms of real GDP per eapila and GNP per capita (sec Table 2.3), Leonard

mainlains lhal 40 percenl of lhe rural populalion slilllive in poverly (Ibid.: 76).

Coffee in Cosla Rica is slowly losing ground lo bananas, lourism, and "non -lradilional"

exporl crops, bul il remains a dominanl force in lhe econpmy and lhe mainslay of agricullural

household produclion. And while condilions in Cosla Rica may have been more favourable

la small producers lhan elsewhere in Cenlral America, Cosla Rican producers mUSl

neverlheless conlinue la conlend wilh lhe volalile exlernal forces of lhe inlernational coffee

markel. This issue is lhe subjecl of Chapler 3.
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Noies

1. The Chureh, lOO, wished to ensure its access to sufficient labor and so supporled con troIs on
encomienda holders.

2. According to Hall, the economic developmcnt of Costa Rica was hampered by a negligent
administrative system that was based 50 far away in Guntemala that communication often took
months or even years; severaltimes, Costa Rican colonists petitioned the aUlhorities to transfer
them to the audiencia of Panama, where there was a close market for their produce (1985: 54).

3. Though reliable 19th-century population density figures are nol available, figures from 1960­
70 show Costa Rica to have a much lower population density than MOSt of the rest of Central
America. Weeks calculates populations densities per km2 as follows: Costa Rica 53; El Salvador
246; Honduras 41; Guatemala 79; and Nicaragua 28 (Weeks 1985: 41). He cautions that these
figures May be somewhat misleading as the y do not account for uneven internai distribution due
to environmental conditions. Nicaragua is MOSt affected and has an actual density of closer to
50/km2 in the Pacific region (Ibid.). Assuming similar population growth rates throughout
Central America, we can extrapolate into the pastto get a rough idea of the relative population
pressures in'Central America that May have affected resource competition during the early years
or commercial corfee production.

4. Once banana production was firmly established in the Al.antic zone, high wages and steady,
year-round work kept the Jamaican immigrants from migrating to the highlands.

5. In addition, despite growing political and economie power (sec chapter 3), those elites who did
continue in coffee production in Costa Rica ran their farms and processing plants themselves,
Ihus maintaining direct contact with their laborers, and according to Stone, this contact made
them more adaptable to political and social change (cited in Biesanz et. al. 1982: 49-50).

6. 1,000 corree trees is average for one manzana, or 0.69 has. of land.

7. Deere examines the role of political agendas in agrarian reform projects in El Salvador and
Nicaragua and eoncludes thatthe Salvadorean reform, aimed at pacification of the peasantry,
was a less successrul redistributive measure than the Nicaraguan reform, which aimed for truc
structural reforms by integrating rural workers and peasants into the transitional process (1982).
In a laler work, she discusses the gender inequality or MOSt agrarian reforms (Decre 1987; sec
also Madden 1985). Many women are principle agricultural producers. Without aeeess to
rerorm benefits, these women are consistently put at a disadvantage.
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Chapter 3
COFFEE: EL GRANO DE ORO

ln Chapter 2 wc learned that while agrieultural export development, in partieular the

commercial production or eorree, ean be Iinked with inereased landlessness, repressive labour

laws, exploitation or the peasantry, and unstable national eeonomies in parts oC Central

America, the degrce to whieh these eCCeets arc evident varies. For ail its emphasis on the

production oC eorree ror export, Costa Rica's experience with export agriculture has been

signiCicanlly dirrerent rrom the rest oC Central America and the country continues to boast

a large agricultural middle class. Still, a number oC very real challenges Cace Costa Rica's

corree producers. Firmly tied to a global market, producers arc conCronted with constraints

which usually arc beyond their immediate control.

ln this chapter,l hope to ilIuminate the nature oC the problems Caeing Costa Rican coCCee

Carmers by providing an overview oC the production requirements oC coCCee and the structure

or the corree industry. The discussion covers three signiCieant aspects oC commercial coCCee

production: 1) the basic production and processing requirements oC coCCee as they aCCectthe

market value oC the crop, 2) the organization oC production and processing in the context oC

Costa Rica's national economy, and 3) the organization or the international market.

CoCree: Cultlvatlon and Marketing

A member oC the RlIbiaceae Camily, coCCee is generally believed to have originated in

Ethiopia. First recorded as being used as a beverage in Ethiopia in 575 A.D., coCCee

consumption and production spread and in 1640 the Cirst commercial shipment oC coCree was

sent to Amsterdam Crom Yemen (Mwandha et al. 1985: 2). Today, among primary

eommodities, eoCCee ranks second only to petroleum as an export, providing more than 25
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percent of the foreign exchange earnings of t6 countries in Latin America and Afrieu und

employment for at least 20 million people (Ibid.: xii).!

Coffee is believed to have urrived in Soutb America in the carly eighteenth century. By

1850, when disease had destroyed coffee plantations in Ceylon and the Outch Indics, the

centre of world production had passed to Lalin America where Brazil, Venezuela, und Costa

Rica were already major producers (Palacios 1980: 15). Though il is unclear when coffee first

reached Costa Rica - - some place it as carly as 1740 (Stone 1975, in Seligson 1980) - - Costa

Rica was the first in Central America tO establish an ex pori economy wilb regular exports of

coffee beginning in tbe 18405. By the 18805, coffee was establisbed throughout Central

America and Columbia, thougb large-scale production did not reaeh Honduras until after

World War II (Brockett 1988; Bulmer-Thomas 1987; Weeks 1985).

Studies of the production of coffee as a commercial export crop bave been conducted

throughout Latin America.2 While it is clear that the crop in and of itself does not

determine the social relations of production, the production and marketing requirements of

the crop do have an influence on the organization of labour and land use. As Wolf noled in

bis study of coffee-growing peasants in Paerto Rico, "Crops with different ebaracteristies

make different kinds of demands on the people who grow them. Sucb demands may of cours~

admit of more than one response" (1956: 178-79).

As wc shall see below, the quality of coffee is affected to some extent by the manner in

which it is processed, but in general, it is a relatively non- perishable erop which requires !iule

technology for processing, and once processed ean stand some delay which might result from

slow transportation to marketing centres. The result is that a peasant family can perform most

of the processing at home and still deliver an acceptable productto buyers. In Costa Rica and

Colombia in particular, and increasingly in Kenya, small and medium producers arc the

backbone of the industry. According to one study, in 1963, 90 percent of the 34,775 coffee
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farms in Costa Rica werc Icss than 50 hcctarcs in sizc and were producing 60 percent of the

total corree erop (Cartay Angulo 1969: 2).

Of the many species of eorree, the two most important arc Coffea arabica L. (arabica

corree) and Coffea callepllora L.(robusta corree). From these two species, three main

categories of commercial beverage eorree arc reeognized: mi/ds ("washed" arabicas), Brtni/s

("unwashed" arabicas), and roblls/as. The specific qualities of each determine their places in

the world market. Correes arc bought for their distinct f1avours and usually arc blended to

satisfy various consumer preferences. For example, in France and Italy robustas are

preferred, while in Scandinavia and Germany milds are used almost exclusively (Spencer 1967:

118). There is, of course, good and poor quality corree in each category, but the quality of

mild arabicas is generally recognized as superior to the cheaper robustas and Brazils, which

arc used primarily for blending. The Brazils, because of their neutral f1avours, are preferred

over the robustas for blending with the better quality milds, though the robustas, because they

arc cheaper, arc used in the blends of most largc companies (Kummer 1990: 118).

Heartier than the arabicas, robustas arc grown in tropical conditions, primarily Uganda,

Tanzania, and Indonesia, and require from 100-180 centimetres of rainfall per year. Yields

for robustas arc generally greater than those for arabicas, but the fruit is coarser and has a

distinct f1avour. They arc generally processed by the cheaper "dry" method (sec below), which

also contributes to its overall poor quality. Robustas do have certain characteristics, including

a slightly higher carreine content (2 percent as opposed to 1 percent in arabicas), which make

them particularly desirable for the production of soluble coffee.

Arabica corree is mainly a highland crop which grows best in sub-tropical conditions

from 650-2,800 metres and requires about 190 centimetres of rain per year. Milds are

produced in Central and South America (other than Brazil), Kenya, Tanzania and more

recently a few other African countries. Because they arc grown at higher altitudes, usually

with better cuitivation techniques and processing methods ("wet" method), mild arabicas arc
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generally considered to be superior to eilher the robllstas or the Bra:i1s and command the

highest market priees. Brazils, primarily grown in Brazil and Ethiopia, are also arabicas, but

are considered of lesser quality than the milds, in purt because like the robustas, lhey too are

processed primarily by the "dry" method.3

At this point, it should be noted that new varieties of coffee arc conslantly being

developed. The most important in recent years have been bOllr/JOII, catllrra and caillai, vurieties

noted for their high yields on small, easy 10 harvesttrees. While they yield belter, these new

varieties do require greater inputs such as fertilizers and pesticiùes which means greuter costs

for the farmer.

Unlike some crops such as sugar, the proùuclion of coffee is seasonally labour intensive

and apart from proccssing, as yet docs not benent from mechanizalion. This means thatlarge

estates do not necessarily have an advantage over smail farmers. Basically, for six to eight

months of the year the care of coffee involves planting, weeding, pruning shade trees, and

applying fertilizers and pesticides. These are tasks which for the most parI involve relatively

little labour.

By far, the largest, most imporlanl, and most labour consuming task is the harvest. ln

Brazil coffee tends to ripen fairly uniformly and has typically been harvested ail at once by

shaking the trees, then collecting the fallen fruit from the ground. This manner of harvesling

tends to require a great dealless labour than in areas where the cherries ripen over a period

of three or four months, and workers pick only the ripe beans, ma king several passes through

each coffee field during the course of the harvest season. This is how coffee is harvested in

Colombia and Central America, where the "harvest accounts for 60 percent of total labour

input" (palacios 1980: 95).4 Harvest labour demands are also affected by the size of the crop,

which in tum is affected by weather conditions, the use of fertilizers and pesticides, and the

variety of tree grown. In addition, cycles of pruning, which are recommended every five ta

eight years depending on the variety of tree, also affect farmers' yields.
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• As with any commodily, the quality of the final produet is a key to its success in the

market and has become more so with the elimination of quality neutral international quotas

in 1989. The quality of corree is affected by the climate, in partieular altitude, soil quality,

variety of tree, and eultivation techniques such as spacing and the application of fertilizers

and pesticides. In Costa Rica, eoffees produced for export arc classified aecording to the

quality of the bean that results from elimate and altitude. These arc, in descending order of

quality: 1) Strictly Hard Bean, produced at 1200+ meters; 2) Good Hard Bean, produced

mainly in the Central Valley between 900-1200 meters; 3) Medium Hard Bean, 700-1000

meters, 4) High Grown Atlantic, produced on the Atlantic coast 900-1200 meters; 5) Low

Grown Atlantic, up to 600 meters; and 6) Pacific, grown on the pacific coast 300-1000 meters

(Rojas Vargas ct al. 1978: 20). Quality is also greatly affected by care in' harvesting - - Le.

ensuring that only ripe cherries arc picked - - and processing. Processing is a major factor

arrecting the quality of coffee and accounts for much of the differenee between milds,

Brazils, and robllstas.

ln order to produce "green" eorree - - the unroasted state in which coffee is sold on the

world market _. the pair of corree beans which lie at the centre of each "cherry" (the term

used to describe the pulpy fruit surrounding the beans) must be extracted. To do so, the fruit

must first be processed to remove an outer shell and a sticky pulp, a thin inner membrane

called the silverskin, and an inner husk which covers the bean, called the parchment. There

are two main methods for processing coffee: "wet" and "dry". Today, most mild arabicas are

processed by the "wet" method, while MOSt Brazils and robllstas, are processed by the "dry"

method, though more and more these tao are being processed by the "wet" method. As Costa

Rican carree is processed exclusively by the "wet" method. a greater focus will be placed on

this process.

ln the dry method of processing. the cherries are picked, then dried either in the sun or

by mechanical driers, then hulled in machines which remove the husk and skins in one

52



• process, leaving lhe "green" coffee which is lhen bagged and sold.5 The cherries arc dried

by farmers Ihemselves. For small farmers in bOlh Africa and Brazil, lhe dried cherries arc

Ihen laken eilher la cenlral "hullcries" - - eilhcr privale :md eo-operalive - - or la local

maquÎlI;stas, as lhosc who hulllhe coffce arc called in Brazil, who will hull dried coffee on

commission. Largcr eslales usually have Iheir own machines for hulling Ihe dried cherries

and, according la Rowe's (1963) observalions in lhe carly 1960s, some of Ihe small robusla

produeers in Tanzania had boughl smail hand pulpers and were beginning la hulllhcir own

coffee.

The weI melhod of processing, used for lhe majorily of mild arabicas, is more

complicaled and expensive, bUl produces a higher qualilY of coffee. The cherries arc firsl

washed, and leaves and unripe or rollen cherries noallO Ihe lop of Ihe lanks and arc skimmed

off. Nexl Ihe washed chcrries arc pUl Ihrough pulping machines which remove lhe oUler

shell. The beans arc Ihen fermenled in lanks, washed again la remove Ihe pulp and silverskin,

and Ihen dried. The beans arc now said la be allhe parchmenl slage, as Ihere remains la be

removed only Ihe Ihin parchmenl covering Ihe bean. Once Ihe parchmenl skin has been

removed by milling, Ihe "green" coffee, or "cafe de oro" as it is called in Cosla Rica, is baggcd

for sale. If processing is nol begun immedialely afler harvesl, fermenlalion begins la sel in.

For washed coffees, il is parlicularly imporlanl Ihal Ihe processing begin wilhin 24 hours.

While a longer delay does nol render lhe beans lolally useless, Ihe qualily is affecled.

Though modern machinery, which allows for more uniform processing in grealer

volumes and grealer qualily conIrai, facililaled and came la dominale Ihe wel-processing of

coffee in Cosla Rica, cenlralized faclories wilh sophislicaled equipmenl slill arc nol essenlial

to the operation. The degree la which wet-processing has been mechanizcd and centralized

varies from place 10 place. ln Colombia, Ihe world's largesl and mosl important produeer of

mild coffees, farmers, large and smail, Ihemselves slill process Iheir coffee 10 Ihe parchment

stage.6This involves depulping, washing and drying the beans .... and investing in equipmenl
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to do so: a small depulping machine, a tank for washing and fermenting, a drying patio, and

sorne means of proteeting the drying eorree from the rains.7 Though sorne families eannot

arrord to own a depulping machine and must paya commission to someone who does,

aeeording to Reinhardt most households in her study owned small hand-depulpers (1988:

162). The parehment eorree is then sold by farmers to eilher the Federation National de

Cafeteros de Colombia (FNCC) or to private merehants who millthe eoffee to the green stage

for both export and domestie eonsumption.

Like their eounterparts in Colombia, eorree farmers in Venezuela also perform most of

the processing themsclves. In an effortto raise the quality of their eoffee, the Venezuelan

Ministry of Agriculture set up a program in 1958 whieh encouraged the use of maehinery for

the wet-proeessing of coffee. Rather than establish central mills, they chose to meehanize

individual farms, arguing that because the modern wet process required the cherries to be

depulped within 24 hours, poor transportation systems and a widespread growing- region

would make central mills untenable (Roseberry 1983: 158). According to Roseberry, as of

1975 the smaller farmers were still proeessing their eoffee by the dry melhod and reeeiving

low priees for their crop; only those who eould afford the capital investment in equipment

(tanks, drying patios, depulpers) were wet-proeessing and reaping the benefits of higher

market priees (ibid: 166-167).8

ln Kenya, there arc basieally Iwo eoffee industries: the non-African estates and the small

Afriean farms. The large estates have their own pulping plants, but must send their

parehment eoffee to a central mill. The small Afriean farmers bring their cherries to central,

cooperative pulperies whieh process the eorree to the parehment stage before sending itto the

central mill for the final polishing (Rowe 1963:107-117).
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Production and Processlng ln Costa Rica

During Ihe earliesl years of coffec produclion in Cosla Rica, (Ihrough Ihe 1830s) cherries

were picked, washed, and Ihen Irampled hy oxen 10 eXlracl Ihe beans •• a process which

produced for Ihal era an acceplable corree wilh a minimum of lechnology and capilal

(Seligson 1980: 18). Wilh Ihe advent of more sophislicaled lechniques in Ihe 1840s, which

mechanized and in sorne cases cenlralized coffee processing, coffee of Ihe quality produeed

in Ihis manner could no longer bring a good price in Ihe world markel and mechanised

processing faclories became Ihe norm in COSla Rica. Today in Cosla Ricu, Ihe orgunizalion

of processing is enlirely mechanized and lukes places in cenlralized faclories, bolh privale and

cooperalive.

Though Ihere is disagreemenl as 10 Ihe exact dale Cosla Rica firsl slarled imporling

coffee-processing machinery, by Ihe mid·1800s Ihe mechanieal processing of corree was

weil under way and had a Iremendous impacl on Ihe induslry. A higher qualily corree was

produced and widely soughl afler on Ihe London market. Wolf noled Ihal for Pue rIo Rico,

while processing machinery faeilitaled large-scale operalions, harvesl laboar, and nol

machinery, was Ihe Iimiling faclor in produclion (Wolf 1956: 262). This was no doubl Ihe

case in Cosla Rica where labour was scarce, bUI as Seligson suggesls Ihe "mechanizalion of Ihe

processing slage permilled Ihe expansion of :-roduclion by diverling workers from Ihe

processing slage 10 the harvesl" (1980: 19).

These processing planls, or bCllcficios as Ihey arc called in Cosla Rica, required large

capilal inveslmenls and were eSlablished only by Ihose wilh adequale financial resources,

often wilh foreign capilal. CoUee processed by Ihe old melhod (Irampled by oxen) was nol

highly valued in Ihe inlernalional markel and small and medium farmers became dependenl

on the bCllcficios 10 process Iheir coffee (Winson 1989: 21). Thus, since Ihe laIe 18005, the

production and processing of coffee in Cosla Rica has laken place in two separale domains:

production on the farm, processing in the factories. Corree is grown on large and small
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farms, but unlike production in Colombia, the unprocessed cherries are then sold to either

private or cooperative bCIlCficios, where they are washed, pulped, dried, and milled. Il is the

bCllcficios which undertake to market the green coffee, through Iicensed export companies

which frequently are oymed by the same firm which owns the processing plant.

This central role of the bellcficio made it a power fui institution in the coffee industry

in Costa Rica. Il is precisely this nature of the bCllcficio and its subsequent relationship with

the producer that is of import here. ln order to understand this relationship as it exists today,

let us look brierIy at the historical development of the bCllcficio in Costa Rica.

The Producer- Processor Relutlonshlp

As was noled abuve, the processing of coffee in bClleficios is a fairly capital-intensive

business, and as technology advances is becoming increasingly 50. Nevertheless, while small

and medium farmers were dependent on the bCllcficios to proeess their coffee, the bellcficio

owners were dependent as weil on these smaller producers. Ta make their capital investment

work they needed to process more coffee than the y typically produced themselves, 50 they

relied on other farmers for a substantial amount of raw coffee. In the carly days of the

bCIlCficios, farmers brought their cherries directly to the factory themsclves, by ox cart of

whatever means they could muster, and 50 50Id thdr coffee to the belleficio c10sest to them.

This changed with the advent of the automobile (Seligson 1980: 33). With motorized

transportotion, the bellcficios were able to set up a system of recibidores (receiving stations)

to expand their operations throughout the eountryside.1t is this system that is still in operation

today.

ln this system, farmers deliver their coffee to tliese receiving stations, where it is

weighed by a bClleficio employee. At the end of each day trucks are sent around to collect

the coffee from eaeh recibidor and take it to the belleficio where it is washed and processed.

As this process should be begun within 24 hours, it was the decrease in transportation time
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afforded by the automobile and beller road nelworks lhllt lIl\owed proeessors 10 expand their

operalions.

Once the eoffee has been delivered and weighed atthe recibilJor, lhe farmer reeeives a

reeeipi for thal amount. These reeeipis arc lhen laken t'o the belleficio office where lhe

farmers arc paid. As lhe final priee of lhe eoffee is nol delermined until nearly a yellr laler,

belleficios sel a base priee and farmers arc paid in inslalmenls throughoul lhe year. Loan

paymenls are dedueted from lheir payment checks. At lhe end of the year, when ail of lhe

coff':e has been sold, a final priee is calculaled for each belleficio's coffee lInd accounls ure

seUled.

According 10 Seligson, "lhe syslem of recibidors inilialed a phase of compelition belween

beneficios which proved advanlageous 10 lhe small producer," who now had a larger choice

of faclories 10 which lhey could selllheir coffee (1980:34). Unlil World WlIr Il, each of lhese

faclories concenlraled on producing high qualily, brand name coffee and Europe's eXlremely

discriminaling coffee markel kepl mosl of lhem in business. Wilh lhe close of lhe European

markel during World War Il, lhe Uniled Slales became Lalin America's primary coffee buyer,

bul il refused 10 dislinguish among brand name coffees and sel a single priee for ail eoffee

in each counlry. Seligson argues lhallhis allowed lhe larger, beuer finaneed beneficios 10

proeess ail grades of coffee in ever-Iarger faclories, evenlually forcing lhe smaller fuelories

to close; farmers again found lhemselves at the mercy of lhe proeessors (1980: 34-35).

Drawing from work of de Andrade (1966, in Seligson 1980) and figures from the Cosla Rican

Oficina deI Cafe (ICAFE), he noies thal in 1887 there were 256 bellefieios in Cosla Rica, a

number which had been reduced to 114 by 1972 (Seligson 1980: 32-33). Though his

comparison of figures 90 years aparllells us liule aboul exactly when or why such a decline

oeeured, the overall number of belleficios did decline, reducing competilion or eliminating

it entirely in some cases.9 As weil, a number of belleficios arc owned and operated by the

same owners, who have, in effeet, established chains of faclories throughout the cou'ltry.
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• Neverlheless, no eomplele monopoly was cver ereated and competition among bCllc/icios

conlinues to henerit farmers, as wc shall sec furlher in chapler 5.

The conlrol of lhe processing and exporling market gave bCllc/icio owners a great deal

of conlrol over lhe smaller coffee producers. While the control of land and labour may have

been the key 10 lhe power held by the eoffee elite in other eountries sueh as Guatemala, El

Salvador, and Brazil, as was mentioned in chapter 2, this was not the case in Costa Rica.

According 10 Gudmundson, "in Costa Rica landownership was notthe distinguishing feature

of the elite; instead it was a combination of commerce, ofricc holding, and diverse

investmenls in urban and rural real eslale" (1986: 57). Rather than seek to n,ur.opolize land,

where labour costs were high, the newly rising coffee elite found it more profitable to leave

land in the hands of smail and medium farmers and instead puttheir efforts into the control

of proccssing, export, and credil (Biesanz ct al. 1982: 49; Cardoso 1977: 177 and 196; Cazanga

1987: 73).

The control of credit by processors has been a particularly important factor in the

producer-processor relationship in Costa Rica. The costs of producing export-quality coffee

arc high. Investmenl must be made in coffee seedlings of high-yielding varieties. Likewise,

fertilizers, pesticides, and harvestlabour must ail be purchased in advance of the rinal coffee

payment, and as coffee trees bear fruit only after the firstthree or four years, farmers must

be able to wait several years before receiving any kind of retum on their investment. To even

enter into coffee production and then survive the diffieult carly years, credit is essential for

most smail and medium producers.

Prior to World War Il, financing for the highly valued Costa Rican coffee was supplied

by the London market, buyers for the European market being ready to advance payments to

ensure receiving Il steady supply. This credit was then distributed to producers through the

belle/icias. By the 1940-41 harvest, this financing had dried up due to World War Il, forcing

the Costa Rican national banking system to finance the crap itself (Seligson 1980: 39).
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Nevertheless, the snme ,y'lem of dislributing ereditlhrough the hellefidos Was still used, nnd

remains lodny. Creditors supply financing to lhe hellefidos, usually in three stages. The

belleficios in lurn make lhis credit avnilable 10 farmers. A first advnnce is mllde to help

fai'mers covcr the cosls of production, e,g. fcrlilizers, inseclicides, weeding, pruning, elc. A

second advance is made 10 help eover the eost< of harvestlabour. The lhird credit instalment

slays with lhe belleficio and is u.ed 10 make inilial payments to ils clients.

The Costa Rican governmenl's laissez faire policy lownrd lhe corree induslry during

the late nineleen.h and carly l\l'entieth centuries had IWO resulls: Iillle taxai ion of the

industry and no control or regulalion of the economic relationship bclween farmers lInd those

who eonlrolled processing lInd export. Wilh respect to lllxalion, lhc entire industry from

small farmer 10 exporter slood fasllo avoid any form of taxlllion and for many years, because

of lhe power of large eoffcc interests in governmenl, were able to do so. The first lllX on

eorree was put into erreel in 1841, though it was smalllllx of onc real per qI/iI/toi (JOO lbs.)

of eoffee; lhe first major lax on eoffee was put into errecl in 1893 in order to help wilh lhe

eounlry's foreign debt payment, followed by a series of other taxes through the 19205

(Seligson 1980: 45-46). According to Seligson, "new power bases were developing in urban

areas with suffieienl power to eleeltheir own representalives to lhe assemhly; once c1ected,

lhese represenlatives would begin 10 lax lhe only major source of weallh: the eoffee industry"

(Seligson 1980: 46). The old eorree induslry was beginning lo lose control of lhe polilieal

syslem.

Olher evidenee of the government's carly laissez faire poliey was its reluetanee to

regulate produeer- processor rclalionships, but this too began to change as tensions mounted

between [armers and belleficio owners. Aecording to Acuiia Ortega (1985 and 1986),

relations between small producers and processors had been strained since lhe turn of the

century. The eunfliet was an eternal dispute over conlrol of corree prices and was not

resolved until the mid-1930s. Untilthat time, the belleficios eolluded, seuing maximum
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priees and high interesl rates for loans, and farmers loudly eomplained about the 'trust of the

benefieiadores' (Acuila Orlega 1986: 115). Throughoutthe carly part of the eentury, farmers

in various parts of the country began organizing locally, but with Huc influence. In the carly

1930s, coffee farmers united and pressured lhe government to inlervene. Alone, smail

farmers wou Id probably have had Iiule chance of changing the ~ituation, butlarger produeers

also felt lhey were being trealed unfairly. Amid a growing nalional and international

economie erisis, in 1933 the government stepped in and ereated the InstilUto de Defensa dei

Cafe de Costa Rica, predecessor of today's Institulo deI Cafe (ICAFE), whieh set a minimum

priee th al bCllcficios could pay farmers for their coffee (based on the quality of coffee

received), and regulated the maximum percent of coffee sale-value the bCllcfieios couId

retain as profit (Seligson 1980: 36).

Following the brief civil war of 1948, the new Costa Rican government started in

earnestto inerease its finaneial base through taxation of the lucrative coffee industry, but it

was not an casy fight. In 1950, a tax of 2.25 percent (4.50 percent the first year) of its market

value was proposed for every fallcga of eoffee reeeived by thebencficios, but was vigorously

fought by the Association of Small Producers as weil as by large growers. According 10

Winson, the State could not have resisled such pressure had it not bee'.1 for the fa"tthat coffee

prices at this time were high and still rising, but in the end did seule on a compromise ad

va/orcm Tax, which instead of taxing producers, lowered the amount of the sale price of

coffee abellefieio could retain from 16 percentto 9 percent, the differenee 1.> be appropriated

by the State (1989: 82).10 What this in effect aceomplished was to transfer a part of the

surplus previously eaptured by th" processors to the State, whieh putth?l surplus to work in

building rural in frastructure ,;uch as roads, electrification, and sewage faeilities (Ibid.: 85-86).

This leaves the producer in mucl: the same position as before: after a retention of 9 percent

of market value by the bellcficio, 7 percenl by the stale, and a 10 percent national wealth tax

(also initiated in 1<)48), the produecr receives about 75 percent of the export value of the
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crop. According to Rowe, this is "a high proportion eompared to many olhcr producing

counlries" (1963: 95).

ICAFE

ln the broadesl sense, ICAFE is responsible for regulaling lhe relulionship betwccn

producers, proeessors and exporters 10 guaranlee fair parlicip"tion for every sector of lhe

coffee industry (Canay Angulo 1969: 35). As weil, the Inslitute represents Costll Ricu in the

international arena in the negotialion of inte; :lationlllllgreements with consuming nlltions.

Figure 3.1 schemlltically shows the organization of ICAFE. Today, the Board of Directors is

composed of on~ member of the state, two representatives of producers (clectcd from both

cooperative and private producer groups), one from among the processors, one from roastcrs,

and one from coffee exporters (CazlInga 1987: 138).

The l'roduclion, processing, and sale of corree in Cosla Rica today is striclly conlrolled

by the ICAFE directly, or indirectly, al every step of the process. By law ail coffee grown

is supposed to be regislered with lhe Instilule, butlhis is usually donc lhrough the belleficios

who buy coffee from lhe producers. The Inslilule is in charge of ensuring thal ail producers

receive financing for fulure production, as weil as overseeing exporls and domeslic sales,

including the regulation of prices for domeslic roasters. ICAFE con trois domestic marketing

by holding auctions about every 15 days to whieh the belleficios bring lh~lr non-exportable

coffee, where it is bought by domeslic merchants and roasters. As a precaulion against black

marketing of coffee, ail coffee not exported, but retained for domestie consumption, is dyed

a reddish colour by ICAFE. Sales of export coffee must also go directly lhrough ICAFE,

which regislers ail contracts for coffee sales. Withoulthc !,crmission of the ICAFE, the Banco

Nacional de Costa Rica (BNCR) cannol give export Iicenses 0' customs permits for

exportation (Ca7.anga: 41).
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Figure 3.1
Schematic Diagram of the Organization of ICAFE
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The quality of caffee praduced is of prime cancern for ICA FE. Costa Rican caffee has

always enjayed a reputatian for excellent quality, particularly in Europe. For such a smnll

nation in competition againsl such gianls ;\S Brazil and Colamhia, when quantity cnnnai he

achieved, quality may be the key ta sales. Aware of the need ta maintain lhis reputation in

an increasingly campelitive world market, ICAFE allempls ta regulale quality in a varielY of

ways. Though, as wc have seen, qualily is much dependent of altitude and climate, there arc

ways which help ensure the highest possible quality. For example,the 1989 Execulive Decree

No. 19302 of the Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Husbandry (MAG), in conjunction wilh

ICAFE, states thal:

as of the 1990-91 crop, belleficiadoras will not reeeive coffee of the
species callep/lOra, known as robusta, marabeli, Panameilo-Brnsileilo,
Maragoli, and Pala ... in the inleresl of maintaining lhe quality and
prestige of our caffee.

The inslitute alsa rcgulates lhe amaunt of green (unripe) coffee thal belleficios accept

fram farmers. Theoretically, none is acceptable for exportable caffee, but in reality it is

ncarly impossible for farmers la ensure that aoly ripe beans get picked (a tapie which will be

discussed at greater length in chapters 5 and 6). ICAFE periadically sends inspectars araund

ta the recibidares of each belleficio ta me~sure the amaunt of unripe caffee they arc accepting

fram their clients. Accarding ta everyane witih wham 1 spake, there is an "unofficial"

acceptance margin of 5 percent.

Unripe, green cherries do nat yi~ld a rracessed caffee of acceptable expart quality, but

Iike bel/ota (dry.hulled cherries), can be used for damestically cansumed caffee. At the end

of the harvest season, sorne belleficios will buy the repe/a, the few green cherries left on the

trees, but at about 70 percent of the normal priee of ripe coffee.

Another way in which the Institute allempts to control the quality of Costa Rican coffee

is by monitoring the use of chemical inputs, promoting balanced fertilizers and pesticides and

banning chemical ripening products. As discussed above, the une ven ripening of coffee poses
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harvesling problems for farmers. Sorne have taken lo spraying their ripening corree with

these chemical agenls, which will more uniformly ripen the corree cherries, making it much

casier and faster to harvest a field. Unfortunately, this chemieal agent ripens only the cherry

while lhe beans inside remain immature. These immature beans arc biller and lower the

quality of the coffee. This hampers government efforts to control quality.

Proeesslng and Marketing Cooperatives
ln the Costa Rlcan Coffee Industry

Despite lhe fael that the creation of the semi-governmental Corree Institute was a

positive step in the direction of helping eoffee producers to receive beller treatment from the

proeessors, many produeers eontinued to feelthat proeessors and exporters were reaping an

unjusliried proportion of the profilS. As produeer-processor tensions mounted during the

1930s and 1940s, the concerns of lhe small and medium produeers were taken up by the

Centro para cl Estudio de los Problemas Naeionales (CEPN: Centre for the Study of National

Problems), a group of intelleetuals and young reCorm-minded politicians, ineluding the

renowned economist Rodrigo Facio.

As an alternalive to the exisling produeer- proeessor-exporter system, which appeared

to Cavour processors and exporters over producers, Facio argued Cor promoting cooperatives.

The main advanlage of cooperatives Cor small and medium producers, he said, was the

elimination of the intermediary, so in Corming cooperatives producers would be in direct

contact with consumers.1l In addition, he predieted cooperatives would stimulate an increase

in the slandard of living for members, an increase in individual savings, the formation of

social funds, promotion of solidarity and the education of members (Facio 1943, quoted in

Cazanga 1987: 38-39).

Though a few cooperatives had been formed earlier, the first coffee cooperative, and the

first agricultural cooperative to achieve any notable suecess, was the Cooperativa Industrial
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Agricola Victoria. Thc Victoria Coop was formed in 1943 on a Cline and coffee estille in

Grccia (a region in north central Costa Rica) thal had bcen expropriated from ils German

owners as a consequence of tbe war, then given hy the Costa Rica governmenl 10 local small

producers. Ilwas during this same time that the firsl formai piece of legislation concerning

the promotion of cooperatives appeared. This legislation was passed Ils part of the Social

Guarantees Acl of the rcrorm-minded government of Rafael Calderon GUllrdiu, lhough no

specific ideas concerning lbe formation or operation of cooperatives were luid out (Cazunga

1987: 22).

Aceording to Cazunga (1987: 36-37),lhe government was willing 10 baek lhe eooperlllive

organization of the Grecia cane and eorree producers for two reasons. First, the Vicloria

cooperalive organizers had lhe backing of the CEPN who saw this as something of a lesl cuse

for the defense of small rural property owners. In addition, lhe prospeclive cooperalive

rnembers were not salaried workers, but rather small and medium landowners thattogether

formed an economically and potenlially politically potenl group. With the closing of the

confiscated German-owned factory, these producers had lost the primary bayer for their

corree and sugar. Second, these farmers were notlooking to 'cooperativize' land which they

already owned, but rather the sugar and corree processing factories. This fact made the

'cooperativization" of these factories ideologically more acceptable to the government, as

there would be no question of land redistribution ..

Not only did such a cooperative fit wilh the canons of capilalist, private produclion, but

it posed no thrcatto the larger estate owners. Though not as polarized as some parts of Latin

America, Costa Rica was not totally immune to the rural unrest and land tensions felt

elsewherc, and already larger cstate owners were becoming nervous about what actions the

state mightlake towards solving land problems. The formation of the Victoria Cooperative

appeared to establish no threatening precedent to established interests and thus, the

cooperative movement in Costa Rica was under way}2 Why the elite who already controlled
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other proeessing and exporl enterprises did nol allempt to prevent sueh a move is unclear.

Baeked by a large agrarian middle c1ass, Calderon Guardia's reform-minded administration

was strong and governmental support of the Vieloria and subsequent cooperatives may allest

to the dwindling power of lhe agricllhural elite.

Slowly, agricllilurai and industrial cooperatives began to make legislative headway, bit

by bit receiving fUrlher support from the goveromen!. Some of the most important ad"onees

arc listed below.

1946 Creation of seclion of Cooperatives in lhe Banco Nacional de Costa

Rica (BNCR) 10 provide loans 10 agricultural produeers who arc

cooperalive members

1953 Cooperalive Section of BNCR upgraded to slatus of Department of

Cooperati ves

1959 Inereased state support to new cooperatives, duc to increased

production in frontier zones

1962 Crealion of FEDECOOP (Federation of Coffee Cooperatives).

1968 Law of Cooperative Associations

1973 Creation of the INFOCOOP (the Institute for Cooperative Promotion)

Tbc 19605 saw a tremendous increase in the number of coffee cooperatives in Costa Rica,

stimulaled not only by inlernal economic and political pressures, but by the Alliance for

Progress, as weil. While the majorily of these were formed in the areas of newly developing

coffee production (such as Perez Zeledon)- -and thus not infringing on the territory of already

eSlablished private belleficios, by the second half of the decade, an expansion of cooperatives

was seen in the traditional zones, as weil (Cazanga 1987: 110). By 1979 there were 31 eoffee

cooperatives in çosta Rica, nineteen of whieh were formed during the 1960s.
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According ta La Nacioll Costa Rica's 35lJ,000total coopenllive members now represellt

30 pcrcent of the economically active popolation and produce 13 or 14 percent of lhe gross

domestic product (1989: 5). Coopenltive bCllcfidos increased their share of coffee processing

from 11.5 percent in 1965-66 la 34.1 percent in 1975 -76 (Torres Rivas 1978, in Winson 1989:

133). Of the 110 belleficios registered witb ICAFE for lbe 1989-90 harvest year, 35 were

cooperatives. Wbile lhe pri vate belleficios conlinue to dominale the processing market, corree

cooperatives have become an inlegral parI of Ihe Costa Rican coffee eeonomy.

Vel despile the boom in cooperalives, these organizalion also have had difficuhies. (lne

major problem has stemmed from the factthattbe Banco Nacional ceded 10 some cooperulives

control of bClleficios th al had previously declared bankruplcy. Many newly formed

cooperatives of lhe 1960s were saddled wilh belleficios which were already in financial ruin

and carried huge debts, debts which were passed along to the new cooperalives (Cazanga 1987:

108) as banks increased ,he selling price in arder la recoup some of their lasses. Despile low

inlerest rates and lhe arrangement of supposedly liberal lerms of repayment, these

cooperatives faced severe economic hardship. Othcr cooperatives surrered from poor

management and lack of parlicipation.

On the other hand, cooperalives receive legislated advanlages over privale firms. Under

the 1968 Law of Cooperative Associalions, cooperatives enjoy, among other privileges: a 10­

year exemption for property taxes; exemption from imporl duties on 1001s, machinery,

replacement parts, agricultural inputs not produced nalionally in sufficient quanlities la meet

their needs; priority in access ta lransportation; and exemplion from dulies ineurred during

the formation of the cooperative organization (Cazanga 1987).

These tax advantages and governmental supports allowcd cooperatives ta invest hcavily

in more modern, more efficient machinery for their faetories, a move man y of the smaller,

private beneficios were unable ta make. Faced with competition from now beller.equipped

cooperative facto ries some of the private beneficios were unable ta compete with the new
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coopcratives and owners bcgan to scll off lheir faclories 10 groups of producers wishing ta

form processing cooperatives (Cazanga 1987: 109: Winson 1989: 132-34). Not only were the

new cooperalives more often eqoipped with better machinery, but as profits arc distributed

in the form of higher prices for farmers, cooperatives are often able to attract a larger number

of smail and medium producers - - a crucial factor in ensuring that the capilal-intensive

belleficio will run al maximum efficiency.

fEDECOOP. While the creation of cooperative coffee-processing facilities greatly

helped the large number of small and medium growers in the counlry, the real boon ta these

organizations came with lhe creation of fEDECOOP in 1962. According ta Calanga (1987:

132), through lhe 1950s and carly 1960s coffee cooperatives were confronted with several

problems wilh respecl la the marketing of their coffee. First, production was rapidly

increasing, and by 1961 the Department of Cooperatives atthe BNCR could no longer manage

the sales of cooperative coffee. Second, the marketing of coffee was extremely competitive

and monopolized by large national and inlernational firms. The cooperatives had no personnel

technically qualified ta attend ta the complex manipulations of coffee sales and were often

taken advantage of by lhe private exporters. Ta survive, cooperatives desperately needed an

integrating organizalion, and the BNCR, no longer able ta undertake the task of marketing

cooperalive coffee, decided ta help the existing cooperatives put together just such an

organizalion. Finally, and perhaps most importantly Cazanga argues, behind this impulse ta

creale a cooperative federation was the political will of the modern bourgeois sectors ta

weaken the monopoly excercised by the coffee elite who controlled exports (Ibid.).

With the creation of FEDECOOP, cooperatives were able ta enter the realm of coffee

marketing and export and thus control yet another process in the chain which moves coffee

from producer ta consumer. Such vertical integration can roduce transaction costs and
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incrcase benefits in the rorm or higher prices ror members. This concept or vertigal

integration will be discussed rurlher in chapler 5.

corree cooperalives arc nol required to beeome members or l'EDECOOP, though in

1979,28 or the 31 corree cooperalives in Cosla Rica were arrilialed (Cazanga Ibid.: 117,136).

The benefits or association wilh the FEDECOOP are many. In addition lo the beller prices

gained through FEDECOOP's inlernalional marketing or corree, arriliated cooperlltives also

receive credit ror production costs and technical assistance ror rarmers. As weil, FEDECOOP

imports IIgricullural supplies IInd equipment in bulk al low eosl, which il distribules 10

arriliated cooperalives which in turn l'ass IIi0ng these lower priees 10 thcir members. Perhaps

one or the more nOlable achievements or the FEDECOOP was lhe estllblishment or a cenlrlll

factory to undertake some or the rinal tasks or corree processing and preparation ror

marketing (final cleaning, sorling, weighing, bagging, slorage elc.). This raclory uses

extrcmely sophisticated technology and has laken some or the burdens of processing orr the

smalkr cooperatives in particular.

The International Market

Like other primary commodities, the price or corree produced in Costa Rica is arreeted

by supply and demand in an ever-changing international market (see Figure 3.2).13 Those

who depend heavily on corree production have been eoncerned with stabilizing prices. The

international corree market today is a complex organizalion or producer and consumer nations

who, for the most part, arc members or the International Corree Organization (ICO),

established in 1958 to help to alleviate, through a series or agreements, the huge priee

fluctuations that had been felt within the corree industry since the mid-1S00s. According

to the Executive Direetor of the ICO in 1962, there have been six distinct periods (eading up
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Figure 3.2
The Flow of Coffee From Producer to Consumer
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to the formation of the Ica and the signing of the firsl ICA in 1959. These arc as follows

(from Mwandha ct. al. 1985: 84-85):

1. 1850-1906:

2. 1906-1929:

3. 1~30-1945:

4.1945-1954:

5.1954-1962:

6. 1962-

Period of free markels wilh three classie boom·busl cycles with

peaks in prices in 1862, 1872, and 1891.

Pcriod of tvulorisation'e Brazilian govcromcnt inlcrvcncs in market.

Great D<'prcssion and WWIl - supplYincreased; demand fell.

Increased demand; inilial short supply. Prices sky- roekel; production

incrcascs.

Oversupply; prices fall. Efforts to stabilize the market.

Firsl of six 5- year 1nlernalional Coffee Agreements.

According to Mwandha etaI. (1985), by lhe mid-ISOUs Brazil had beeome lhe world

leader in coffee produclion. The boom experieneed by coffee producers led 10 massive

planting which in turn led to over-produclion and a druslic fall in priees (1985: 68). In the

carly lwenlieth eentury, there was a slight increase in world coffee eonsumplion which

he1ped case lhe situation sorne, hutlhe relief l'as short-Iived. During lhe 19205, Braz.i1 was

produeing double what il was able 10 ex pori and throughoul the 19305 aeeumulated

tremendous stocks -- much of which l'cre eventually burned (Rowe 1963: 13). Despile lhe

Brazillian governmenl's allempts to limil coffee expansion and conlrol priees, wilh surplus

stocks and declining demand in lhe 193Us, prices continued to fall.

Wilh .the beginning of WWll, anolher crisis loomed as the primary coffee market of

Europe dried up, leaving Lalin American produeers wilh the United Stales as their only

market. In 1940, lhe U.S. and 14 Lalin Ameriean counlriessigned the Inler-American Coffee

Agreement, whieh was renewed annually untill945. While Brazil's produelion fell during this

time, production in olher Lalin Am"rican countries inereased slightly and produclion in
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Afriea trebled. The inerease in supply al this lime proved nol to be a problem, as demand

inereased as weil, particularly in lhe U.S.. and through the late 1940s managed to stay ahead

of world supplies (Ibid.: 14).

As demand increased, 50 did prices and when Brazil's excess coffee stocks were depleted

in 1950, lhe market price jumped from 33 cenis per pound in 1949, 10 about 54 cents per

pound in 1950. The biggest jump came in 1954 when a reported frost in Brazil sent New

York dock prices to a high of nearly $1.00 per pound.14 According to Rowe, the world's

coffee induslry in the mid-1950s "provided the second most valuable eommodily in

internalional trade Ipelroleum wus nrst], and ... the most valuable agricullural commodity"

(1963: 19).

The boom was brier. Reports of the frost damage in Brazil had been cxaggerated and

by 1955 prices had already fallen to nearly half the 1954 high of $1.00 per pound. With

production at an all-time high and stocks large, no quick "eeovery in prices was on the

horizon (sec Figure 3.3). By now, man y national economies were extremely dependent of the

earnings from eoffee exports and were worried about the consequences of a continued decline

in coffee revellucs. There were sevcral informai allempts at regulating production and

cnforcing export quotas, but nonc lasted. In 1957 Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador,

Guatemala, Mexico, and Nicaragua signed an agreement in Mexico City which stipulated that

each would retain 10 percent of production (Brazil20 percent) from the export market during

thc pcak of that season (Mwandha ct al. 1985: 80). Unfortunately, the action to create a

coffee cartel provcd insufficicnt to prevent furthcr drops in price.

ln 1962, 36 expolling nations, along with 22 importing countries, and representatives of

13 other nations, established the ICO and signed the first ICA. It is generally believed that

the Uniled States agreed to enter into the 1962 agreement because it feared the political

instability that may have resultcd flOm the collapse of the Latin American economies

dependent on coffee production. This, !nd later agreements were designed to: 1) control
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Figure 3.3

Average Yearly Coffee PriC6S: 1966-1991
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exports and regulale import' so lhat priees did nol fall below 1962 level, 2) promote eoffee

consumplion 3) adjust produclion 10 demand, and 4) establish policy concerning eoffee

slOck.piling (Rowe 1963: 187). Table 3.1 Iists the major eoffee agreements reached by

members of the Inlernalional Coffee Organization.

Exporls were controlled by implementing a quola system in whieh each produeer country

would receive a specified exportable quota and consumer countries agreed to import only

coffee bearing ICO quota seals. As might weil be expected, such an organization of produeers

and conSUmers is a highly political body. Voting power is based on "volume of interest",

which gives lhe largest producers (Brazil and Colombia) and eonsumers (the United States)

the most power (M wandha ct al. 1985: 90). The ealculation of quotas was negotiable and

varied with each agreement, but in general was based upon sorne pereentage of previous

production and did Iiltle to account for variation in quality, apart from designating four basic

groups: Colombian mild, other milds, unwashed Arabicas, and robustas. At the 1962

conference, producers of robustas and other milds fought for quotas which would be alloeated

aecording to the demand for the qualities of lhese partieular coffees, but Brazil, which

produces unwashed Arabicas, wanted a pro rata allocation; Brazil prevailed (Ibid.: 121-22).

One of the principal problems in the international eoffee market has been the imbalanees

in supply and demand. Il also seems to be one of the hardest to correct, despite regulations

through international agreements. Though the (CAs cali for promotions to increase the

consumption of coffee, increasing demand is not an easy thing to do. Coffee demand is fairly

inelastic. When the demand of a commodity is inelastic, demand does not change radically

in the shortterm with changes in price. While this is valuable when ceffee prices rise in times

of short supply, what this means in times of over supply, is that despite whatever drops in

prices that might oceur, demand will not increase. Overall, there has been a declinr in coffee

consumption worldwide, a fact that may be duc to changes in attitude abou', the effects of

coffee consumption on health, but "poor quality and inadequate grading standards and
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Year

1940-45

1946

1957

1958

1959

1962

1968, 1976, 1983

1989

Table 3.1
Major International Corree Agreements

Agreement

Inter-Ameliean Corree Agreement

ICA agreement quotas suspended indefinitely

Mexico City Agreement

International Corree arganization formed

Ist Ica Agreement signed

Ist of 5-year Ica Agreement

Subsequent Ica Agreements

ICA failure



conlrols have heen idenlined as major reasons for lhe decline in consumption" as weil

(M wandha cl. al. 1985: 140).

The world eoffee markel - - or any commodily markel for lhal malter - - presents a

dilemma for produeers. If each individual produces as much as possible, a surplus accrues and

prices for ail urop; if each producer Iimils production to prevent a surplus, then prices will

rise. As Mwandha cl al. point ou l, coffee is an aUraclive exporl commodity to produce,

particularly for smail farmers (1985: 104):

it is easy to slore and handle
its value, for weight, is high for an agricultural product
it can be grown on steep slopes (often unusable for other crops) without
sophislicated management
it is precocious for a tree crop
it has labour intensive, rather lhan capital-intensive requirements.
once neglected, coffee can be fairly easily rejuvenated

So, wc have a crop which is casy to produce and, despite fluctuations in world prices, brings

a relatively high market price. These characleristics make coffee attractive for the individual

producer, who consequently lries to maximize production. Vel it is the dramatic increase in

production worldwide (lhe sum total of increases in individual production and/or the number

of producers), th al has led to supplies oUlrunning demand and the consequent fall in prices

(sec Figures 3.4 and 3.5). And production continues to inerease everywhere. In Costa Rica,

7,350,439 double heclolitres (dbl. hect), or about 147,009 kilograms, of coffee were processed

in 1988-89, up 15 percent from the previous year (ICA FE 1987-1989 processing figures).

()ne way in which the ICAs have atlempted to limit production was by promoting

diversification schemes (in fact a Diversirication Fund was created in early agreements), i.e.

finding alternative ",ops for would-be coffee producers in times of over.supply. As an

overall strategy to Iimit world production this seemed Iike a logieal step to take, but it proved

difficult to implemenl. The costs to individual producer nations in cutting back coffee

production arc high. Profitable alternatives to coffee arc not ensy to find and the costs to
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Figure 3.4
World Coffee Supply and Demand 1951-62
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Figure 3.5

World Coffee Surplus and Priee
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farmers who have made substanlial inveslments in coffee arc high, ns nre nntionnl costs in

terms of unemployment (Mwanda ct al.: 103).

While the ICAs appear 10 have achieved lheir gonls by stabilizing world coffee priees,

a greal deal of debate concerns their overall effectiveness. The fncl thal in 1989 ICa member

nations failed 10 reach an agreement suggests lhnl the ngreemenls were not solving lhe

problems of coffee production in a manner ncceptable to both prodlleers nnd consumers. Vet

during the 1960s and carly 1970s, such commodity agreemenls (e.g. cotton and sugar) were

part of a general trend in world lrade. In his carly study of the economic effeels of lhe ICA,

Rowe (1963) predicted lhnlnn important outcome of lhe 1962 agreemenl would be to prevent

the collapse of some national economies henvily de pendent on coffee production. But he

eautioned thal from an eeonomic point of view, these economies were being artificinlly

maintained at the expense of the consumer.

Gordon, who has sludied lhe problem over a longer period of time than Rowe, maintains

that to some eXlent commodity agreements did manage to supporl the prices of some

commodilies and offered "a solution to a very basic global problem: how to reward lhe human

effort which goes into the production of food and raw materials" (1990: 29). But he secs the

1989 failure of the ICA as part of a larger political-economic lrend which no longer favours

commodity agreements (or any form of market inlerference). He points out thal this trend

is not just on the part of the richer countries, as opposilion 10 the proposed 1989 ICA came

from Brazil as much as the USA.

The initial impact of the collapse of the International Coffee Agreements has been a fall,

once again, (from roughly 70 to 45 cents per pound) in market prices and an estimated loss

of four billion dollars in export revenue for Third World coffee producers (Gordon 1990:

28).15 Producing nations were initially optimistic that prices would recover within a year

or two.16 At this time, it is unclear what the future holds for coffee producers. (Already

there have been altempts to renegotiate an agreement, but with no success). What is clear is
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lhal wilhoUI an inlernalional agreemenl, lhe rules of lhe game have changed and lhe markel

has become more compelilive again. These arc lhe condilions under which Cosla Rican cofCee

produeers, who arc lhe focus of lhis research, musl operale. Il is in Iighl oC lhis new

inlernalional environmenl, as weil as lhe hislorical condilions oC Cosla Rica's parlieipalion,

lhallhe impacls of commercial cofCee produclion and lhe responses oC small Carmers will be

analyzed.
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Notes

1. The rank of coffee in primary commodity trade varies with market conditions. Both Mwandhu
et. al (1985) and Adams and Behrman (1982) place coffee as second only 10 pelrolcum. Rowe
(1963) says that while coffee ranked second in the 1950s, that il fellto third place in the 1960s.

2. Sec, for example, Bergad 1983; Berquist 1978; Cambranes 1985; Cardoso 1977; Gudmundson
1983 and 1986; Holloway 1977; Machado 1977; Norris 1953; North 1981; Orti1. 1973;
Roseberry 1983; Seligson 1980; Wolf 1956.

3. Apparently the "wet" method is becoming more common even for Brazi/s.

4. Rowe reckons that for non-African commercial estates in Kenya, labour rcpresents only 35
percent of total costs (1963: 111).

5. While the dry method is the primary method of processing for Brazils and robuslas, Rowe
(1963) notes that in Kenya, if a farmer's arabica erop is not accepled for processing duc to poor
quality, the farmer willtake it home, dry it and sell it locally as mblllli. Alternatively, Rowe
also notes that in Uganda sorne estates have begun to procoss robuslas by the wet method.
Though this improves their quality a great deal, they still cannot corn pete wilh the mild
arabicas and the capital costs of such processing are high.

6. According 10 Rowe, in lhe late 1950s, 90 percent of farmers pulped and fermenled lheir own
crop; 10 percenl sold lheir cherries 10 neighbors with pulping machines or paid a commission
for this service (1963: 67).

7. Though sorne families have been able to invest in movable roofs which can be pulled across in
case of rains, in most cases it is the responsibility of women and children to bring in the drying
coffee when rain threatens (Reinhardt 1988).

8. Despile the faclthat newer technologies were being developed and used in other counlries, in
nineteenlh- and carly twentielh-century Venezuela, farmers still sun-dried their arabica
coffee, which was then crushed in oxen-driven matillas or beaten in wooden troughs ta remove
the beans. Not everyone owned a matilla; those who did not either paid a commission for this
service or sold to lhose who did (Roseberry 1983: 97, 221).

9. While just speeulation at this point, il is likely that improved transportation systems,
particularly lhe introduction of motor vehicles which could cover greater distances, played a
large role in lhe reduction of the number of processing plants in Costa Rica.

10. As an additional compromise to coffee interests, the new law slated lhat no tax would be paid
if the priee of coffee fell below $40/quintal.

11. Others (e.g. Acheson 1985; Coase 1937) describe lhis same advantage, not in terms of the
elimination of the intermediary, but in terms of vertical integration, Le. the incorporation of
intermediary processes into a single firm.

12. It is interesting to noIe that the Communist Parly (CP) was notably anti-cooperative.
According to the CP, in light of the serious economic and social problems facing the country,
the promotion of cooperatives is mere charlatanism (Cazanga 1987: 49). This tension between
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13.

14.

15.

16.

lhe eooperaliye moyemenl and lhe syndicale moyemenl of lhe CP is slill found today. This is
a mosl inlercsling lopie whieh deserycs furlher aUenlion in lhe fUlure.

For a delailed aeeounl of exporl eommodiLy markels sec Adams and Behrman (1982).

There is some diserepaney in lhe figures 1 haye seen eited as lo lhe peak priee. Rowe ciles
SO.80 as lhe peak priee for mild Colombian, whieb usually is well aboye the priee of Brazilian
robuslas; Mwandha cl al. say lhe peak priee of Brazilian San los 4 reaehed S1.00 in April 1954
(1985: 85).

1\ is inleresling lo nole thal despiLe sueh a dramalie eollapse in the world markel priee,
eonsummer priees haye remained slable.

The rumor of rising eoffee priees musl haye been eonsidered fairly reHable for some farmers
were eonsidering expanding production in anlicipalion of a priee reeoyery.
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Chupter 4
PEREZ ZELEDON: A RECENT FRONTIER FOR COFFEE

If wc arc 10 understund whether eooperalives ean he effeelive as intermediury

development organizalions, wc must underslund Ihe eomplele conIexl in which nol only Ihe

inslilulion, hUI ulso ils memhers, must operale. The previous ehaplers oUllined Ihe

production requiremenls of coffee und Ihe nalionul environmenl. In order 10 fully underslund

Ihe opporlunilies and conslruinls which confronl bolh coffee producers und processors, wc

must also have an underslanding of Ihe regional and communily economies in Perez Zcledon.

ln Ihis chapler, 1examine Ihe role Ihul coffee produclion plays in Perez Zeledon und lhe IWO

sludy communities of Sanla Cruz and Palomas. 1 ulso discuss sorne of Ihe economic

allernalives availahle 10 local residenls. A more detailed anulysis nf coffee-producing

households is presenled in chapler 5.

The Economie und Politieul Structure of the Cunton of Perez Zeledon

One of Ihe faslesl growing eoffee-produeing regions in Coslu Rica, Perez Zeledon was

made Ihe 191h eanlon of Ihe province of San Jose in 1931. The canlon cncompasses 1905.51

square kilomelrcs and is divided inlo Il dislriels. In 1990 Perez Zeledon claimed a populalion

of 81,510, mosl of which is eoncenlraled in Ihe upper regions of the valley in and around the

markellown of San Isidro de El General, Ihe municipal cenlre of Perez Zeledon (sec Figure

4.1). Bounded on Ihe norlh and euSI by Ihe Tulamunca Range, and Ihe wesl and soulhwesl hy

Ihe CoaslaI Ridge, Ihe canlon eXlends from an allilude of 700 melres al San Isidro, 10 as high

as 3819 melres at lhe peak of lhe Cerro Chirripo and a low of 500 melers as il slrelehes wesl

lowards Ihe Pacifie coaSI and soulh lowards Ihe lower rcaches of lhe Valle de El General in

Ihe province of PUnlarenas. Runoff from Ih.' Talamanca range converges in Ihe Rio General
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Figure 4.1
Hap of Costa Rica Showing Location of Perez Zeledon
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which runs the length of lhe "alley lU the Pacifie Ocean. Tlll'ugh the plains surrnuudin~' the

principle rivers arc fertile, lhe poor soils and sleep slopes of the mounlain l'oothills arc nol

conducive to cuhivalion, cxcepl lhat of coffee (Ahenburg cl al. l'JlJO: 23H).

The 130 kilometre journey from the nalion's capilal of San Jose to San Isidro de El

General is a striking one. The only direcl roadwllY, the Pall·American highway, winds its

way southeastthrough lhe Cenlral Valley before il begins the long lwisting climb lhrough the

Talamanca Mountain Rangc, and over lhe Cerro de la Muerle (lhe Hill of Dealh) -- so ealled

because many carly travellers died from exposure crossing the IHISS over lhis mnunlain befme

molorized lravel signifieantly decreased the lenglh and dangers nf lhe lrip. Tnday, Ihe

winding journey through lhe cloud forest, up over the cold, dry tund", al lhe apex (nearly

3000 metres), and the final hair-pin decline through more c1nud forest ln the Valle de El

General takes just two and one-half hours. As nne descends from the mounlains, small

homesteads and cafe/a/es (coffee fields) much like lhose found in lhe Meseta appear nn the

landseape. But the di~tinct charaeter of the "lllley soon becomes apparenl.

Perez Zeledon is an agricu1tural canton, comprised primarily of relatively recenl

immigrants (first and second generaLon) from other parts of lhe country. These immigranls

and their families have brought a frontier atmosphere to the region. Despite the sparsely

stocked shops and ruued dirt roads that characterize lhe reginn, hopes for opporlunities for

a good Iife abound. Though there is Iiule industry, lt.e construction of new homes and

businesses - - primarily agricultural supply stores and service sector enterprises - - is a

common sight. Thousands have bcen drawn to Perez Zeledon Wilh hopes Lhat 'the golden

bean' would bring them a beuer life. And for most it has. The cconomic busLle of the canton

has iLs foundations in the booms of coffee. Vet, as international coffee prices fall, the worries

of coffee production and making ends meet arc a constanttopic of lhe cowboy - halled farmers

and their families who crowd lhe buses to Lown on market day.
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The firsl colonizers began te arrive in Perez Zcledon in the mid-19th century from lhe

!\Iieseta Central and Santa Maria de D~;a regions 10 the north, but as roads were virtually non­

existent untillhe 19405, lhe colonization of ti,e region proceeded very slowly (Ibid.). Duc to

ils central position as a galeway belween tbe pass through the Talamanca Mounlains to lhe

north and the soulhern Region Brunca of lhe counlry, lhe tewn of San Isidro (pop. 30,(00)

has become not only lhe municipal centre for lhe canlon, bul an important market and tradc

centre for the entire soulhern region.

While transportation systems were poor and coffee processing facililies non -existelot, even

corree production was nol viable. Early selliers had to be self -surricient and producc for

subsistencc, butthcy wcrc not cxclusivcly suhsislence oricntcd. Samper (1990), wriling about

Costa Rica's norlhern frontier in the 19lh cenlury, has good cvidence lhat carly seulers and

farmers on the Meseta Central were very much in vol l'cd in mercantile aclivilies and were nol

isolaled subsistence produeers as many have claimed. Colonizalion south ward inlo what is

now Perez Zeledon occurred somewhat laler, but in a similar fashion and lhere is evidence

that colonists in this region Iikewise engaged in mercanlile aClivilies. In Pere? Zeledon, in

addition to maize and ricc production, some selliers raised caule, but according 10 elderly

residents, pigs were a much more imporlant commodily for trade.

ln lhe 1930s, wilh lhe beginning of the firsl commercial airplane fIighlS, the region

began to sec sorne increase in immigranls (Alfaro 1982: 1(6). According 10 one carly sellier

who came to the region in the 1930s before lhe road was completed, the three weekly fIighlS

were the on1y way to getlo San Isidro, which al lhal lime had on Il' two businesses. There was

very Iittle corree at that lime, food crops and tobacco dominated production, and San Isidro

had only a handful of inhabilants. Il was the arrivai of the Pan-American Highway in the

1940s that brought the first significant wave of immigration to Pere? Zeledon. With

increasing population and land shortages in the Meseta Cenlral, frontier regions such as Pere?

Zcledon provided a welcome opportunity for thousands.
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This undouhledly w..s .. n imporlanllime of change in the region. Though there is as yet

Iiltle wrillen aboul this historieal period, there arc still sellle..s who remember these times,

allowing a pielure '.f lhe carly days in Perez Zeledon 10 be construcled.

Marlin Fonseca, one of lhe fo"nding members and first president of the canton's coffee

cooperative, was horn in Heredia in 1923 and fisl came to San Isidro while working on the

Pan-Americ.. n Highway. When lhe road reached San Isidro in 1944 il was as yet unpaved, but

il provided a significanlly casier P"" over lhe Cerro de la Muerle. According to Fonseca, at

that lime there was slill plenty of tierra ba/dia (uncultivated land) or Lierra libre (free land)

in lhe area: I.. nd 10 which no one c1aimed lille, and which could be claimed by anyone willing

to work il. Some selliers laid c1aim 10 large lracts of land, not ail of whieh they could work

themselves. After aboul 1960, I..nd became scarcer and Lierra libre was hard to find. With

changes in government policy brought about in part by the Alliance for Progress, some lands

were bought lhrough the newly crealed InstiLuto de Desarrollo Agricola (IDA: Agrarian

Developmenl Inslitute) and redislributed as parce/as to incoming landless settlers.

According 10 Fonseca, and others with whom 1 spoke, in the 19405 and early 19505,

subsistence farming was still the norm, but commercial pig farming was also very important.

Corn was widely grown and fed to pigs which were then herded over the mountains to the

urban cenlres of Cartago and San Jose, where they were sold or traded for goods which were

brought back 10 San Isidro. The 1ransport of pigs across the mountains in this manner was 50

widespread lhat lhe Rio Quebradas, which ran along the old trail, was referred to by most as

the Rio de los Chanchos (River of the Pigs). Riec, beans, caille, and sugar cane for dulee

were also produced, primarily for home consumption.

Though some selliers came from Puriscal and other tobacco producing regions in the

north, mosl immigranls came from the over-crowded coffee zones of the north and brought

with them knowledge of that crop. Coffee production began as carly as 1940, but as there

were no processing facilities and roads were still poor, il was produced mainly for home

87



consumplion. While land was plcnliful, and suÎlcd for coffec production, wilh 1101"''''fidos

ta process eoffee grown in the canton, conlnlercial produclion of Ihe erop was scverdy

Iimited. Fonseca estimales thal by 1946 lhc canlon \\':IS producing ubolll 5,OOOl/lIillla/.' (1

qllill/a/ = 100 lbs.) of coffee.

Realizing the potenlial for coffee produclion in the rcgion, the Bunco Nalional buill lhe

firsl simple coffee processing plant in 1949. Wilh proccssing facilities nnd improved ronds,

colonization in lhis region increascd tremcndously with sorne 20,000 people nrriving belween

1950 and 1958 (Alienburg ct ni. 1990: 238). Subsequently, coffee production increnscd ni a

tremendous rate. By 1960 an enlrepreneur named Jorge Zeledon hnd buiIt a second hCIICfid",

the San Jorge. t ln 1962 a lhird hCllefido \Vas buiIt in lhe Palmares distriel jusl oulside of Snn

Isidro.

As deseribed in chapter three, lhe carly 1960s sn\V a widespread promolion of cnoperntives

in Cosla Rica. Caughl up in lhe movemenl, many coffee produeers in Perez Zeledon hecame

inleresled in forming a cooperalive. The San Jorge hellefido had by then gone bankrupl nnd

been taken over by lhe Banco Nacional. In 1962 the Cooperatil'a Caficultura de Perez

Zeledon boughl lhe Beneficia San Jorge l'rom lhe Banco Naeional. (Il is undear how mueh,

if an y, debl came with lhe purchase of lhe helleficio.) Of the original 391 founding members,

approximately 95 arc still active. Two of lhese live in lhe eommunity of Sanla Cruz.

Coffee production expanded rapidly and saon became lhe upper valley's (lhat area norlh

of Buenas Aires which lies above 600 melers) primary erop. Though production of

subsislence ereps such as corn, beans, and rice conlinued, lhey were quiekly being replaced

with "cl grano de oro."

In Perez Zeledon coffee is of a medium qualily (medium hard bean, MHB), lhough in

sorne of lhe higher altitudes around Ml. Chirripo sorne higher qualily eoffee (Mrict!y hard

bean, SHB) is grown. Neverlheless, "though lhe yields and qualily of 'cafe generaleno' arc

below lhat of lhe Central Valley [Mesela Cenlral], Perez Zeledon has become the canton of
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grealesl produclion in lhe counlry, and continues expanding its produelion" (Allenburg 1990:

240».

ln addition la lhe cooperalive, now known as Coopeagri,2 coffee is proeessed in the

region by four privatcly owned belle/icios: La Mesela, S.A. (descendant of the region's first

belleficio); El General, S.A. (lhe belleficio in Palmares); El Aguila, S.A. and Pelers, S.A.

Pelers, a rccent arrivai on lhe scene, buys coffee cherries in Perez Zeledon, but as yet has no

processing plant in lhe canton.

This region also produces sugar cane which is made into dulce, a crude brown sugar

processed in domestie trapiclles, and into commercial white sugar, processed at a factory

also owned by Coopeagri. To a lesser eXlent, farmers also raise cattle for both beef and dairy.

Duc 10 the lack of slaughtering and packing facilitics in the valley, farmers ship their beef

caule lo the Cenlral Valley for processing, but lhere is a milk products' plant in the canton

(recenlly acquired by Coopeagri) which processes, packages, and distributes milk, yogurt,

cheeses, and fruil juices.

The production of sorne non-lradilional crops such as macadamia nuts (currently being

tested by Coopeagri as a commercial crop for the region) is beginning to expand. Farmers

arc oflen reluctanl ta embark on such venlures, and for good reason. In the mid-1980s, cOlla

de illdia, an ornamental plant, was widely promoled as a profitable crop for export to North

America. Many farmers planled cOlla de illdia only ta find that by the time the plants had

matured two or three years later, prices had plummeted and there were problems with

transporting them ta the sole packaging and shipping company in Limon. These plants are

now used for making fence posts or just left in the fields where they can be seen growing

taller and taller.3 Most consider them a wasted errort, though in the last month of my

research someone had been touring the area ar.-1 buying these plants ta be used in a fibre

factory near Cartago.

89



Apart from one smail, foreign-owned gal ment factory, there is Iinle industry in the area,

but the canton boasts a branch of the Universidad Autonoma, Il technical school, Il hospÏllll,

and a municipal sports fllcility. Branch offices of government agencies such Ils IDA (Institute

for Agrarian Development), MAG (Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Husbllndry), MOPT

(Ministry of Public Works and Transportation) arc also located here, as weil as several banks,

hotels and numerous service industries.

Politically, the canton is represented in the National Legislative Assembly as a part of the

province of San Jose. Though most dil'II/udos come from the urban areas of the Mesetll

Central, atthe time of thi. study one dil'II/udo for the province was a native of Perez Zeledon

and may be in part responsible for sorne of the attention Perez Zeledon has been rcceiving

from the government in the last several years.

ln regional politics, each canlon clects its own municipal council cvery four years (at the

same time as presidential and legislative elections). In addition ta the council's hoard of

directors, each district selects a delegate ta represent it at council meetings. Wilhin Perez

Zeledon, the municipality of San Isidro administers the entire canton, with each of the Il

districts electing a delegate who represents them at weekly municipality meelings in San

Isidro. While these delegates have a voice at meetings, the y have no vote.4

At lhe community level, there is no formaI form of government. Communities are

administered by the municipality, but Iike communities throughout Costa Rica, those in Perez

Zeledon have begun ta form Asociaciones de Desarrollo Comunal (Communily Development

Associations [CDAs», which are dedicated to improving their communities through self .help

efforts. These associations are formed under the direction of D1NADECO (Direction

Nacional de Desarrollo Comunal), a government agency established in 1968 "la promole and

advise such associations" (Biesanz et at. 1982: 46) and will be discussed furlher below.

Most communilies have a Guardia Rural (rural police) post, with one or two guards who

are responsible for keeping lhe peace locally. They deal primarily with cases of drunkenness,
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disturbing lhe peaee, and loealthefts (though these arc rare). Though lheorelically lhese local

police posilions arc not polilically conneeled, in fael, lhey Most oflen arc filled wilb

supporlers of lhe political parly in power at the nalional level, locally if available or from

outside lhe community, if nol.5

The Researeh Communltles: Palomas and Santa Cruz

BOlh Sanla Cruz and Palom:ls arc cenlres of rural dislricls of similar size and populalion

(Table 4.1). Bath look much like lhe,lypieal Costa Riean hamlel described by Biesanz:

seauered houses surrounding a cenlral plaza (which oflen doubles as a soccer field), wilh a

church and sehool, bul wilh no buildings for governmenl funclions (1982: 45). Unlike lbe

simple wooden churches and schools deseribed by Biesanz, cach of lhese IWO communilies

has a fairly new, well- conslrueted, cemenl- bloek church and elemenlary school; a lown plaza

wilh children's play equipmenl; a smail heallh cenlre wilh weekly oUlpalienl service; a

communily eenlre, a soccer field; and a public lelephone. Wilh one or Iwo exceptions, every

house in bolh communilies has eleclricilY and polable running water. While electricity is

managed by lhe national ICE (Cosla Rican Eleclrical Inslitule), waler is managed through

local Waler CommiUecs. These commiUees receive funding and guidance from the AyA

(Oeparlmenl of Waler and Aquaducts), bUl community members arc responsible for building,

mainlaining, and collecling paymenls for lheir waler systems.

As with lhe resl of Perez Zeledon, seUlemenl in these communilies did not begin in

earnesl unlil the 1950s. The fronlier characlcr of lhe region is evidenl in my census data on

immigralion, which show lhal ovcr lwo-lhirds (71 percenl in Palomas; 69 percenl in Santa

Cruz) of ail adulls inlcrvicwed in lhe inilial census in cach community were born outside lheir

currenl residenlial community ; half of fllese immigrants (51 percenl in Palomas; 52 percenl

in Sanla Cruz) were born outside lhe canlon of Perez Zeledon.
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•
Table 4.1

Size and Population of Research Communities
(1990)

•

COllllllunity

Palomas

Santa Cruz

COllllllunity
Population

476

407

Total
Households

97

86

District
Population+

4,150

3,015

District
Size (km2)+

118

207

* Source: Complete census of village households conducted 1990
+ Source: Camara de Comercia, Industria, Agricultura

y Turismo de Perez Zeledon 1990)



As might be expeeted, the majority of immigranls came from the densely populated

Mesela Central during lhe 1950s, '60s and '70s. ln Palomas immigrants from the provinces

of Alajuela and Puntarenas arc most common (11 percent and 9 percent, respeetively); in

Santa Cruz lhe overwhelming majority (44 percent) were born in the Meseta in various other

cantons of San Jose province, such as Dota, Leon Cortes, Tarrazu, and Desamparados. The

average length of residence for immigrants is 15.5 years in Palomas and 20.1 yeurs in Santa

Cruz'!'

Though land is becoming increasingly more difficult to obtain, and the size of farms is

dwindling, these eommunities and the surrounding districts arc still primarily agrieultural.

There is no industry and few businesses. Neither community has paved roads. Palomas lies

just off the paved Pan Ameriean highway, though at a great distance from San Isidro. Santa

Cruz can be reached only by poorly mainlained dirt roads, so travel time from both

communities to San Isidro is roughly the same (30 to 45 minutes). Local bus service runs

between both communities and San Isidro. As Palomas is further from San Isidro, bus fares

arc more cxpensive (dO and 035, respeetively, in 1990).

Residenls in each communily purchase daily supplies in four small, family-runplI/perias

(shops) in Palomas and two in Santa Cruz. These shops supply basic food and household

supplies and offer credit which residents appreciate, particularly in the cash-strapped periods

prior 10 eoffee payments. Still, local priees tend to be high, 50 most households make a

weekly trip to San Isidro to purchase the bulk of their household supplies. This trip often

is made in conjunction with the cashing of coffee receipts at belle/icio offices (see ehapter 3).

Each community also has a soda (a smail, snack- bar type restaurant), as weil as two "cantinas"

where alcohol is served. The latter arc attaehed to plI/perias.

Asthroughout most of Costa Rica, the Catholic Church plays a substantial role in the lives

of the majority of the eommunity. Sunday Mass is the main religious activity in each

community. Il is also a prime social event. Even those who do not actually attend the service

93



itself will congregate outside on Chureh grounds. After Mass, people linger; children l'IllY;

parents visit with friends llnd rcllllives; teenllgers congregllte to gossipllnd get to know one

another beller; young IllJl'ios hold hllnds llnd go fnr wlliks llround the church.

While the Protestant churches llre beginning 10 mllke a brellkthrougb in ru ml Coslll Ricll,

their presence is minimlll in thc two communitics. In Pll)omlls, eVllngelicllis hllve built Il smllll

wooden churcb, but only tll'O fllmilies profcss to being eVllngelicllls; the rest of the small

congregation come from surrounding communities. In Santa Cruz proper only one family is

Protestant and tbere is no cbureh building for services.

Farmlng and Employment Alternllllves ln the Two Communllles

Agriculture is by far the principlli occupation in both eommunities. Coffee is Ihe

primary crop, but there is also sorne sugar cane produclion in each, and sorne farmers arc

branching into calile. In both Santa Cruz and Palomas only a few households hllve smail

garden plots where they grow a few vegetab!es, beans or corn for domestic consumption. As

population densities climbed and land became scarce, the shifting agriculture that previously

had supported subsistence crops is no longer possible. The reason for this is that Ihe tropiclli

soils of the region rcquire large amounts of fertilizer llfter the first year or two of production.

Farmers feel it is not worth the cast or effort ta fertilize subsistence crops which frequently

do not fare weil anyway.

Bath Santa Cruz and Palamas arc small communities comprised primarily of coffee­

producing households with less than five manzanas (3.45 ha.) of land, with a few larger

farmers owning between 50 and 150 manzanas. Each also has families who support themselves

through agricultural work, but who have no land, as weU as households supporting themselves

through non·agricultural activities (teaching, construction work, small businesses elc).
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Of the 97 households in my initial census of Palomas, 16 households (16.5 percent)

supported lhemselves lhrough non-agricultural aClivities; 81 households, (83.5 percent of the

101al) farmed. Of lhese 8t agricullural households, 28 (34.6 pereenl) were landless. Of lhe

531andowning households, only Iwo owned more than 50 manzanas (34.5 has.). (Another two

large landowners arc ahsentee landlords, not available for inlerviews, and were not included

in the inilial 97· household survey.)

Similarly, in my Sanla Cruz census, 1 found lhat ouI of a lolal of 86 households in lhe

community, only 12 (14.0 percenl) supporled lhemselves primarily lhrough non-agricultural

income activilies. However, in Santa Cruz, lhe proportion of landless agricultural households

is much lower. Of the 74 agrieultural households, only 9.5 percent, or seven households were

landless. Of the 67 landowning households, four owned over 50 manzanas. The greater

proportion of landless hoouseholds in Palomas is striking (sec Figure 4.2). Il is not elear

exaclly why this is so, bUl the majority of landless agricultural households in both

communilies arc migrant families who come for seasonal work and who arc not permanent

resiùents. Their larger number in Palomas is ùue, in part, to the presence of several large

farms, ineluding a large coffee plantation quite near to Palomas in the southern part of the

valley (sec below).7 These transient workers arc young families who rent houses for their

short stay in these communities. 1 know of no single transient men or women (though there

was a single woman wilh ehilùren in Santa Cruz). Of the 28 landless househohls engaged in

agrieultural work in Palomas, 19 (68 percent) were temporary residents, renting less than one

year, then moving on, though many returned in subsequent years. Not eounting these

transients, just 9 households (1 t.t percent) in Palomas and five in Santa Cruz (6.9 percent) are

landless.

Land is rarcly loaned for use, even by family members. Renting and shareeropping are

likewise uncommon. People say there is just not enough land to rent or 10an out. Those

without sufficientland to supporttheir families must supplement their incomes through wage
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lahour, primarily in agriculturc. As lhe populalion or this region grows, rarmers arc rinding

it dirricuillo rind access 10 enough land lo support lheir ramilies.

As outlined in lhe chapler anc, 1 cancentrate my analysis on landawning agricultural

households, which 1 have classiried according ta lheir use or hausehald labour. Group [

includes lhose households who rarm corree with Iillle land, but who alsa sell labour; Group

Il cansists or medium -size rarming hausehalds who use predaminantly ramily labour on lheir

rarms, but do nal sell lheir labour elsewhere; Group III hauschalds arc larger landawners,

who hire permanenl aulside wage lahaur la help run lheir rarms.B Table 4.2 shows lhe

rrequencies anJ percenlages of lhese hausehald categories in each cammunity.

Onlya rew farm warkers find permanenl emplaymenl as peolles (permanenl "gricultural

wage-Iabaurers) on the larger farms. Most agricullural wage wark isjortlalero wark,that is,

warkers arc hired on Il day-la-day basis, or perhaps for as long as a month ta complete a

certain task. Wages arc law _. the average jortla/ero earned about 300 cololles ($1 U.S. =

appraximulely 86 c%lles) per day in 1990 .. and there is no job security. Generally

jortluleros rind wark in the cafe/a/cs (eorfee rieIds) of ather rarmers, who for various reasans

may nal have sullicient family labour. During Ihe harvesl seasan, demand for labour is high

and warkers arc hard la rind. There is a vasl cyclical migralian which accurs every year in

Cosla Rica, as men, wamen, and enlire ramilies move fram regian la regian, harvesting coffee

as il ripens in Ihe variaus zones.

For residenls of Palamas, agricullura! wage wark can alsa be faund wilh the mu!li­

national PINDECO pineapple planlalian in Buenas Aires (an haur south by bus) or on Ihe

Finca Sanla Fe, same four kilamelres rrom Palamas. As the largest farm (aver 2,000

manzanas) in lhe canlan, Ihe newly-develaping Finca Sanla Fe has made a tremendaus impact

on this purI of the canton. Owned by an ex-minisler of agriculture, the Finca Santa Fe began

planting in about 1987, praviding seasanal emplayment for hundreds of warkers and

permanent emplayment for dozens. This fitlca9 is by far the largest caffee producing farm
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Tahle 4.2
Classificalion of Ali Landowning Agricuhuml Households

by Use 01' Labour
(number and percenlage of lotal households)

1 Il III
Use & Sell Use Hhold Use Hhold &

Community Hhold Labour Labour Only Hire Perm.
Labour

Palomas 35" 15 5+
(N=55) 63.6 27.3 9.1

Santa Cruz 29 35 3
(N=67) 43.3 52.2 4.5

Source: Complete census of village households condueted 1990.

Of Ihese, 2 hud small umounlS of land in )'oung corfee, but as il wasn'l yel
produclng, Ihey worked primurily as agricullural wage lahourers lo supporl
lhemsclvcs.

+ Includcd hr;.,; urc 2 ubscnlee lundlords who were nol inlervic:wed nor counled in the inililll ccnsus of fJ7
household!.



in the canton, and small farmers in Palomas allrihute lheir recenl harvest-Iabour problems

10 lhe fact lhal lhe Finea Sanla Fe can pay higher wages. As production at Finca Santa Fe

has just hegun, smaller farmers arc worried ahout what may happen in the future. A number

of workers for lhe Finca Sanla Fe live in Palomas, though mosl arc lransient, staying less lhan

one year in the community.

Sugar cane also provides opportunilies for wage labour, especially in Palomas. There, the

production of sugar cane is nol only much greater than in Santa ·Cruz, but is undertaken

primarily hy a few large farmers who selltheir crop to Coopeagri (whieh owns the canton's

only sugar factory) for processing into refined white sugar. This lype of sugar cane

production require, a ,ubslanlial amount of labour for the short periods of lime in whieh the

cane is harvesled.

Cane production in Sanla Cruz is quite differen!. There, sugar cane is grown by many

small farmers, bUI is processed exclusively inlo dlllce in domestic tTapiches; none is 50Id for

refining. Dulce is used bolh for home consumplion (it is a staple in most Cosla Riean

households) or sold to local merchants or in the weekly market in San Isidro. In lhe

production and home processing of dulce, small amounls of cane are cul and processed

intcrmiucntly, ralher than the single, large-scale harvesl of cane bound for lhe refining

faclory. Thus, there is usually liule need for oUlside labour, unless for some reason lhe family

has none of its own available. There arc five tTapie/les in Sanla Cruz; lhere used 10 be one

in Palomas, but it has not been in use for man y years. Reasons for lhis difference in sugar

cane produclion and ils implicalions for co-op parlicipalion will be explored furlher in

chapler 5.

Opporlunities for non-agricullural wage labour are praclically non-exislenl in lhese

young, rural communilies. In Palomas, lhere are a few job opporlunilies, such as cook,

cleaner or lcacher al lhe elemcnlary school (currenl1y ail leachers reside oUlside the

COol munity), or in a small, family-run furnilure workshop located in a neighbouring
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community, or in part-lime construction. One woman works about six monlhs each yenr in

San Jose as a domcstic workcr, but for lhosc who ùo not wish (0 lea\'c thcir homes, mos( non­

agricultural wage work is fuund in San Isidro. Al the lime of this study, none frulII Palumns

were employed there, though 1 hal'e since heard of one young womlln obillining dumestic

employmcnl in lhc 10wn. 10 A fcw IIgriculturul househulds manage lu carn sorne extru

income with sewing, lailoring, and shoe rcpair, bul this income is only snpplemental to lheir

earnings from agriculture. These informai c'Jllage "acLivilies" also will he diseussed furlher

in Chapter 5.

In Santa Cruz, the situai ion is much lhe same. There :Ire no agro·industries such as

PINDECO or Finca Sanla Fe nearby, but there arc a few more opportunilies for non·

agrieultural wage labour. In addition to positions ill the primary school as cook, c1ellner, or

teacher (again ail teachers eurrenlly come from outside the community), sorne people find

work in part·time construction, at Il furniture workshop within the community, or in another

in a neighbouring community. Finally, there were :\Iso two bamboo furniture workshops in

a neighbouring community, employing several young men and women from Santa Cruz.

Though one continues to be quite successful, the other was forced lu close in carly 1991.

People with jobs in these workshops were eonsidered quite lucky.

Dynamle Corn munity Organizutions

ln general, residents of these two district centres arc quite proud of lheir communilies

and consider themselves fortunate to have weekly health c1inics, new churches, und

community centers. Still, unpaved roads, no permanent health cenlre, lack of adequale

supplies and facilities in the schools, and Jillie in the way of recreational facilities for the

youth, arc problems that arc widely discussed in Palomas and Santa Cruz. One of the most

striking things about these communities (and, in fact, about rural Costa Rican communities
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in general) is a high level of organizalion and commilmenlto solving community problems.

This concern is evident in lhe numerous ad hoc local associations, such as school associalions

and women's groups, thal arc formed for community devclopmenl. Community participation

and developmcnl from below arc concepts thal have been pul into action in both communities.

Leadership for these projects in both communities comes from one or two prominent (though

nolthe largesl nor weallhiest) cilizens, but participation and support by the communities as

a whole is high. For example, Calholic Church members often work jointly with other groups

in raising funds or organizing lahour for various community projects. In each community

there is also a chapler of CA RITAS, a church organizalion widespread in Lalin America

which works 10 help lhe poor with donations of food, clothing, housing, etc.

As mentioned earlier, the most important development groups within these communilies

arc their communily development associations (CDAs) formed under the direction of

DINADECO (the Nationallnstilute for Community Development). Palomas and Santa Cruz

bolh have CDAs which were very aClive during lhe lime of lhis research. The board of

directors of the Palomas associalion, elecled in April 1990, had only been in charge for a few

monlhs. According 10 D1NADECO workers, under previous councils lhere had been serious

factional problems and some rumour of poor accounling practices. Consequently the

association had been entirely disbanded and reformed, with newly elected board members.

Despite ils short time in charge, the new board of direclors of the Palomas association had

numerous projecls under way: acquiring a new cemetery; improving lhe road from the

highway; crealing a new town plaza; and transforming the health centre (which was only open

once a week) into a heallh clinic, (with medical staff available daily).

ln Santa Cruz, projects a1so included the improvement of roads, and the construction of

a targe sports and commercial centre. This multi·million·colon building involved a great deat

of planning and creative fund· raising and, though still only half completed, is considered one

of the communily development association's major accomplishments.
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The way in which these assocÏillions operate is inslruclive and mllY serve la illuminale

11Iter discussions on Ihe role of the cooperalive in Ihese communilies. The ussocilliions

operate on a democratic basis. Membership is open ta 1111, lhough hy 1111" lIssocilllions must

have a minimum of 100 members and a maximum of 1500. Projeels lire voted on lInd

operated by association members, and every four years a hoard of direetors is elected. While

the direelors of Ihese CDAs have no aCluallegislalive powers, Ihey have economic influence

and dominate the promotion, implementation, and coordination of most community projeels

and often arc among Ihe most influential members of Iheir communities.

Partial funding for CDA projecls cornes from DlNADECO and arc derived from Iwo

percent of national income lax. These funds arc then dislrihuled to the eommunity

development associations, each receiving approximately 50,000 colO/ICS (about $580 V.S.) per

year for projects. For most projeets, DINADECO requires Ihal matching funds be obtained

from outside agencies or from communily resources. Armed only with relatively smail

an nuai budgets, members of the community work and scheme ta oblain additional matching

funds and resources (from government, foreign aid agencies, etc.) with which to complete

thcir projects; and they arc quite good al doing so. For example, when 1 arrived in Palamas

the most pressing problem was ta create a new cemetery aS the old one in a neighbouring

community was completely full. The association approached a large, absentee landowner of

the community for a donation of land. (This Same landowner had donated the grounds for

the new Church.) Once the land was obtained, a ·cemelery commiUee," Was formed ta take

charge of clearing the land of the existing sugar cane and arranging for the transfer of tille;

within two months the new cemetery was ready (apart from the legal work of transferring the

title).l1

Though both community associationsseem ta function welland accomplish much for their

communities, they operate quite dirrerently. In Palomas, the semi-monthly meetings arc

attended by about 15-25 people. Most aUenders were men, though the board consisted of
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Ihree men, including one landless lahourer, and IWO women. In Santa Cruz, the semi-monthly

meetings arc allended only hy the elecled hoard, who were ail male, wilh Ihe occasional

memher or two dropping in if lhey have a particular issue to discuss. On the other hand, Ihe

elections in March 1991 were much beller allended in Sanla Cruz (over 200 in allendance as

opposed 10 ahoui SO in Palomas). The eleclion process 1 wilnessed in Palomas was ralher a

sedale affair. When il came 10 nominalions for posilions, many of Ihose nominaled declined

(usually claiming they would supporl projecls, bUl could not spare time from their other

aelivities 10 work as hoard members) and Ihe group had trouble gelling someone to acceptthe

nominalion for president. (The previous president was resigning for health reasons.) In fact,

il came to a poinl al which lhe official DINADECO observer said thatthe association would

have to be dishanded if they couldn't find anyone 10 serve. Finally, nominalions were again

made, accepled and "oled upon. The board's former Ireasurer was elecled president.12

The meeling in Santa Cruz was a differenl arrair altogether,u There, organized groups

arrived ready to ouslthe previous jl/llla (board). Despite Ihe incumbenl jll/lla's tremendous

accomplishments (parlicularly wilh Ihe sports complex), many people expressed dissatisfaclion

with lhe huge debt Iheir communily now owed as a result of this projeci. The meeting was

Iively and very politica!. In lhe end, the previous jll/lta, primarily supporters of the PLN (the

Nalional Liberalion Party), was ousled in favour of a jll//la comprised of more USC (Social­

Chrislian Party) supporlers. The feeling was, lhat though Ihe previous jllllla had

accomplished much, the USC was currenlly holding power nalionally, and therefore the

communily associalion stood a beller chance of oblaining additional government funding with

more USC supporlers in the jll/lta. There was no such discussion during the Palomas meeting.

Much of the success of these CDAs depends on its leaders, their commitment to

improving their communilies, Iheir political savvy, and their ability to mobilize community

supporl. Rifas (raffles) arc one of the most common ways for cornmunity groups to raise

funds for projects. These raffles arc quite sim ply organized. A goal is set for the amount of
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monel' lhe group wanls 10 mise; a book (or books) of numbcred lickels is purchased in SIIII

Isidro by lhe group (raffles arc e.lremely corn mon lhroughoul Cosla Rica and lickel books

arc easy la come by), and a dale is set for lhe dmwing. Tickels arc lhen sold door 10 door

lhroughoutthe community and any surrounding communilY in lhe dislricl lhal mal' have an

interest in lhe projecl for anywhere from ZO-SOO c%lles. Though mOlley prizes arc lhe mosl

cornmon, occasionally if a group has access 10 some olher good _. a handierafl item or

seeond·hand radio, for example .- Ihese goods will he raffled ofr. Ralher lhan conducllhcir

owo drawing (which is nol only more work, hUI can leave lhe group open 10 accusalions of

unfairoess), there is a convention lhal local raffle dmwings will coincide Wilh lhe Sunduy

nalionallollery drawings. Thus if "27" is the winning number drawn in lhe nalionallollery,

it is also the winning number for local raffles whose drawings were Iisled on Ihul dale.

Raffles arc such a popular form of raising funds for projecls thal in any given week

(parlicularly during harvest season, when people have more cash) lhere willlikely he alleasl

one raffle. 14 As Costa Ricans arc fond of this lype of game as an opportunily 10 win a loI

for a smail risk, il is easy la sec why raffles have hecome a popular melhod of raising funds

wilhin rural communilies. These frequenllocal raffles have anolher advanlage for community

fund·raising, and thal is thal communily members know lhey arc also supporling projecls

which will benefillheir community. Mosllickels arc relalively cheap, and sooner or laler

everyone gets around 10 supporling one projecl or anolher.

Raffles are organized by various groups, depending on lhe projeel. In Palamas lhe

elemenlary school commillee conducled raffles la raise monel' for classroom malerials, and

lhe developmenl associalion used riJas ta raise monel' for lille'lransfer deeds for lhe new

cemelery land, for road improvemenls (lhe Church also called for special donalions during

Masses), and for the proposed heallh clinic. Even the Sports Commillee has organized raffles

ta raise monel' to buy uniforms or make improvemenls on lheir field. A series of raffles were

held lhroughout lhe l'car bl' a neighbouring communill' which wanted ta build its own

104



elementary school. They could gel no government funding, and it was primarily through

raffles and their own fund'rlIising efforts lhat the y eventually were able to construct their

own school. This high degree of social participation atlhe community level, seems to reflect

the nation's long·standing democratic tradition. Costa Ricans take such democratic

participation for granted. During onc CDA mecting, when one villager suggested thatthey

invite Prcsident Calder6n to their meeting to discuss the possibility of paving their rnad, the

idea met with great approval and no seepticism. (1 do not know if they ever actually invited

the Presidenl.)

Domestle Organlzatlon

Household Struclure and the Family. My initial census of the total population in eaeh

community showed an average of 5.0 persons per household in Palomas and an average of 4.7

persons per household in Sanla Cruz (sec Table 4.3). Households in both communities arc

predominantly nuclear families (71 percent in Santa Cruz and 67 percent in Palomas).

Extended· family households comprise 14 percent and 19 percent of total households in Santa

Cruz and Palomas. Reduced families (those thatlack a conjugal pair) comprise 15 percent

and 14 percenl, respectively, of ail households. Included in the extended.family category are

those households usually consisting of a conj "gal pair, their children, and other linea! relatives

(parenls and/or grandchildren). In two cases an elderly couple and adult grandchildren shared

a household. Most "reduced households" consisted of a woman and children or grandchildren,

though lhere were two households which consisted of men and their children (or

grandchildren). In Santa Cruz, three households consisted of single adults (two male and one

female).

Marriage within the Catholic Church is the only union between a man and woman that

is officially recognized by the Church, yet common·law unions (l/lliones libres) arc very

widespread. Uniones libres arc recognized by the community, but formaI marriage is still
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considcrcd la give stalus ta the union, and middle-class families actively discourage their

daughters from living cOl/jwllo (together) rather than marrying. In muny cuses, the arrivul

of the firsl child encourages the couple ta murry.IS ln general, the conjugul bond is not

strong. Though divorce is not recognized by the Church, und couples murried within the

Church appear ta be more stable than couples living in common-Iaw arrangements, both

Church-sanctioned marriages and common-Iaw unions frequenlly end in separations. In the

event of the break-up of a common·law union, women have fewer legal rights than their

legally married counlcrparts, and il is left 10 the discret ion of lhe man whether to continue

ta support his offspring or not.

When a young cou pic marry, the preferred arrangemenl is for thc couple ta eSlllblish their

own household, and in fact, most couples managc la do 50. Though thesc households ure

expected to becomc economically independent, us wc shall sec in chapler 5, lhere is u good

deal of variation in the economic rclationship between households of purents und ehildren.

Familial tics arc generally very strong, particulurly between mothers and their childrcn.

Children and their families oftcn rcsidc in close proximity to their purcnts, forming "kindred

c1usters". While each household in a kindred cluster uccounts for and munages ils own

finances and makes ils own decisions regarding produclion, there is considerable interaction

among the variaus families, and members of one are frequenlly found in the houses of

another.

Access to land is often a factor in the location of a new household. Though legally both

sons and daughters inheritland, sons are often favoured, as farming is considered (and, in fact

is) primarily a male activity. If a son is given land by his parents, the newlyweds will usually

set up household close to his family. In cases where a woman who owns land marries a

landless man, the couple will reside on her lands (which are often located near her family).

As wc saw above, few people live alone. At least one child takes the responsibility of

living with a single parent (or having that parent live with them). If a child is not available,
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Table 4.3
Composition of All Households In Palomas and Santa Cruz

(percentage of total households)

Community

Palomas
(N=97)

Sta. Cruz
(N=86)

Average
Size

5.0

4.7

Percent
Nuclear

67

71

Percent
Extended

19

14

Percent
Reduced

14

15

Sourc",: Complete C.mSuS of village households conducted in 1990.

Table 4.4
Home Ownership by Community

(percentage of total households)

Community

Palomas
(N=97)

Sta. Cruz
(N=86)

House Owned

76

91

House Rented

3

House Loaned

20

9

Source: Complete census of village households conducted in 1990.



unmarried grandchildrcn or the unmarried child of u sibling will move in. These living

arrangements arc usually la the mutllal bene rit of illl conccrncd. In one cnse, after scparution

from his common-Iaw wife and huving nowhere cise 10 go, a young nHIIl and his Cive-yeur-old

daughler moved in wilh his fulher's sister. She hus room in her house und is willing to

provide lhem room and board. ln return, he shures household expenses (food, ulilily bills, cie).

Though this nephew occasionally provides labour for her (since shc hud no olhcr mule

relatives to help wilh her smull coffee field), he hus his own (borrowed) field of coffee

seedlings 10 cure for and supplies littlc labour for her Cields. She hires occasionallubour for

tasks she he<self does nol wish to undertuke.

In anolher case, an elderly man lives with an unmurried son, un lInmurricd duughler, und

hcr two children. Though Ihe daughler has hud her own house buillu hllndred meters behind

her falher's, she conlinues 10 cook, c1ean and care for her falher aud brother, as weil as care

for her own children and her house. In relurn lhey ussisl her wilh lhe care of her coffee. So,

while lhey actually sleep in IWO physically separate houses, lhey conlinue 10 acl as one social

and economic unÏl.

With Ihe exceplion of lemporary agricullural workers, mosl families in each community

own Iheir own homes (76 percent of ail households in Palomas; 91 percent of ail households

in Sanla Cruz): olhers rent or arc given homes 10 use, sorne in relurn for a guaranlee of

harvestlabour (a transaclion thal will be discussed furlher in chapter 6). Table 4.4 provides

data concerning home ownership in Ihe Iwo communities. The physical construction of houses

varies considerably, but typically houses arc three- 10 four-room wooden buildings with

corrugated lin roofs, and as menlioned above, nearly ail have electricity and c1ean running

water. The few concrete block houses Ihal have been built in the lasl several years arc signs

of upward mobility and much envied by Ihe community. Likewise, the few motor vehieles

found in each communily (nine in Palomas; six in Santa Cruz) indicate affluence. On the

other hand, nearly cvery family enjoys a television set and radio. Refrigerators and a host
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of other kitchen appliance such as small washing machines, blenders, and electrie hot plates

or stoves arc commonplace.

Rural Costa Ricans are avid gardeners and the residenls of Santa Cruz and Palomas arc

no exception. Planls, in particular f1owers, arc widely admired. Potted plants adorn most

porches and ncarly every house boasts some kind of f10wer garden. Though few keep

vegelable gardens, nearly every household bas some kind of fruit trees nearby. Bananas,

mangoes, oranges, other cilrus, cashews, guava, lychees, and carambolas arc some of the most

COol mon. In a few households, women cultivale herbs for medicinal or cooking purposes.

Household Division of Labour. Within OlOSt housebolds tbere is a sharp sexual division

of labour, with men and their eider sons concenlrating their energies on agriculturai

production and marketing. At slack times of the agricultural season, men can be seen fixing

roofs, porches, or making other house repairs and it is usually men or boys who arc in charge

of cutting wood, if their family cooks with wood. Likewise, if a family owns a car or truck,

most often the male members of the household will operate and maintain il. 1 know of only

one woman from either community who drove, and she did 50 frequently in her work around

the farm, but many expressed a desire to learn. Automobiles arc rare, and 50 the

opportunities for either men or women to learn to drive arc few.

Outside of the harvest season (which runs roughly September through December), women

generally work in the home, where their responsibilities arc many. In addition 10 child care,

women keep the home clean, prepare meals, and wash, mend and iron clolhs. Their ofidos

domcsticos (domestic dUlies) also include preparing and bringing food 10 those of Ihe

household who arc working in the fields. While men arc usually responsible for weeding

heavy growth from around the house, women care for the gardens. While mosl houses have

an ornamental garden, only half a dozen in each communily have sman kitchen gardens; Ihese

arc tended by women.16
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ln general, agricuhural \l'ork is considered "men's \l'ork: Even if \l'umen, for financial

reasons, find the y need lo engage in sume type uf agricuhurlll \l'age labour, il is not ellsy for

lbem to find. Tbe one aspecl uf commercial crop producliun in \l'hieh \l'omen participate

fully is the coffee barvesl and indeed, \l'omen and children lire a subslantial sUllrce of cuffee­

harvest labour. 17 The subjeel of \l'omen's labour and the role of women in coffee

production in terms of household cconomic decision-making will be discussed furthcr in

Chapter 5.

Cooperation and Household Exehllnge

InformaI cxchange of goods and scrvices among households uccurs frequently, butwÎlhin

the non-commercial sphere of production. These exchanges arc characlerized by II paltern

of generalized reciprocity, For example, a woman may bring a bunch of bananas to u

neighbour, who will relurn the favour at sorne later date by bringing a sllck of oranges or a

bOille of home made black-banana vinegar, or whatever she may have available in her

household. Thus, not only arc surplus goods disposed of (food thut may otherwise have

spoiled), but networks arc formed and strengthened. Prepared foods arc also exchanged in

the same way among friends and neighbours, Likewise, when a womun is 100 sick und lhere

is no one cise in the houschold able to cook, friends or neighbours, if no relalives arc living

nearby, will prepare food for the sick woman and her family. Molhers, daughters, and

sibiiugs from dirferent households often share in child-care duties, bul it is rare for such

exchanges to occur among non-kin.

InformaI exchange occurs in other ways, as weil. For example, don Fernando, a small

farmer in Palomas, is one of the few people in the community who ownS a vehicle, a 1972

Datsun hatchback. He is sometimes asked to chauffeur people into San Isidro for

emergencies, (he took one young woman to the hospital to deliver her baby and ended up

having to heII' with the delivery in the car along the way) or to help carry a large purchase
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to or from San Jsidro. Though he is usually pa id somelhing for these trips ta caver the eosl

of gasoJine, he charges nolhing and his help is eonsidered a favour. Sorne day in the

unspecified fUlure, Ihe favour will be repaid.

The exchange of goods, services, and labour in conneetion with commercial production

works on principles of balaneed reciprocily, ralher th an the generalized reciprocity described

above. For example, Juan will hclp his father Benedicto weed his field one day; Benedicto

will help Juan wccd his field anolher. This type of exehange will be discussed further in

Chaptcr 5. As wc shall sec, informai exchanges within the l'calm of coffee production arc

rare. Most transilclions involve cash payment. When other arrangements arc made, terms of

exchange arc very specifically defined.

Summury

This chapter has provided an overview of the historie development of Perez Zeledon and

the socio-eeonomic structure of lhe two study communities. Perez Zeledon is a l'apidly

growing eanlon, whose economy has been dominated by eoffee production sinee the opening

of the region 10 immigration by the Pan American highway in the 19405. Il is this recent

frontier nature of lhe canlon which sets it apart from the Meseta Central.

Life wilhin the two study communities is mueh Iike that found in any rural Costa Riean

community (sec e.g., Barle1l1982; Biesanz cl al. 1982). Family and church form the backbone

of economic and social Iife and residents aetively volunteer in community development

projects. The majority in both eommunities arc eoffee producers, though a signifieant

number of households have found it necessary to seek income through other avenues. Though

sugar and lobaceo arc also imporlant to the regional economy, and there have been some

allcmpts at stimulating agricultural diver.ifiealion, employment opportunities, particularly

outside of agriculture, arc searcc and located primarily in San Isidro. Coffee remains the

region's most important income-producer and households the most important farming unit.
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Notes

1. According to informanls Jorge Zeiedon is no relation 10 General Zeledon for whom
thc canton is named.

2. The original coffee cooperative greatly expanded ils acll\'llles and services and
changed its name to Coopeagri: Cooperaliva Agricola Industrial y de Servicios
Multiples El General, R.L.

3. According to Joncs and Price, living fences arc common in Cosla Rica, as high rainfall
and humidity quickly rot cut wood (1985: 324).

4. For a discussion of the polilical system and powers of represenlalives scc Bicsanz 19H2:
177-195).

5. Rural guards cannol be fired bccause of lheir polilical affilh.tion when a new power
cornes to office, yctlhey can be moved frequenlly to dislant posls. Afler a few sueh
moves (away l'rom family) most resign volunlarily.

6. Not included in these averages arc those who have been residents for less Ihan one
year, as these lend 10 be migrant labourers.

7. Despite the growing problem of landless agriculturallabour in rural areas IhroughoUl
Costa Rica, a detailed analysis of landless agricullurallabour in these Iwo communilies
was beyond the scope of this study.

8. According to sorne farmers, 10 hire "peones" (permanent wage labour employees)
requires payment of social security and other contributions on the parI of lhe l'armer.
As otber input costs rise, man y arc finding Ihat Ihey can no longer afford 10 keep
permanent employees and arc beginning 10 hire workers only for shorl-lerm contracls
or on a "jornalero" basis (often the same people the y had previously employed full­
lime), in arder to bring costs down.

9. The term fillcu generally refers to large farms, though not necessarily plantations, bul
is also commonly used to refer la UllY farm or ranch.

10. 1 was told that there arc a few women in Palomas who go 10 San Isidro 10 work as
prostitutes, but was unable 10 confirm this as a fact, though 1 think il quite possible.
For single women wilh no land, Palomas has no opportunity for wage employmenl,
outside the harvest season.

11. As a North American, 1 was frequently asked about any connections 1mighl have with
donor aid agencies and whether 1could help in the search for funding for road, school,
and health centre projects. Having no such connections, 1 was unable to help, and in
Cact Cound thatthese local community leaders knew infinitely more ways of oblaining
aid monies than 1 did.

12. Though 1 know oC no other association with a female president, several women atthis
meeting were nominated Cor this position and having a Cemale president seemed to
cause no great concern l'rom any one.
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13. As f was allending lhe meeling in Palomas, 1 was unable ta allend the one in in Santa
Cruz. 1 was told aboot the meeting in delail by a pcace corps worker who had been
working wilh community development in Santa Cruz thal year and who allended the
meeting.

14. As one villager IOld me, the three lhings mosl characteristic of Ticos arc lhatthey arc
enthusiaslic lollery players, fierce football fans, and earnest "politiqueras" (pelly
politicians) - - thal is, lhey love 10 immerse lhemselves in poli lies. Tico enthusiasm for
lhe Jollery is evident on every streel corner, where dozens of vendors hawk lhe two
nationallolleries' weekly lickets. Everyone has his or her favourile numbers and mosl
anyone can tell you the winning numbers from lasl week's drawing.

15. During lhe sermon al Mass one week, the priesl announeed lhe beginning of pre­
marilal classes and impressed on lhe eongregalion lhe imporlanee of marrying wilhin
lhe Church, He urged allthose living logether • - regardless of how long lhe couple
may have been living together and lhe number of children the y mighl already have -­
la take the classes and marry.

16. These gardens were very small. For example, one woman had a palch of corn 1 melre
x 2 melres, a row of green beans 2 melres long, and a c!l0yole vine. Anolher's garden
of carroIs, beans, lelluce, and cilanlro measured approximalely 1.5 melres x 3 melres.

17. Women and children arc frequently ciled as a primary source of coffee-barvesllabour
lhroughoul Lalin America (sec e.g., Bossen 1984; Cardoso 1977; Loomis, cl al., 1953;
Machado 1977; Orliz 1973; Wolf 1956).
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Chupler 5
corrEE PRODUCERS: HOUSEHOLD PRODUCTION

AND ECONOMIC STRATEGIES

Now th al wc have an o"crvicw of the inlcrnulional. national, and rcgional cnvironrncnts

which shape coffee produclion in Cosla Rica, \\'e arc ready 10 look allhe domeslic economy

and household economic slralegies of coffee producers in Perez Zeledon.

In lhis chapler 1 describe lhe coffee- producing households lhemselves und lhe variulion

lhal is found among lhese produclion units. From lhis micro perspective, 1 focus on sorne of

the internaI domeslic faclors lhut influence household economic strategies und holV vurious

household members conlribute 10 the formululion und implemenlalion of lhese slralegies. The

discussion of farming households presenled in lhis chupler und in chupler 7 is based on survey

data collecled from a slralified sam pIe of producers in each cOl1lmunily us descrihed in

chapter 1.

The Sumple Houscholds

Examining lhe coffee-producing households in the two communilies according 10 their

use of household labour, wc sec thallhe IwO communilies differ somewhul in lhe proporlions

of coffce-producing households in each strata (sec chapter 4). In Palomas, a clear majority

(64 pcrccnt) of coffee-producing households fall inlo the category of smallest producers

(Group 1), in which family members 1V0rk lheir farms and sell their labour elsewhere; just

27 percenl fall inlo lhe middle calegory of farming household (Group Il) in which household

labour is neither sold nor hired premanenlly. Large furmers who hire labour on a permenent

basis comprise only 9 perce nI of lhe lolal (sec Table 5.1).

In Santa Cruz, large farmers who hire labour (Group III) arc likewise the smallest group

of farmers, comprising just 6 percent of ail coffee-producing households. The remaining
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Table 5.1
Weighted Percentage of Sample Households

Selling and Hiring Labour

Palomas Santa Cruz

Household Group Wtd Wtd
ClassificatJ'n N N Wtd % N N Wtd %

Group I. Work OWn Farm 21 35 64 21 30 43
and Sell
Labour

Group II. Neither Hire 12 15 27 18 34 51
nor Sell
Labour

Group III. Work OWn Farm 3 5 9 3 3 6
and Hire
Perm. Labour

Total: 36 55 100 42 67 100

Source: sample Survey conducted 1990-91

NOle: Weighted N (WN) for the threc subgroups in cach community arc as follows.
Palamas: Sanla Cruz:
Group 1: N.21 x 1.7 - 3S (WN) Group 1: N-21 x \.4 - 30 (WN)
Group Il: N-12 x 1.3 - \5 (WN) Group Il: N-18 x\.9 - 34 (WN)
Group Ill: N- 3 x \.7 - 5 (WN) Group Ill: N- 3 x\.O· 3 (WN)



farmers in Santa Cruz arc split nearly equally between Ihe middle cutegory (Group Il) of "self­

surricient" farmers (51 pcrcent) and the cutegory of smaller farmers (Group 1) who

supplement their incomes by selling labour (43 percent). This dirrcrence is intercsting und

will be pursued furlher in my discussion of farmcrs' choices of processing faclories, but muy

bc duc, in part, to more wage-Iabour opportunilies found in Palomus.

Despite this dirrercnce in the proportions of farming houscholds c1assiricd according 10

their use of bousehold labour, corree-producing households in Santa Cruz and Pulomas ure

similar, both in size - - an average of 4.6 persons per household in each community - - and

extent of landholdings. As Ihroughout Costa Rica, corree farms in Sanla Cruz and Palmnas

tend to be small. Among the 42 sam pIe households in S:lnta Cruz (63 percent of ail corree­

producing households) and 36 sample households in Palomas (71 percent of corree-producing

households), the size of landholdings varied considerably, ranging from 0.25 mz (0.17 ha.) 10

over 100 mz (69.0 hec.). Vet medlan farm size was remarkably similar in bolh communities:

3.00 mz and 2.90 m?, respectively (sec Table 5.2).1 Though Ihe lable shows that the average

of total farm size in Santa Cruz is considerably grealcr than in Palomas, correc holdings arc

larger in Palomas. Nevertheless, while overall more land is dedieated to corree production

in Palomas than in Santa Cruz, the median area of land cullivated in correc, aS weil as Ihe

median corree output, is also similar in each community (sec Tables 5.2 and 5.3).2 The

differences in farm size and corree crops will be discussed further below.

Coffee-producers in these communities arc alike in other respects, as weil. Mostudults

have at least several years of primary school education. The average number of years of

schooling in both comm unities is Cive. Sorne reported having had no formaI education, while

a smail minority have even begun sending their children to university.

Like most "Ticos" these corree-producers arc intercsled in poli lies. Though the vast

rnajority arc not forrnally associated with, nor actively involved in, a particular polilical parly,

ail had a deCinite preference for a parlicular political parly. In ail cases but one, the sarne

116



Table 5.2
Average Size of Total Farm and Coffee Land of

Sample Households in Palomas and Santa Cruz.

Farm Size
(manzanas)

Land in Coffee
(manzanas) .

Community Weighted Weighted Weighted Weighted
Average Median Average Median

Palomas 8.92 2.90 4.02 2.00
(N=36; WN=55)

Santa Cruz 13.61 3.00 2.35 1.50
(N=42; WN=67)

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91
(See Table 5.1 for weights)

1 ha. Il 1.45 manzanas

Table 5.3
Coffee Yields by Community

(1989-90 and 1990-91 Harvests)

Palomas Santa Cruz

1989/90 1990/91 1989/90 1990/91
(N=34) (N=36) (N=36) (N=40)

(WN=52) (WN=55) (WN=60) (WN=64)

Total Fanegas 2739.30 3374.60 1855.40 1669.10
Produced

Weighted 82.88 96.86 47.21 39.60
Avg/Household

Weighted 25.00 24.35 27.00 21.00
Med/Household

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91 1 (anega • approximatcly SO kg:s.

Noie: Tolal Nand W~ direcr by ycar as sorne households did not harvest carree or data wcrc not awiJablc. Carree Yiclds
wcre wclghled by ~~ighl or lhe Oroup la whieh lhe households had becn elassified. Sec Table 5.1 ror wclghlS.)



parly was reported by bath heads (male and female) of household. Overull,polilicalloyulties

in bolh communitics were much lhe same. In Santa Cruz 75.8 percent of the sumple

households supporlthe l'LN (Nalional Liberation Parly) while 24.2 percenl supporllhe USC

(Chrislian Social Party); in Palamas, support for the l'LN and USC runs al 75.0 percenl and

25.0 percenl, respeclively. The l'LN had been Costa Riea's most populi.. parly since the civil

war of 1948, though the USC gaincd power nalionally in 1990.

While it is clear thatthere arc variations and inequalilies within euch community, the

"typicul" coffee.producing household in bolh Sunta Cruz and Palomas is comparahle in terms

of household size, educalion level, land holding, coffee produclion, and political preference.

Lund Ownershlp

The types of relationships lhat exist among members of a household arc often rcflected

in the distribution and control of rcsources wilhin the household. For farming households,

one of the most important rcsources is land. As discussed in chupter 4, a great man y

residents in botb communilies arc immigrants ta the area. Many ehher homesleaded or

boughtlands upon thcir arrivai; others inheriled from parenls who arrived in the 1950s and

later. Within a household, land ownership (and means of acquisition) is an imporlant faclOr

in lhe dynamies of domestic produclion.

As mighl be expeeted in a society where agricultural produclion is considered lhe domain

of men, in bath Santa Cruz und Palamas, land is distribuled unevenly belween males and

Cemales. Men comprise 71 percent oC landowners and own 83 percent oC the land; women

comprise 29 percent oC landowners and own 17 percent oC the land. This pallern holds in

bath Palamas and Sanla Cruz. Table 5.4 shows the distribution oC landownership by sex and

by household type in each eommunity.
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Table 5.4
Individua1 Land Owners in Samp1e Househo1ds by Sex and Househo1d Type

in Palamas and Santa Cruz

Pa10mas Santa Cruz

wtd. Avg. Wtd.Avg.
Landowners by Wtd.Area Ares Wtd.Area Area

Househo1d No. of Owned Owned No. of Owned Owned
Group & Sex Owners Wtd N ('ë':' , (mz) Owners Wtd N (mz) (mz)

l - Male 21 36 39.81 1.12 17 24 57.23 2.40

Fema1e 11 19 20.74 1.11 13 18 21. 72 1.20

II - Male 14 18 101. 78 5.59 20 38 491. 72 12.94

Fema1e 5 7 13.98 2.15 4 8 89.59 11.79

III - Male 2 3 195.50 57.50 4 4 179.60 44.90

Female 2 3 109.65 32.25 0 0 0.00 0.00

Total - Male 37 57 337.09 5.88 41 66 728.55 11.07

("') (67) (76) (74) (87)

Fema1e 18 29 104.37 3.65 17 23 111.36 4.88

("') (33) (24) (26) (13)

Grand Total 75 86 441.46 5.14 58 89 839.91 9.48

("') (100) (100.00) (100) (100.00)

Source: Samp1e survey 1990-91.

Note: ownership based on LegaL Title. Area \las veighted by weight of the Household Group to which the owner belongs. See Table 5.1 for weights.
There is usually at Least one IICIle landowner per householdi in about half the saeple households in eath COMUnity, WOIIen own no land.



As shown in T"ble 5.5, there arc seve",1 ways in which " person can get title to land,

First, land c"n be inherited. While by Cost" Ric"n I"w both males "nd fem"les inherit

equally, informanls said that in pmctice, many women eilher give up lhoir rights 10 family

lands or sell to a brother who will work the land for his family. Ove rail, among my sam pie

households, 14 percent of male-owned lands were received through inheritance from parents

(11.1 percent and 14.7 percent in Palamas and Santa Cruz, respeclively); 22 percent of female­

owned lands were inherited from parenls, mosl often the father (25.8 percent and 17.8

percent, repectively). Land is also inherited al lhe dealh of a spouse. Among the sam pie

households of this study, lands were inherited through a spouse only by women and accounted

for 41.5 percent of ail female-owned lands. The majority of these "spouse-inherited" lands

were inherited by one woman in Palomas. This single case accounts for the vast difference

(68.8 percent and 1.9 percent in Palomas and Santa Cruz, respectively) in lands inherited

from a spouse in the two communilies.

Another way to acquire title to land is to buy il. Mosl purchased land is bought by men.

ln Palomas, 84.9 percent of male-owned lands were bought, in contrast to only 5.5 percent

of female-owned lands. In Sanla Cruz, 71.2 percent of male-owned lands and no female­

owned lands were reported 10 have beell bought by their owners. In sorne cases, lands arc

bought jointly, by brothers or spouses.

Vnder regulations promoted by the Institule for Agrarian Development (IDA), title 10

land can also be obtained by homesteading lands in certain areas for ten years. As no such

lands arc now available in the immediate vicinily of Santa Cruz and Palamas, the amounl of

land which had been acquired in this manner by today's residents of these communitics is very

smail (0.2 percent of ail land; 3 pcrcent of male-owned land).

Finally, tille to land can be given by one person to another. Titles given in this way arc

usually from parents to children in anticipation of inheritance, in order to ease land taxes and

avoid future inheritance taxes. In one household, a woman who had inherited 2.5 mz from
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Table 5.5

Mode of Land Acquisition by Sex in Palomas and Santa Cruz
(Weighted Percentage of Total Lands Owned)

F
Santa Cruz

MF
Palamas

M-- ~ -
Mode of Area Wtd % Area Wtd % Area Wtd % Area Wtd. %
Acquisition (mz) of Area (mz) of Area (mz) of Area (mz) of Area

Inherited from 26.35 11.1 21.95 25.8 60.27 14.7 13.80 17.8
Parent

Inherited from 0.00 0.0 60.25 68.8 0.00 0.0 1.50 1.9
Spouse

Inherited from 0.00 0.0 0.00 0.0 1.45 0.4 0.00 0.0
other

80ught 176.40 84.9 5.25+ 5.5 341.80 71.2 0.00 0.0

Bought Jointly* 10.24 4.0 0.00 0.0 50.75 8.9 4.15 6.5

Spouse Title 0.00 0.0 0.00 0.0 2.51 0.5 43.25 73.8
Transferred++

Traded 0.00 0.0 0.00 0.0 1.50 0.3 0.00 0.0

Homesteaded 0.00 0.0 0.00 0.0 21.00 4.0 0.00 0.0

TOTAL: 212.99 100.0 87.45 100.1 479.28 99.5 62.70 100.0

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91
+ In both cases, land had been inherited troll fether, sold, and new land bought. Data for such occurances whh IICIles b incOIIplete.
* Land bought jointly. For purposes of this analysis, the aree of lands bought jointly vere divided equaly 8mong the owners.
++ Land either inherited or bought by spouse, then title transferred into thle holder l s nalle.



her father put the title in her husband's name. Sll that he would be able tll use il aS collaterul

for loans. In annther case. a man whn had inherited I,md from his father, eschanged that

land for 21 mz of land in a more desirullle location and put the new property in bis wife's

name. They arc now in the proc'~ss of giving four of their children title to the four·manzana

plots the y arc each working.

The fact that \\;omen can own land, and in some cases have brought into a marriage the

only land the couple owns, is important when analyzing household deeision.making and

economic strategies. In 36 percent of the sam pIe households in Santa Cruz and 42 percent

in Palomas, women he Id title to land. In some cases, women arc the sole landowners in the

household, whether or not the y have a spouse residing wilh them. In Palomas women arc the

sole landholders in six households (14 percent). Four of these work their lands wilh spouses,

and two work their lands alone. 1n Santa Cru'!., womcn arc the sole landholders in seven

households (27 percent). In four households, women work the land wilh their spouses; the

remaining three arc female- headed households and work the land alone or with their children.

Generally, women who brought lands to their marriage have more power and mnre input

into decisions regarding both production and eonsumption, than do those women who beeame

"entitled" during marriage. For esample. Lidia Ovares owns 2.5 manzanas which she

inherited from her father upon his death in 1952. Il is the only land she and her husband,

Juan Castillo, own. Though Juan does most of the work in the coffee fields (helped

oeeasionally by an adult son), no financial deeision is made without consulting Lidia. She was

at one time a school teacher and keeps elaborate aecounts of their production expenses and

ineome. Juan is the more knowledgable of the t11'0 about the technical aspects of coffee

production, and Lidia listens with care when he makes a suggestion concerning their crop.

She most orten agrees to his suggestions, but each decision is brought berore Lidia, and she

gives her input.
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ln another e.ample, Hannia (jamhoa (not part of the study sam pie) inherited 10 m1.s

upon her falher's death. Al the lime of their marriage, her husband, Flavio Valentes, was

landless, but he is now an astute farmer. Though he is primarily in charge of coffee

produclion and she primarily manages domestic affairs, she wields a greal deal of power in

lhe household. A few years ago, for La. purposes, Lhey incorporaled lheir farm into a small

company and land tille is now in lhe name of thal company which belongs to both of them.

Though Hannia no longer aClively works in the coffee fields e.cept a bit at harvest time,

Flavio often seeks her opinion and logether they discuss major decisions such as buying or

selling property or when 10 increase production.3

Other women, who have had lands put in lheir names for ta. purposes only, seem to have

less deeision-making power. In lhese cases, control of the land and production decisions

remain primarily in lhe hands of the male head of household. For e.ample, in 1970 Franklin

Monloya boughl 26 manzanas of land which he immediately put in his wife's name, though

both conlinue to speak of lhe land as his. (As she is legallitle holder she is accredited with

ownership in Tables 5.4 and 5.5) Aparl from her domestic responsibilities of cooking and

cleaning and some help picking coffee al harvest time, his wife, Celia Marin, does not

parlicipale al ail in the production of the family's eoffee. Sr. Montoya and his sons make ail

deeisions regarding both production and household consumption. He con trois ail the family

income and she must ask him for money any time she wishes to make any purchase for the

household. The evidence at this point is anecdotal, but suggests that land which comes

through the husband strengthens his position in lhe household, whereas land which is brought

to the union by the wife strengthens her position, regardless of legaltitle.

ln the majority of households (67 percent) in both Santa Cruz and Palomas, land title is

held by just one person. In the other 34 pereenl of coffee-producing households, title is held

by more than one household member. In 50 percent of these multi-owner households in Santa

Cruz and 8 percent in Palomas, titles arc held only by the conj ugal pair. In the remaining
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multi-owner households. tilles arc held by f(lIhers and sons; brolhers and sislers; molhers and

daughters; or larger combinalions. In one case in Sanla Cruz, the land had been boughl and

jointly regislered as a company in lhe na me of a local farmer and his Chilean financer.

Lands arc regislered under different household member's mimes for sel'eml reasons. Chief

among lhem is a desire la al'oid or lessen taxes, either currenl land laxes or fnlnre inheritence

taxes. In some cases. though siblings (or olher kin) may he living as a single econolllic unil

in one household, lhey wish la keep land lilles separale.

Labour Requlrements or carree

Before looking more closely al how land resourees relaIe ta lhe use of labour hy coffee­

producing households, IcI us look al the genemllahour requiremenls of coffee production.

Approximately eighl monlhs of lhe year (lhis varies according la altitude. rainfall. and coffee

variety), farmers must care for their, but compared la the harvest season, lhe lahour involved

is relatively light. In Perez Zeledon, though not ail farmers perform every lask, and the

timing of tasks varies from area ta area, the cycle of agricultural lasks related ta eoffee

production is basically as follows (sec Figure 5.1).

From late January through Mareh, farmers "clean" their coffee fields. Cleaning involves

pruning good trees and weeding out trees that arc tao old la yi cId weil. or arc dead. Pruning

is donc with small hand saws, and eut branches arc stacked ta dry for use as firewood. If lhe

cafetal is not close ta the home, the wood eventually must be brought ta the house, by cart

or wheelbarrow if one is available, or by carrying on the back. Coffee wood is an imporlanl

fuel source; lhose wilh excess will give or selllo relatives and neighbours who have none.

From March lhrough carly May, sorne farmers spray lheir coffee lrees wilh an

inseclicide and a liquid ferlilizer for strenglhening Ical'cs. (As this is expensive, many
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Figure 5.1
Yearly Cycle of Coffee Production Tasks

MODth Tasks

January Clean Fields: [poor familJ.es to Meseta]

February - prune trees

- remove old & dead treee

March - eut, stack wood

(apply optional foliar fertiliz. & pesticide)

April - dig holes for new treee

- (tend seedlings, if growing)

Hay - ground fertilizer application

- prune & plant shade trees
- begin planting new coffee

June - finish planting new coffee

- weed

'July - prune growing shade

August (ground ferl~lizer application)

- pick first ripening cherries

September - secure harvest labour

- Repair: workers' houses, H
roads/footpaths, trucks, carte,
equipment A

October R

- ground fertilizer application V

November E

- [poor families: labour migration S

tlecember to Heseta] T



Carmers do nol apply lhis Coliar Cerlilizer.) Also al lhis lime, holes musl also he dug Cor any

new lrees lhal arc 10 be planled. In May, jusl as lhe ruiny season begins, ground Cerlilizer

is applied. Chemieal Cerlilizers arc used almosl exclusively, despile their rising eosts. There

is liltle organic wasle produced on these Carms, Ils Cew animais arc kept. flarmers reporlthat

organic Certilizers arc available Cor purchase, bOllhe eosl or lrunsporling them to the rarm is

prohibitive. In addilion, the government provides loans Cor chemieal, but not Cor organie,

Certilizers. Most benefieios now deliver chemieal rerlilizers direetly to the Carm, usually

wilhout charging Cor lransportalion, but rarmers, unless they own, or ean borrow, n

wheelbarrow, must haul lhe 50 kilogram sacks on lhcir baeks through the nllrroW rows oC

corree trees.

Most Carmers broadeast the Certilizer, lhough lhe Ministry <of Agrieulture's (MAG)

preCerred method is to poke a smail hole near lhe base or the pianI (bUl nottoo near the roots)

and deposil the Cerlilizer there. Il is unclear why Carmers continue lo broadeast rerlilizer

when chemieal Certilizers arc so cxpensivc. A MAG eXlension agent explained lhat much

Cerlilizer is washed away by rains wilh the broadcasl melhod. Farmers may have other

reasons Cor conlinuing lo apply Certilizer in this manner, or perhaps Cccl thal the cost oC lost

Certilizer is outweighed by lhe additional cost oC labour required. Wilh the price oC chemieals

Certilizers now skyrocketing, there may be a change in this praelice.

ln addition lo Certilizing, in carly May Carmers begin lo prone and plant shade trees.

Though sorne new coCCee varielies arc said to grow best Wilhout shade, Cor mosl corree plants,

the right amount oC shade is an imporlant Cactor in production. Banana and plantain arc

among the preCerred shade trees, though a variety oC other lrees arc used. The Cruit Crom

these shade trees is consumed by the Camily. 1 know oC only one instance where it is sold

commereially. The poro, a Cast growing tree wilh large leaves, is also a popular shade tree;

as its leaves die and Cali, the y provide extra organic malter lo the soil.
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As the first rains arrive in mid-May, farmers begin planting new coffee, a task which

can last lhrough to July, depending on the number of new trees ta be planted. Every year,

some trees die and others need replaclng because the y have become tao old ta produce well;

this number varies from year ta year. Seedlings musl be bought and/or transplanted from

plots where the y arc raised. Though some farmers grow seedlings in special nursery plots for

thoir own use or to sellto other farmers, mosl farmers purchase seedlings, which in 1990 sold

for about 15 colO/les each. June and July arc also spent in keeping coffee fields weeded and

eleaned. Farmers weed by hand, or with short hand·hoes.

August is spent in maintaining fields by continued weeding and pruning shade trees.

Technically, lhis is the time for a second application of fertilizer, but many farmers say they

cannai afford ta do 50. In some parts of Perez Zeledon, August also secs the ripening of the

first coffee, or granilla, as the first ripe beans arc called. As coffee is extreme1y sensitive ta

altitude, variation in micro-environments means that coffee in some areas ripens sooner than

in others. In Palamas, at 680 meters, coffee begins ta ripen a full month before Santa Cruz,

at 900-1000 meters.

ln August and Seplember in Palamas, and September and October in Santa Cruz, farmers

prepare for their main harvest. The main worry as harvest time approaches is the labour

bOllleneck. If enough labour is not available from within the household, farmers musttry ta

contract the additional labour lhey ~i11 need as saon as possible. While rough1y 50 percent

of coffee- producing households in bath Santa Cruz and Palamas arc able to harvest their crop

using only household labour, the remaining 50 percent require additional harvest labour, and

the competition for workers is acute. Table 5.6 shows lype of harvest labour used in each

community. (Note thatlhe categories presented in this table refer ta harvest labour used, not

the general use of household labour that defined categories of households in previous tables.)

Farmers secure harvestlabour in various ways. Smaller farmers whos~ harvest-Iabour

needs arc not large, may find adequate labour within the eommunity, or near- by
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Table 5.6
Type of Harvest Labour by Community
(Percentage of Households: 1990-91)

Palomas Santa Cruz

Type of Harvest N Wtd. Wtd. N Wtd. Wtd.
Labour N , N ,
Only Family 18 30 52.6 20 32 50.8

Family & Hired 16 24 42.1 19 30 47 .6

Only Hired 2 3 5.3 1 1 1.6

TOTAL. 36 57 100.0 40 63 100.0

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91



communitics, among fricnds, neighbors, and relatives. During thc course of fieldwork from

1990-91, most farmers who needed to hire labour were able to do so. Farmers make verbal

agreements with harvesters as carly in the season as possible, though it oflen happens tbat

labour is still being sougbl as the harvest begins. Wilhin the eommunity, those with very small

crops and abundant household labour will harvest for others locally, though in Santa Cruz,

farmers commented on the difficulty in finding harvest workers within the community:

"everyone has their own bit of coffee land and no one has the time ta harvest for others."

ln Palamas, migrant harvest labour arrives yearly and supplements the local labour force.

Farmers complain that migrant harvesters arc being lured to the Finca Santa Fe which can

afford ta pay cl00 per cajllcla basket (a standard measurment in Costa Rica for coffee as it

is harvested) ail season long, as opposed ta the "normal" rate in 1990 of eGO per cajlle/a, which

smaller farmers could pay. Nevertheless, though the larger plantations, such as the Finca

Santa Fe, attract migrant workers from ail over Costa Rica, coffee pickers report lhat

working conditions are very impersonal, housing conditions (barrack-type sleeping quarters)

arc uncomforlable, and thefts among workers arc high. Thus, many migrant workers still

prefer to work for smaller family operations.

Those with larger labour needs, or who cannot sccure adequate harvest-Iabour locally,

contract labour from other parts of the country. Outside harvest labour in Perez Zeledon

cornes primarily from the country's southern region. Until1991, a Nicaraguan refugee camp

in Buenos Aires supplied much of this labour, though families were a1so contracted from San

Vito in the Cota Brus region near the Panama border. Bringing in contract labour from other

regions entails providing living space for the workers. Thus, it is also during this pre-harvest

season that farmers must repair existing worker's houses (which are usually simple wooden

frame houses); or if need be, build altogether new houses. As competition for labour can be

fierce, being able to provide a comfortable living space (a house with at least access to good

water and firewood) for harvest labour often can be the difference between finding labour
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and not, whieh ultimulely eun be lhe differenee hetween cnmfllelely harvcstinllthe erofl or

losing most of it.4

Olher pre- harvesl ehores inelude refluirinll roads und footflalhs. For lhose who huve cnrs

or trucks with whieh to hnultheir eoffee 10 lhe rccibidor, lhis is lhe lime 10 ensure thnl lhe

vehiele is running. For those who haul their eoffee by ox carl, harnesses, carIS, and oxen

must ail be readied.

The finaltask, lhe aelUal harvest, lasls between four and five monlhs. Penk hnrvest is

reaehed in Palomas in Oelober and November and in Santa Cruz in November and Deeember.

Most farmers make a final aflfllieltlion of fertilizer just before lhe harvesl fleak. If resources

arc Iimited, lhis final aflfllicalion (Oelober-Deeember) is flreferred to lhe second nflfllicution

in August.

As the cherries ripen, the y must be earefully eolleeled and transported 10 rccibitlorcs.

Farmers harvest only the ripe cherries, leaving the green eoffee on the trees 10 ri pen und pick

at a later date. Thus, fields arc harvested severaltimcs during the season. Ali eoffee is hand­

harvested and measured by lhe farmer using a cajllc/a basket, (20 cajllc/as = 1 fal/cga =

approx. 256 kgs.). Coffee that has fallen to the ground is eonsidered 10 be of a poor and

unusable quality, is not usually colleeted, and therefore a 1055 to farmers. At the rcci/J/tlor the

cherries arc measured into large one- fal/cga bins by bCl/cficio workers. The growers arc given

reeeipts whieh they later exehange for paymenl atthe bel/eficio offices in San Isidro.

The faet that eoffee does not ripen uniformly poses a problem for farmers. During the

first four to six weeks, maturation is slow, with a few cherries ripening eaeh day. Coffee

pickers dislike barvesting this gral/Wa. Not only is it more difficultto pick, because the few

ripe cherries must earefully be selected from the many green ones, but as harvesters arc paid

according to the volume of eoffee pieked, with 50 Iiule ripe coffee, they cannot carn as much

in a day•.For this reason, farmers must paya higher piece-rate during this part of the season

or cise risk losing that carly part of the crop. In 1990-91, coffee-pickers were being paid
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clOO per cbj ..d!l for liral/illa. As lhe season progresses and coffee maturation reaches ils

peak, harvesth,. u,mmes much ellSier, lhe labour supply increases, and piece.ratcs drop. In

1990-91, local farmers were paying c60 per cajlleta for peak·season harvesting. Though

labour supplies inerease during the peak maluralion period, 50 does labour demand, and

farmers who have nol already secured enaugh harvest labour must scramble ta do 50.

Finding adequale harvest labour is a nalion·wide problem lhat faces a great many

farmers, large and small. The government annually issues a cali for people of ail ages and

classes la join in this labour· intensive lask. Headlines such such as Ihe following from Perez

Zeledon, frequenlly appear in Ihe nation's newspapers: "Lack of labour, leaves lasses of e400

million" (Es/relia dei SlIr 1991a: 20), proclaiming losscs in the coffee barvest duc ta lack of

sufficicnl harvesl labour (Sec also, La Naciol/ 1990c: SA; La Nacioll 1991: SA).

Children arc frequently recruiled ta help harvest coffee. The school vacation (December

• March) was originally limed sa thal children would be free la help with the harvest. While

this is true for coffee ripening in the Meseta region, there are 17 cantons, Perez Zeledon

among lhem, which begin harvesting their coffee in August. According ta a Tico Times

article, a "new law has been proposed which would allow students, who participate in coffee·

picking, la take a tutorial during Ihe lasltrimesler" (1991a: 20). This would, in effect, provide

more labour during Ihe harvesl season, theoretically without hurting a child's education.

Though most families will not remove their children from classes in arder ta send them

coffee·picking, the poorer families must do 50.

Young children (younger than six or seven) do not harvest as they are difficult ta

supervise in the fic Ids. In an effort ta provide more harvest labour, the government has built

child·care centres in some parts of the country ta allow "housewives ta participate in the

harvest of coffee, while their children arc cared for by child·care experts" (La Nacioll 1990d:

SA). But there arc no such centres in either Santa Cruz or Palamas, and women with young

children must eilher take them along, or leave them with relatives or friends.
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Quality conlrol is a problem, parlicularly for tbose who sell lheir crop 10 Coopeugri,

which insisls on a higher qualily of coffce cherry. Coffee does nol ripen uniformly, and for

the coffee pieker who is paid by lhe umount of coffee harvested, picking only the ripest beuns

is a difficull and time-consuming task, which can mean less coffee picked at the end of the

day and thus le55 income. For farmers who must hire labour, supervision is difficult or

impossible, as some have told me. As labour is 50 hard to come by, farmers who insist th ut

coffee pickers eolleet only red cherries find it difficult 10 get anyone ta come and help them.

As there arc many other farmers who don't insist on such high standards, it is easy ta find

work elsewhere. Coopeagri's requirements for a higher quality coffee and the diffieulties this

imposes on farmers arc diseussed furlher in ehaplers 6 and 7.

Once lhe peak harvest season has finished, large numbers of landless and land·poor

workers (partieularly from Palomas) migrale to the Mesela Central for lhe peak harvestthere.

Though in some families it is the younger men and women (aged 14.25) who make the trek

norlh 10 harvest, in others the entire family packs ils belongings, closes down its house, and

moves north for two or three months (November • January) of harvesting in lhe Meseta.

As wc ean sec from this overview,the labour demands of commercial eoffee production

outside the harvest season arc low. According 10 one study, on farms of 1to 5 heclares (1.45

·7.25 mz), coffee requires about 642 hours (or approximalely 107 days) of maintenance work

(weeding, pruning, fertilizing, etc) per hectare (1.45 mz) eaeh year (ICAFE 1988). This

work is donc primarily in the eight months outside the harvest season. Table 5.7 shows lhe

average time required for various agriculturaltasks according to total farm size. Assuming

these figures to be reliable, it is reasonable to conclude lhat on farms of less th an 5 hectares

(7.25 mu), one person alonc can adequately care for abouttwo bectares of coffee (2.95 mz).S

132



Table 5.7
Total Average Work Hours per Person

Per Hectare by Farm Size and Task: 1987-88 Harvest

Farm size
Hectares of CoJfee:

1-5 5-20 >20
Task: (1.45-7.25 mz) (7.25-29.0 mz) (>29 mz)

Application of Fertil. 52.14 53.35 38.39

Control of disease 67.24 15.34 40.12

Maintenance 16.63 20.56 26.35

Arranging Shade 79.7l 37.33 52.38

Land Conservation 31.90 33.33 5.16

Weeding 153.23 51. 76 94.15

Application of Herbic. 43.98 45.00 66.87

Pruning 149.34 196.83 173.95

Replanting Coffee 48.16 25.33 38.63

Average Total: 642.33 47l.67 526.00

Source: Instituto del Cafe de Costa Rica (1988)



Household Lubour Supplies und corree Producllon

ln chupler 4, 1 presented an overview of the struclure and division of labour within

households. 1 wou Id now Iike lo lake a more detailed look at the composition of the sam pie

coffce-producing households, their use of labour, and their geneml production strutegies.

As wc have seen in previous chapters, external factors, such us international commodity

markets and national and regional economies, constrain :lDd shape these strategies, but they

arc a1so constrained and shaped by household composilion and resources (labour und land).

Coffee-producing households ure not ail alike. As wc saw in Table 5.1, 1 have classified

the sam pie households into several broad groups: Group 1(surplus labour) - - those who have

members who work their farms, but also selliabour, Group Il (adequute labour) - - those who

support themselves only by working lheir farms themselves, und Group 11\ (insufficient

labour) those who work their farms, but who must hice labour to assist them.6 As might be

expected, a farming household's use of labour is related to the ratio of the household labour

force and size of land holding. As wc suw in chapler 4, lhe size of coffee-producing

households in bath eommunities is similar. Table 5.8 shows sorne variation in household

composition for the three categories in lerms of worker-consumer ralios, but overall they nre

fairly similar.

As might be expecled, land appears 10 be a key faclar in determining which households

sell or buy labour. Not surprisingly, lhose households which sell their labour hnve the lenst

land, must support more people per manzana of coffee land, and have the highest worker to

land ratios, (that is, greater under- and unemploymenl). Those households with larger

landholdings (more than 10 mz) support fewer people per manzana of coffee and in ail but

one case hire additional labour.
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Table 5.8
Available Household Labour, Consumers, Landholdings,

and the 8uying or Selling of Labour in Bath Communities

Santa Cruz Palamas

Weighted Means
for Sample
Households

Worker/Consumer Ratio

COffee Land (Manzanas)

Workers per Manzana
of Coffee Land

Consumers per Manzana of
Coffee Land

Total Land (Manzanas)

Workers per Manzana of
Total Land

Consumers per Manzana of
Total Land

__1_
Farm
& Sell
Labour
(N=2l;
WN=30)

0.72

1.15

3.12

4.33

2.38

1.51

2.10

...1.!....-

Farm
Only
(N=18
WN=34)

0.70

2.49

1.35

1.93

19.43

0.17

0.25

-I!L
Farm
& Hire
Labour
(N=3
WN=3)

0.71

12.83

0.26

0.36

59.80
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Household Division of Labour

As wc have seen in chapter 4, there is n strong gender division of Inhour wilhin

households. Apnrl from the coffee hnrvesl, which will he discussed below, IIgriculturnl

production generally is considered lhe domain of males over the age of 12, whilc Ihe

maintcnance of house, husband, and children is seen liS Ihe domnin of women. Womell luke

Iheir domestic dUlies very seriously, and Costa Ricnn slandnrds of household operation arc

high. As among the middle·class Gualemalan households of Villa Rosa descrihed by Bossen,

"a woman resembles a 'shareholder' in the household 'corporalion,' and to some eXlenl her

fortunes rise and fall with lhe fortunes of the family as a whole" (Bossen 19M4: 256). A weil·

organized and meticulously c1eao home and children arc a realizalion of a desired standard

of living. Though domestic dulies arc not easy, women prcfer household work la l.griculturlll

work, which they say is difficult and dirty IInd mighl detrllcl from household stlllus.

While, in general, women do nOlllclively underlake Ihe agricultural work associated wilh

the year-round mainlenance of eoffee, lheir domestic work is an imporlant contribulion la

the production of coffee. In a typical day, the work day slarls carly. If the family's eaJctul

is 100 far from the house ta allow Ihe her la bring lunch later ta Ihe fields, a woman will arise

around 3:30 or 4:00 a.m., wash, dress, and begin preparing food for her husband (or sons) la

take along, as weil as a breakfast of coffee or agl/a dl/lee (hot waler wilh milk and raw hrown

sugar) and bread or gallo pil/to (a mixlure of rice and black beans). The man will arise

around 4:30 or 5:00 a.m., dress, cal, and prepare ta leave for the fields by around 6:110 a.m.

The family's aider sons will go wilh him if Ihere is work for Ihem. (Depending upon the time

of year and the particular state of the trees, chores include weeding, fertilizing, pruning, and

planting, and harvesting.) If the fields arc c10ser ta home, the woman can risc later, about

5:00, as lunch need not be prepared before her husband leaves. Il can he prepared later in the

morning and carried hot by her or sent with a child (around 9 a.m.) ta those working in the

fields.
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Once Ihe field workers have lefllhe house, a woman will prepare breakfasl for the rest

of her family, who have by now also gollen out of bed. Wilh breakfast over and the dishes

eleaned, she will hegin her olher daily chores. Cosla Rican standards of household cleanliness

arc high, and even in the humhlest dwclling, f100rs arc swept and washed on a daily basis and

waxed by hand Iwo or three times a week. Shopping is generally donc on a weekly basis

(usually on Friday) in San Isidro and is donc by bOlh men and women, ehher together or

separalely. Items Ihat arc needed during lhe week arc hought atthe local pulperias.

Laundry, except for that of the affluenl few who have washing machines, must be donc

by hand in large ouldoor sinks. Regardless of how they arc washed, ail clothes arc hung out

on Iines 10 dry. Depending on the sizc of lhe household and melhod of washing (machine or

hand), a woman may spend anywhere hetween ten and twenty hours per week doing laundry.

As wilh lheir homes, Cosla Ricans arc particular aboul personal c1eanliness and appearance.

Clothes must be c1ean, mended and ironed in order la meet social slandards.

Preparalion of the main mid-day meal is begun around 11 a.m. and eaten when field

workers relurn home for the day. During most of the year this is around noon, or one p.m.,

lhough during harvesl season, field workers often do nol finish unlil Iwo p.m. or laler.

Excepl for the occasional coffee, food and drink arc nol prepared for hired labourers. ACter

ealing, lhose who have been working in lhe fields will wash and oClen calch a quick nap; lhe

\Yomen of lhe household will continue wilh their unfinished household chores, and by mid­

aflernoon they can usually take a short coCCee break. Though smail children arc always there

ta allend ta, lhe afternoon break is a popular ritual which Crequenlly involves visiting Camily

or friends, silling on the front porch ehalling wilh neighbors and passers-by, or just watehing

lelevision. Though men occasionally parlicipate, these coCCee breaks arc generally Cemale­

oriented. The men of the household, iC not resting, will lake this time la <10 smail chores

around the house, visil wilh lheir Criends, or socialize in lhe cantina. A final meal is prepared
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and ealen in lhe carly evening (,,,ound (, p.m.), followed hy tc\evision.watching or visiling.

Most people arc in bed and asleep by li or 9 p.m.

A woman's responsibilily for feeding ilDd clolhing lhose who lahour directly iu coffee

produelion in volves many hours of work. 1 eslimale lhe upkeep of the average household

requires approximately 70 hours of weekly lahour (nnt including olher child carel: 35 hours

of cooking and food preparation; 20 hours of cle:lDing; and 15 hours of washing, meuding,

and ironing clolhs. aider children, partieularly daughters, arc recruiled carly lo assist wilh

household chores, but small children require conslaut altenlion.

Though most adult women conlribute indireclly to agricuhural produclion through their

work in lhe home ralher th an direclly through work in lhe fic Ids, there arc times when

women do work in the fields. Firsl, and foremosl, women's lahour is indispensable al harvesl

time. Unlike the labour required la mainlain the coffee outside lhe harvest period, lahour

requirements during harvest time arc enormous and rcquire every available hand. During lhe

harvest men, women, and older children arc mobilized lo ensure thallhe crop does nol go to

waste. Though eoffee.picking is promoled by the government as a nalional pastime and

something of a "palriotic dUlY", il is difficull and tiring work. Still, for lhose households

which cannot afford ta hire labour, everyone parlicipales so th al the family loses liltle of lheir

erop. Those who ~an spare lhe lime from their own erop often also sell their labour al

harvest time ta carn addilional cash.

Not ail join in lhe harvest. While man y people say lhey enjoy lhe harvesl season, eoffee·

pieking is not easy work. In weahhier families lhat can afford ta hire alllheir harvest labour

(usually farms with more than 20 mz in coffee), no one picks coffee. Men, and occasionally

women, partieipate in a supervisory capacily. This is an importanl job in households thal hire

labour. The eareful supervision of hired labour is crucial ta avoid receiving green cherries

and "trash" (leaves and twigs) along with lhe ripe coffee. Slill, to be able tu avoid coffee·

picking is a sign of affluence.
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ln addilion 10 providing har"esl labour, a few women (in less than 9 percenl of sam pie

households) also undertake sorne of lhe daily mainlenence lasks involved in coffee production.

Younger women, bolh lhuse who slill remain within their natal households and those who arc

married bul have no small children at home, seem to contribule more time to agricultural tasks

than aider women. This may be duc, in part, ta physieal filness, bul more Iikely it has ta do

wilh the facl thal once a woman has children, working in lhe fields becomes more difficult

to coordinate with childcare demands; unless her labour is indispensable in the fields, she will

keep her activities c10ser lo home.

ln households where male labour is in short supply, thal is, where lhere arc few or no

sons of working age, a woman or her daughters might be called upon ta help with agricultural

lasks, unless the family can afford ta hire labour. For example, the Gamboa- Valentes family

(nol parl of lhe sample), with JUSI two daughters, owns len manzanas of coffee land and 50

manzanas of pasture and forested land in the mountains. Il is a large farm, with mueh ta be

donc. Hannia Gamboa said she often worked beside her husband when she was younger, but

because of ill heahh can no longer do the heav;er work. They can afford ta hire some labour,

but their 17-year-old daughter, Doris, is Flavio Valentes' "right-hand-man." Though Doris

quit school bcrore the end of lhe 6th grade, she is bright and virtually managed the entire

harvest for their farm during lhe 1990-91 harvest season. She supervises harvesters; measures

coffee picked at lhe end of the day; keeps accounts; and drives the coffee in the family truck

ta the rccibidor, where she supervises lhe measuring and collects the receipt. She also helps

with such tasks as vacrinating the cattle kept in the mountains.7

ln another case, Maria Vargas and her husband, Martin Coto, own three manzanas of

four-year-old coffee, which is still too young to produce enough ta support the family.

Martin and lheir teenage son work full-lime as agricullurallabourers on a nearby farm. As

the time they have available to work lheir own land is Iimiled, Maria helps with weeding,
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ferlilizing, and planling, as \l'cil as har"esting, \l'hieh she says she enjoys, \l'hile her c1dest

daughter (age 14) looks after lh" two younger ehildren at home.

Thus, wc can sec thal women do underlake some of Ihe agrieullural t(lsks rcl('led ln

coffee produclion, oulside "f the har"est season. Yet, jusl as there arc honsehold lasks whieh

men arc unwilling la do, there remain tasks lhal women (Ire rcluctanl 10 undertake. With fcw

exceplions (such as Maria abo"e), pruning and lhe application of ferlilizer (bOlh the grannlar

ferlilizer which is broadcast and foliar fertilizer whieh requires carrying a heavy pressurized

tank) arc donc by men. A few women help occasionally with wccding, but Ihis is nol a

common praclice. Doris Gamboa Valentes conlributes significanlly al harvest lime, but she

docs nol undertake any of the rouline mainlenance work. The family can affnrd to hire

peOlles, and her responsibilities arc more super"is",y.

Even in female-headed eoffee-producing households with no adult male labourers -­

where one mighl expecllo find women, by necessily, underl:lking more of lhese agricullural

lasks - - few women work in lheir eoffee field". As lhe number of Ihese households in Ihe

sam pie was small (8), lhe reasons why this is so arc unclrar. Three women, who arc relativcly

weallhy, hire labourers la help them; IWO others (sisters in differenl households) have their

brolhers lending lheir fields for lhem while lheir husbands arc away working in lhe U.S.A.

The olher lhree female-headed households in lhe sludy had Iillie or no access to male famil}'

labour and could nol afford la hire il. Their coffee fields were nol in good shape, and as a

consequence lheir yields were 1011'. In one case, Haydee Abarca and her daughler have IWO

manzanas of coffee. She provides her brolher's son Wilh food and lodging in exchange for

help with her fields. Yel she says he doesn'l pul much work inlo her fields as he is husy wilh

his own. Slill, she and her daughler do nol allempllo work lhe fields lhemselves, excepl for

a Iillle weeding and pruning.

As lhe preceding discussion indicales, women in alllypes of households do Iillie of lhe

direcl agricullural work involved in coffee produclion. Frequenlly, women provided
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cxplanations for their lack of agrieuhural participalion in bath cuhural and biologicallcrm•.

Haydee Abarca', rcmarks were echoed hy nearly .11 women (and men): "That·. men'. work.

It is jusl 100 heavy for us:~ It is truc lhal man y of lhe daily agricuhuraltasks involved in

carree produclion arc physically diffic·Jlt. Fenilizing, for cxample, is one of lhe most

difficull l..h. (jranular fenilizer cornes in 50 kilogram sacks. Foliar ferlilizer musl be

applied wilh heavy, pressurized canisters which arc strapped la lhe back. Yet, there are ways

tolighten these tash, such as dividing lhe ferlilizer into smaller, lighler conlainers. As

women elsewhere undenake heavy agricuhural lasks, we may assume lhal lhe physical

demands of sorne of the agricuhural labour involved in coffee production do nol necessarily

prollibit women from undenaking agricultural work.

Olher explanations have la do Wilh childcare re.ponsibililies. Though having children

does not necessarily preclude women from working in lhe fields, if help wilh ehild care is not

readily available, women must bring their .mall children Wilh them 10 lhe fields. Though lhis

i. nol an impossibilily, il doc. po.e problems. Coffee fields are often sleep and home 10

poi.onous .nakes, and very smail children (under five or six) musl be c10sely supervised.

Women wilh breaslfeeding infanls were astonished al lhe idea of laking their babies to the

fields. Families feellhallheir youn~ children can be better cared for at home. Slill, this does

nol explain why clde. daughlers, childless women. or women with childcare alternatives do

not work in lhe fields.

As Haydee Abarca indicated, in Costa Rican cuhure, eoffee"farming is considered a

male aetivity. Though this may nol enlirely explain lhe lack of female participation in daily

agricullural work, socielal norms and beliefs do heavily influence individual behavior. Cosla

Riean women lhemselves frequently indicaled thallhey found agricultural work difficull and

undesirable; and as menlioned above, a family's ability to keep its women out of the fields

is also an indicator of household stalus.
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For example, the Chando·Porro family ha, four man/ana' of coffee, Iwo leellage

daughters and a len·year old on. Though the entire family han'e't' coffee, Sr. Ubando doc,

mo't of tbe maintenance work during lhe l'car by him,elf, hiring a dal' labourer occa,io""lIy

ta help. They can afford to opera le in lhi, manner, and a, lhe women do nol work in lbe

field" excepl al harvesl lime" the hou,ehold', good 'tatu, is mainlained. As noled earlier,

in the families of highesl 'talu" women do not even participale in tbe han'esl, except in "

supcr\'isory capacity.

Certainly, lhe cult ur,,1 perceplion, of men's and women's work, and its relation to stal us,

are strong, bUI il is likely that other factors arc also at work. For example, 1 observed lbat

women arc often less confident in lheir f.~ming abililies tban men and lend to be less aware

of the technical aspects of farming. Women are not encouraged ta attend agricultural

eXlension courses, Furthermore, 1 suspect much farming informalion is passed tbrough

informai male nelworks, from which women arc generally excludcd. Men and women

generally socialize in different spberes •• men frequently in tbe cUlltillus or on lhe football

field, bOlh of which exclude 'respeclable' women. Again, a woman's reputation bears heavily

on her and her household's status within the communily, Even were she 10 be accepled among

men in lbe cantinas or on lhe football field, she would lose slatus and perhaps also lo,e access

la other informai nelworks of mutual aid and information sharing among women. The

question also arises as to whether women arc more vulnerable in coffee fields 10 ,exual assault,

though 1 heard no one mention lhis as a reason for not working in the fields.

Finally, as previous discussions have shawn, domestic labour is important in supporting

agriculturallabour. As the labour requirements of coffee outside of lhe harvesl ,eason arc

low, those households wilh access ta male labour can operale under a syslem of a slrict

division of labour wilh women providing crucial domeslic labour and men providing field

labour. Wilh excess labour in mosl households, non· han'est agricultural tasks can easily be
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compleled withoul female labour. When labour needs arc grealest, during the crucial harvest

season, female (and child) labour can be lapped.

At another levcl wc might ask why sorne soeielies encourage women 10 work in lhe fields

while olhers encourage them 10 work al home. This queslion has been discussed by others

(Boserup 1970; Goody 1976), bul a more in-deplh analysis of the complex faelors

conlribuling 10 women's agrieullural labour in Cosla Rica (including women's own

preferences) is beyond lhe scope of lhis sludy. The above discussion is inlended to provide

a basic underslanding of lhe division of labour in coffee-producing households, as the use of

household labour will faCle" into lhe broader discussion concerning lhe role of eooperalives

in rural devclopmenl and milig&ting lhe impacls of commercial agricullure.

lnter- Household Cooperutlon

There arc severul pallerns of produclion relalionships among households. As a norm,lhe

household is a unil of produclion unlo ilself, wilh very lillie exehange among farmers. Loans

of 10015 and/or labour somelimes occur, but reciprocity is more carefully balanced than in the

exchange of domeslic goods and services. Occasionally, a father and son from separate

households will help each olher wccd lheir fields. For example, Juan Castillo and his adult

son Fernando will help each olher once in a while if needed, bul this is not routine. ln

anolher case, a man and his wife's brolher helped each olher in harvesling their sugar cane,

though again, 1 was lold lhis was unusual and does nol happen every year.

ln bolh Sanla Cruz and Palomas, lhere exisl several "kindred clusters" (encompassing

roughly 70 percenl of lhe sam pie households). These "elusters" arc comprised of bousebolds

of closely Aated kin, sueb as parenls and cbildren or brolbers and sisters living in close

proximily. Wilhin tbese cluslers lbere appear 10 be IWO basic patterns of production

relalionships: lhe independenlly-oriented and lbe cooperalively-oriented. ln tbe

independenlly-orienled cluslers, while capilal goods such as trucks and tools may be sbared,
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labour generally is nol. In the cooperatively-oriented c1ustcrs, both capital goods and labour

arc shared.

For example, Sr. Munol is 54 years old and considered a successrul rarmcr. He and rivc

of his seven sons farm about 25 nlanlanas of land. Ali but onc son, who conlinues 10 live ul

home with Sr. Munol and his wire, arc married (or co-habiting) and mainlain their own

households. (The other IwO sons have gone 10 the USA 10 work; his only daughter married and

lives in a nearby community.) As his sons showed an inlerest and ability ror farming, Sr.

Munoz gave eaeh a parcel or land (about 4 manlanas) to rarm as his own.

Aecording to botb Sr. Munol and eaeh of his sons witb whom 1spoke, tbough lhey may

discuss the pros and cons of certain new products and share in lhe use of the family lruck,

each is responsible for bis own farm, and there is virlually no sharing of labour among them.

This was confirmed by my own observation. During harvesttime when labour is mosl crucial

and most in demand, each household is responsible ror finding ils own labour, lhough one son

told me if be gets in a bind his ratber will "Ioan" him his pCOI/CS for a day or two. The son,

of course, must pay tbe labourers himself. Until recently, lille 10 the land remained in Sr.

Muooz's name. In 1990, for tax purposes, he decided to transrer the litle or each parcel ta his

sons.

Sr. Montoya and his ebildren have a more cooperative arrangement. Like Sr. Munoz, Sr.

Montoya is a man in middle age and is also considered a successful farmer. He and his wife

Celia Marin have rive sons and three daughters. Like the Munoz ramily, ail but one son, who

remains at home, arc married and maintain separate households wilhin lhe eommunity. Sr.

Montoya owns approximately 30 manzanas of land whieh he farms wilh the help of three sons

and their families and one daughter and her family. Also like lhe Munol family, the

Montoyas bave given eaeh child (ineluding one daughter) a parcel of land 10 farm as lhoy wish

and to use tbe profils as they wish; litle remains in the parents' control. (As wc learned
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earlier, tille was PUI in Celia's name, lhaugh she has very Iittle input inla production

decisians.)

Unlike the Muiiazes, the Manloyas actively wark tagether. They canstantly tald me haw

they ail helped each olher oUI and warked as one unit, sharing casls for the upkeep of the

family truck anù axen anù exchanging labour for production chares, including harvest labour.

The Manlayas do nat hire harvest labour; harvest is donc by members of ail the families.

While Sr. Manlaya and his unmarried son arc members of Caapeagri, he says he is nat "nrllY

coopcrotil'isto," and claims ta be samewhat of a renegade. His hausehald and thase of his

ather sons anù daughter/san-in-Iaw sellla the private beneficias as weil as the cooperative,

basing their decisians on ecanamic calculatians as ta which cambinatian will be mast

profitable.

The Manlaya example might suggest that the production benefits pravided by strang

inter-hausehalù cooperative systems cauld eliminate the need for formai cooperative

institutions. Hawever, as wc shall sec, the international marketing services offered by

Coopeagri arc collective benefits which cannot be replaced by even the strongest family·based

cooperative system.

Problems of Corree Production and Alternative
Income Earnlng Actlvltles

Problems Faclng Corree Producers

Coffee has brought wealth to many farmers, large and small alike, but as with any crop,

there arc problems facing the producer, some more serious than athers. The risks associated

with specialization in the production of export crops, coffee among them, have been widely

discussed in the Iiterature (Sec, e.g., Barry 1987; Brockett 1988; Bulmer-Thomas 1987; Weeks

1985). Farmers themselves arc quick to note the production risks of export agriculture,

particularly in years when market prices arc low, and comment that making a living from
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corrcc prod,,"tion is vcry difficult. Among lhose problcms most cited hy farmers lire the

spread of diseases plaguing coffee plants; low markel priees and sky.rocketing input costs;

and last, but certainly not least, the supplYand price of labour.

Plant disease is a worry for any farmer, and eoffee farme:" arc no exceptinn. In the last

few years a nematode has been severely arrecting corree in parts of Costa Rica and is slowly

spreading. According to MAG extensinn agents 1 spoke with, there is not yet IIny way to

control the pest. Though olher diseases lhat commonly affect the coffee plllnt hllve been

treatable with chemical applications, herbicides IInd pesticides arc expensive and have been

steadily rising.

Not surprisingly, every farmer cited high costs and low market prices as Il serious

problem. According 10 one study, from 1985 to 1986 labour costs rose by 7 percent;

agrochemical prices by 47 percent; seedling prices by 24 percent; and harvest and

transportation costs by 38 percent (Sanchez Salas: 1986). In May of 1990 alone, the price of

agrochemicals rose a'\ additional17 percent (La Naeio/l 1990a: 31A), while the world market

price for coffee (at $76.82 US, or c7,082 per 46 kg saek), Was down 19 percent from the

1988·89 price of $95.2 (La Nacio/l July 1990b: 5A). According to the same July article in Lu

Nacio/l, FEDECOOP estimated the cost of production in 1989·90 for a fU/legu

(approximately 256 kgs) of corree to be c4,552 (about $50 U.S.). According to their figures,

a producer with three hectares of corree, yielding 120 fa/legas, earned a net profit of c66,CJ60

($726 US) or c5,580 (about $60 US) per month.9

These arc national figures which incorporale the larger farms found in the Central Valley

and elsewhere. Detailed production accounts 1 received from three farmers indicate that

production costs for the small farmer in Palomas and Santa Cruz who does not hire harvest

labour were substantially lower than those above. Coffee producers in Santa Cruz and

Palomas arc on the whole small farmers, producing only between 20 and 30 fa/legus per

household. These farmers do not apply the recommended amount of fertilizer and pesticides
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(sec below) and do nol bire harvest labour and 50 lheir produclion costs arc lower. 1estimate

costs (including inlercsl payments, but excluding costs of land or equipment) for tbis group

(1) of farmers to be cl4,OOll per manzana, or aboul c7ll0 per fanega. Farmers received an

average price of c4,500 per fanegu in 1990. Subtracting production costs, 1 estimate annual

earnings for a household producing 2ll fanegas of coffee at about c76,OOO (about $825 V.S.

or $69 V.S. per mon th). Such an income would provide a family of four with the basic food

basket each monlh (rice, beans, milk, sugar, f1our, vegetables) and caver basic cothing and

utility expenses, but not allow for luxuries. As wc have seen, in addition ta eoffee

production, slighlly more lhan half of ail land-owning coffee producers in these two

communities sold lheir lahour orr the farm to supplement their yearly coffee incomes.

Since 1989, when the Inlernalional Corree Organization (ICO) members failed ta renew

their agreement, coffee prices have steadily fallen as producer countries dumped their

surpluses on the world market (Tico Times 1991b: 28). Some farmers expressed hopes that as

the markel began to adjust its pricing system ta reflect quality, Costa Rica would in the end

receive higher prices. Vnfortunately, lhis docs not seem Iikely ta happen in the near future.

The continued overproduction of coffee since the elimination of the quota system has allowed

buyers 10 stockpile coffee at eXlremely low priees (Ibid.). Though there is talk at present of

returning 10 the quota system, so far no progress has been made in establishing and new

agreement and the future is uncertain.

Ta deal with both of these problems, farmers must make decisions about production

strategies: whether ta continue ta apply fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides as before or ta

cut back and suffer the consequences of reduced yields. In many cases there is no decision

to make: less money sim ply means farmers must cut back on inputs. Most of the farmers

inlerviewed already were ferlilizing just twice per year rather than the recommended three

times. For the 1990-91 erop, 65 percent of sample households made only two applications of

fertilizer: one in May and another in November or December. The vast majority (96 percent)
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of these were households from lhe middle and small categories of farmer. (Three reported

that lhey usually fertilized in August, aS weil, but cou Id not afford to in 1990.) Only 19

percent made the three applications of fertilizer (May, August, and November). Anolher 14

percent of ail sam pie households reported making only one application of fertilizer, in

November; of these, 87 percent were households from the category of smallest farmers.

There was no significant difference between the two eommunities. One woman said she nCI'cr

fertilized as she could not afford to do 50. Even one of the more successful farmers said that

next year he will fertilize only once. The bCllcficios loan money for fertilizcrs and other

agricultural inputs, and sorne farmers arc continuing to borrow in order 10 apply the necessary

inputs to their crops. Still, others have found thatthey can afford no more credit; when they

go to receive payment for their crop, after loan payments arc deducled, there is no money to

bring home.

The situation has reached a crisis for man y producers and according to one report, man y

small and medium coffee producers have begun selling their lands (La Nacioll 1990b: 5A; La

Estrclla dcl Sur 1991b: 16). Others arc allempting to overcome sorne of the problems of

mono-cultural coffee production by diversifying their agricultural production. Still others

are able to bring in additional money through other income- producing activities run from

their homes, but as we shall see, employment opportunities in Perez Zeledon oUlside of

agriculture.are few. Those who cannot find work in lhe canlon go elsewhere: to San Jose for

construction or factory work, or Limon to work in the banana plantations. But even these

opportunities are Iimited, and in both Santa Cruz and Palomas 1 found households (roughly

5 percent) in which sorne member (usually a young man) had gone to the United Stales

(primarily New Jersey to work in restaurants).
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Dlverslrleatlon of Production: Alternative Agrieultural Actlvltles

Whilc corrce conlinues by far to bc lhc primary crop produccd in both communitics,

thcrc arc altcmpls al divcrsification. Tablc 5.9 summarizcs altcrnativc crops and land usc in

both communilies, and shows thal sugarcanc - - for thc production of dulce in Santa Cruz and

refined sugar in Palomas • - runs a distant second ta corree production in both communitics.

Though sugarcane production is a significanl supplcmental crop for many farmers, it has not

been universally adopted, and has in fact been eliminated from production by a few. Reasons

for lhe inclusion or eliminalion of sugar from the production "repertoire" revolve around the

f1uctualing market pricc of sugar and the amount of labour involved in sugar production.

Table 5.9 nlso shows a considerable dirrerence in the amount of land referred to as

paslure and uncultivaled scrub land in each community.lO The reason for this can perhaps

be explained best by lopography. Land in Sanla Cruz is much steeper than that in Palomas

and much of it is not very suilable for mosl agriculture. Though it is true that coffee th rives

on steep slopes and is frequcntly grown there, production costs arc much higher and

agricultural tasks much more difficult on extremely steep slopes.1l Thus, the steep

topography of Santa Cruz may partially account for the greater proportion of uncultivated

land found there. Thc steep hillsides of Santa Cruz and the "rolling hill" topography of

Palomas may also help explain - - along with the factthat the sugar reCining factory is much

c10ser to Palomas - - the greater production of sugar for dl/lce (which is easily produced in

small, scallered, inaccessible plots) in the former and the greater production of sugar for

commercial refining found in the later.

The larger amount of uncultivated and pasture land owned by Santa Cruz farmers may

also bc duc to their c10ser proximity to a mountainous frontier, for 57 percent of these lands

arc located in the mountains outside the community. As lands become scarcer in the valley,

farmers from Santa Cruz have beguo buying small lillcas (farms) in the sparsely populated
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Table 5.9

Land Use of Sample Households by Community
(weighted area in manzanas)

Palamas·
(N=36; WN=55)

Santa Cruz
(N=42; WN=67)

Area Weighted Wtd 'li of Area Weighted Wtd 'li of
Land Use (mz) Area (mz) Total Area (mz) Area (mz) Total Area

Coffee 178.94 277.58 56.5 115.46 169.47 19.7

Sugar (dulce) 0.72 1.22 0.2 20.00 37.65 4.4

Sugar 52.00 85.60 17.4 -- -- --
(refined)

Fruit 0.75 0.98 0.2 7.96 12.07 1.4

Vegetables 1.50 2.55 0.5 5.45 8.06 0.9

Pasture 13.50 18.95 3.9 250.76 459.37 53.5

Forest/Scrub 6.25 9.33 1.9 137.83 142.79 16.6

Other 56.50 95.45 19.4 0.46 0.55 0.1

Rent/Loan out -- -- -- 5.25 28.98 3.4

Total: 310.16 491.66 100.0 543.17 858.94 100.0

Source: Sample Survey Data 1990-91
* Does IlOt ;nclude landholdings of 2 absentee landlords



mounlain regions nearby 10 supplemenllheir landholdings and as inveslmenls for lhe fUlure.

A popular stralegy for farmers, when lhey can afford the inveslmenl, is la buy a few head

of caille la run in these mounlain paslures, as caille require less direcl supervision or labour

lhan do crops. Sorne farmers have allempled la grow fruil or vegelables, lhough lhe laUer

require constant allenlion. These lands arc 100 far from lhe homesite for household members

ta provide lhe necessary labour on a daily basis, and as lhis foresled region is sparsely

populaled and has Iillie infraslruclure there is Iillie local labour available for hire eilher.

As yel, caille produclion has nol become a major enlerprise. Ralher, a few cattle arc

boughl by lhose who may have sorne capilal ta invest. The capilal is "banked" in the form of

a few head of cattle which can be sold later to meet a debl, help finance a child's education,

pay for a child's wedding, or buy a new stove or refrigerator. 12 At the moment, the local

meat demand is met by community butchers who raise smail herds for this purpose. Most

farmers who raise caille as a commercial side-line must take them to San Jose to market.

Should a slaughter house be established in Perez Zeledon, cattle production might increase.

However, according to Edelman, since the mid-1980s sluggish export demand, soaring interest

rates and veterinary costs, "combined with stagnant priees and an already high indebtedness

have made cattle ranching a losing proposition for most investors" (1989: 4).

Sorne farmers, particularly in Santa Cruz, have begun to diversify their production even

further to include fruits, vegetables, and ornamental plants. Yet even in Santa Cruz, the area

of land dedicated to agricultural activities other than the production of coffee is small (sec

Table 5.9). Why arc sorne farmers diversifying their production, if ever so slightly, while

others arc not?

Production of other crops and/or investment in caule arc small ways in which farmers

can offset their dwindling coffee incomes. But there are several reasons why more are not

quick to do so. First, alternative crops arc not any less risky than coffee, and many prefer

the devil they know to the devil they don't. Over the past decade, farmers have been
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encouraged by goveromeot agricullurnl ageocies ta diversify their crops. ScvernI farmers io

bOlh Saota Cruz and Palamas followed this ad vice aod planled small plots of lhe various crops

being promoted. At one lime it was pineapples. The latesl "official" suggeslioo given to

farmers in Perez Zeledoo was la euhivale ao oroamental plant (cana de india) which

supposedly had a large market in North America. AboUI la percenl of sam pie farmers have

small plots (most less than one-half manzana) of cana de india. As wc learoed in chUJller 4,

when the plants reached malurity, the markel price had fallen sa low, and lransporlalion cosls

ta the shippiog port of Limon risen sa much, that there is now lillle commercial value 10 lhe

crop. This not unusual story demonstrales why sa many farmers arc reluctantlo PUI limited

resources into what sa oCten arc very risky aheroatives.

Another reason farmers gave for not diversifying more is that, once coffee has been

planted, the costs of change arc great (sec chapler 2). Most farmers have planled ail their

available land in coffee. Coffee is a long term crop with a life span of 20-30 yeurs. To

decide ta plant another crop wou Id mean teuring up coffee plants (which at leust arc known

ta provide sallie incarne) ta plunt something elsc. In addition, vegctable crops, including the

standard beans anu corn, do not fare weil in the poor tropical soils. Many farmers told mc

outright that caro and beans can no longer be grown on thesc soils. Others suid thut lhcsc and

other vcgetable crops can be grown, but lhat the y rcquire such large amounts of fertilizers and

pesticides as ta make production unprofitable. Most caro and beans arc planted on small,

recently cleared plots (usually owned by a relative) in the mountains and these lands usually

lose thcir fertility within two ta three years.

Vegetable crops arc risky, as weil. In 1990, one farmer decided ta plant an entire

manzana in beans, but duc ta unusually heavy and untimely rains he harvested not one bean.

Similarly, another farmer enthusiastically told me in August about how he and his son were

moving into the production of tomatocs and ehiles. They had two manzanas in these

vegetables, and because they had a truck with a large water tank, they wouId be able ta
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irrigate in the dry sUmmer monlhs. When 1 spoke with him again the following year he had

abandoned ail vegetable production, saying thatthe crops were tao delicate, spoiled quickly,

and overall wcre tao risky.

SA far, other than sugarcane, there arc no crops which can be said ta be less risky and

better income earners than coffee. SA despile the facl that many complained thatthey were

actually beginninl\ la lose money on producing coffee, their alternatives are few. Still, the

situation seems ta be becoming critical. For example, Pablo Mirales explained why he sold

his one hectare of coffee land just one mon th before lhe harvesl. He said that he was anxious

la get rid of it, as coffee was no longer a good crop. More and more plagues were hiUing the

crop, decreasing production and increasing costs; yet, he said, production bath natianaUy and

warld- wide, was still increasing, causing the price on the warld market ta fall. He said il was

time ta get out and inta something cise. He still has one hectare of fruillrees and plans la buy

more land and graw ilOrtolizos (garden vegelables) such as leUuce, carroIs, radishes, ete. "1

won'l ever go bock ta caffee; he says. ln this farmer's mind, lhe risks of caffee had finaUy

outweighed the risks of vegelable praduclian, lhaugh whelher he will fare beuer lhan alhers

with vegetable production remains la be seen.

As wc can sec, agricultural praducers in Santa Cruz and Palamas have begun ta examine

allern:llives la caffee praduclian. Nevertheless, while some hausehalds are auempling la

diversify lheir agricullUral production, as wc can sec in Figure 5.2, caffee continues la

daminale.

Other Local lncome- Produclng Actlvitles

The prablem of labour scarcity during lhe faur-manlh harvest seasan has been di::ussed

extensively abave. BUI many caffee hausehalds are faced by a chranic prablem of

underemplayment - - whalla do wilh excess labour during the ather eighl manths of the year

when caffee requires !iule labour, and haw ta supplement the meagre incames of the smaU
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corrcc.produccr.J3 As wc saw above, excepl for bouseholds with very large landholdings,

lhe majorilY of houscholds in bolh communilies have a surplus of labour ior cùrree

produclion (sec Table 5.8). Alleast half supplemenltheir incomes in other ways, most often

by selling their labour to larger farmers as eilher permanenl or day labourers throughoulthe

year.

Al harvesl lime, many people harvesl coffee for olhers as a way of earning additional

income, bUI only when lhey have lime from lheir own crop. In Palomas, 46 percenl of

producers from sam pie households said thal lhey or members of their households harvesled

for olher households (29 percenl of lhese households harvested for olhers oUlside of lhe

canlon). In Santa Cruz, jusl 26 percent of producers from sam pie households said thatthey

or members of their households harvesled for others (none harvesled outside of the canlon).

The vast majority (92 percenl) of those who picked corree for others in both communilies

were from the smallesl category (1) of producing household. Corree-pickers from outside the

household arc paid for their work, regardless of whether they arc related to the owners or nol.

ln some of the more affluent (lhough not necessarily large) households, even children who

help pick lheir own household's coffee arc paid for their work.

Agricultural wage labour is the most common way to increase income, but some

households channel labour into olher income-producing aClivities. These small-scale, even

minuscule, ventures in most cases do not represent a significant proportion of household

income, but lhe pursuit of various income-earning activilies not directly related to tbe

production of corree indicates the eXlent of the need for additional income. In Palomas,

nearly half of the sam pIe households (47 percent) had at least one household member engagcd

in additional income-earning activities; in Santa Cruz, the figure was 63 percent. With tbe

exceplion of IwO large farmers (discussed below) who also own other businesscs, none of the

sam pie households from the largesl category of coffee producers were involved in any other

inc,.me- producing activities.
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Both men and women engage in these supplemenlal income activities, which can he

divided into two main categoric,: non.agricuhural l'age work and cOllage/household self.

employmenl. Non·agricuhural w..ge I..!>our is holh ski lied .. nd unskilled and includes

construction, janilorial and domestic work, ,ecurily guard work for the Finca S..nll. Fe, or

asserobly work al a b..mboo furnilure faclory in Sanla Cruz. COll..ge "enlrepreneurial

activilics" rangc from occasionally selling eggs, milk, or b..ked goods, to .ewing or knilling

clothes, cUlling hair and m..nicuring n..ils, repairing shoes or furoiture, ..nd transporling

cargo, to making and selling handicrafls.

One of the more interesting enlrepreneurs is Sr. Ub..ndo, who hires out his services with

his gasoline·powered ·weed·e..ler." Such m..chines ..re still rare in Cosla Rica, lhough 1 know

of one other farmer hcsides Sr. Ubando who owns one. Sr. Ubando, who is lhe sole male

labourer on his farm, boughlthis machine to keep the IIlOlIIe (weeds) down both in his fields

and around his property. Recently, he has discovered lhal he can make sorne exlra monel' in

his spare time by selling his "weed·ealing" services to olher farmers in lhe community. He

had just begun venturing into lhis sideline business and so eould not say whal he might carn

from it in terms of additional l'carly income, but he thoughl it a promising venture.

Wilh the exception of eraft production, most forms of self ·employment provide goods

or services for local consumption, and arc nol collage induslries. Unlike the weavers or

brick- makers studied by Cook (1986) in Oaxaca, where production was a houschoh! cnterprite

for sale to an outside, urban market, here the market for the products craftcd in Palomas and

Santa Cruz is essentially local, Le. residents of the same or an adjacent community.

Sales of handicraft production do extend beyond the local community, but production

is erratic and sales outside the community arc few. Coopeagri is allempting to commereialile

home craft production more efficiently, but at presenl it is lillie more than a pay'ng hobby

Cor most (sec chapter 6). Only one woman, who for the past ten l'cars has consistently

produeed stufCed animais for sale in small shops in San Isidro, was earning any profit Crom
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her efforts. She eslimales her profil. al 020,000 per year (approximately $2?0 US), bUl the

San Isidro markel is small and could nol supporl man y such producers.

Sewing clolhes is one of the most popular paid activilies. Eighl women in Santa Cruz

and one woman and lwo men in Palamas make c10lhcs on lheir home sewing machines, bUl

in ail bul one casc, lhc work is erralic and donc Slriclly wilhin lhe corn munit y for friends,

family, and neighbours. The exceplion is an inleresling case of enlrepreneurship which has

begun ta reach lhe levcl of "coltagc induslry."

ln 1989, Maria Vasquez, her sisler, and sisler· in·law (bOlh in olher households) together

boughl a knilting machinc wilh which the y began ta produce baby clothes and women's and

men's sweaters. They began by selling lhese items ta friends and neighbours and now sell

most of their outpul ta shops in San Isidro. They have paid for the first machine and earned

enough for each ta buy her own machine. Their husbands were at first very sceptical, but are

now enlhusiaslic as the y sec the growth in the enterprise.

In addition ta off·farm wage labour and "coltage activities," two eoffee·producing

households from the sam pie in Santa Cruz receive additional incarne from small businesses.

One is a "soda"Ibar run by a woman and her son, who also tends the coffee fields. Another

business is an agricultural supply and hardwarc store in San Isidro, run by a large landowner

and his two sons. In Palamas, one large coffee farmer owns an electronics store in Cartago,

where he lives most of the year. He says coffee is not very profitable, but there is credit

available ta coffee producers, which he uses in his other business activities. t4

Sorne households (about seven sam pIe households in each cammunity) also receive

additional incarne through rents, pensions, or remiltances sent from family members living

elsewhere. The latter consist primarily of husbands, sons, or daughters working in factories

in the capital of San Jose, the banana plantations on the Atlantic or southern Pacifie coasts,

or in the United States.

157



The range of ail of Ihese enterprises is vasl and lheir overall eeonomie impllet on elleh

household eXlremely varied. While some - - Iike oeeasionally selling a litre or Iwo of milk, or

three or four eggs - - generale only a few c%lles of additional ineome, others sueh liS Ihe

sturred animal enlerprise, clin bring hundreds of dollars a year to Il household. Though none

of the members of these households expr~.seà any inlention to leave corree produclion

altogether, it is c1ellr Ihat man y arc secking to expand their economic aclivities to include

non-agrieultural ventures.

With the low labour demands of corree throughout most of the year, informai and part­

time activities arc easily integrated Wilh corree produelion and arc an important wllY for

households 10 .upplement their ineomes wilhoui abandoning years of inveslment in their

eoffee fields. On the other hand, full-lime employment poses problems for the corree

producer, as it removes labour during the hllrvesl when laboar demands arc IItlheir peak. If

wages received lire at or below those paid to corree-pickers, then lhe opportunily costs will

be eonsidered greal. Still, if wages arc high enough, then the benefits of regular outside

employment may outweigh the costs of hiring replacement harvest labour.

Summary

This ehapter has presented an overview of household labour supplies and the distribution

and control of land in coffee-producing households, as Ihey relaie 10 the requiremenls of

eorree production. Various household economic slrategies and inter-household cooperation

in eoffee production were also discussed.

Rising input costs and falling market priees arc redueing the ability of corree­

producing households 10 support themsclves. Yet, despitc the problems facing coffee

producers, they persist in growing coffee. There arc several reasons why this is sO. First, the

risks cl changing to an alternative crop arc great. Not only does a coffee field embody years

of investment which farmers arc justifiably reluctantto dig up. butthere arc, as yet, no beller
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allernalives for lhis capilal. Wilh few agricuhural or non.agricullural allernalives, coffee,

despile ils prohlems, conlinues 10 provide lhe besl income for mosl households in Perez

Zeledon.
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s.

6.
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Notes

Villagers consider size of land holdings a fairly sensitive subjectlo discuss wilh outsiders; man y
fear a lax inerease will follow. Thc reliabilily of these figures was double-checked in separule
inlerviews several months aparl, oflen with different members of lhe household. On ail but
lwa occasions, when quilc dHfcrcnt figures wcre gÎvcn during cuch interview, the sumc, or
nearly lhe same landholding figures were repofled bOlh limes. Laler, when coffee yields were
reporlcd, lhese figures were chccked againsl repofled landholdings in coffee nnd ngain
appeared 10 confirm accurale aecounlings.

Tbough 1 was less eonfidenl aboul lhe oulputs reporled by a few respondenls, in mosl cnses
lolal yields wcre appropriale for thc amoonl of coffee land producers had prcviously reported
la mc. As a furlher ehcck, 1 had eompuler Iisls from Coopeagri for coffce sold 10 lhem by
lheir c1ienls in each r.ommunily. The producer. reporled outputs and Coopeagri reporled yields
were idenlical.

This move 10 ineorporale household fnrms inlo small eompanies is new and, 1 was laid hy one
farmer, nol explieilly allowed for under lhe Cosla Rican lax code. Neverlhcless, al leasl one
olher household has also incorporaled ils farm and olhers arc considering doing sa. As a legnl
company, lhere arc lax advanlages, adult members can receivc snlaries for lheir labour
(including women's domeslic supporl work), and land is he Id jointly by ail. Il will he
interesling ta sec if such a praclice becomes more corn mon, among whnl kinds of houscholds,
and how it might affect gender relations wilhin the household.

ln Palomas, one large absenlee landowner has given atleasl three families the use of houses free
for the year with the sole condition that lhey agree la work for him during lhe hnrvest season
(at normal pay). During the remainder of the year, they arc free ta work where the y may.

Assuming neady ail of this labour l('l undertaken during the approximalely eight·month non·
harvesl season wc can calculnte an average of 20 hours per week needed for the routine
maintenance of one heclare of coffee; 4(l hours per week for two hectares; 60 per wcek for
lhree hectares.

Not ail households could easily be classifieci into one or anolher of thesc categories. For
example, in Palomas, there were also IWO absent"~ landowners who only hired labour 10 work
their farms and did not provide labour lhemselves; but as the y were not availahle for
interviews, lhey arc not parlai lhis sam pie. In another case in Sta. Cruz, the use of labour is
more complex. In lhis case, the household bOlh buys and sells labour on a permanent basis.
Sr. Bustamanle works as an aide in the hospilal in San Isidro; his IWO sons take care of the
family's 2.5 mz. of coffee, along Wilh IWO workers hired on a nearly full·time basis. This is
an in:.'rcsling case, bul seems la be rare.

ln 1992 Doris married and had a chi Id. She and her husband live next door to her parents in
a small house owned by them. She no longer parlicipates in any way with lhe coffee
produelion as she says she is much tao busy wilh her baby. Her husband, who has no land of
his own, now works wilh her father in the family's coffee fields.

Another women explained lhal when her husband left her with four small children, she was
forced la take any kind of work in order ta supporl them. She says that for many years she
collecled and sold firewood and CUl sugar cane (extremely difficull work), yel could not
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9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

ferlilize nor plllnl seedlings in her own coffee fields as she hlld no men to help her and eould
nolllfford ta hire any.

Chemielll ferlilizers, for lhe most pllrl, arc imported into Costll Rica. With pressures from the
Inlernalional Monelary Fund (lMF) on Cosla Riell lo lower its high import duties, the
eonlinued rise in IIgro·ehemiclIls is at first surprising, bul ean be explained by a devaluation
of lhe Cosla Rielln col6n in 1990, whieh, while it brought farmers higher eol6n priees for their
coffee, also had lhe effeel of inereasing lhe priee of imporled goods, not only of fertilizers,
herbicides, and peslieides, bul of fuel, whieh has inereased transportalion eosls and the overall
cast of living. Sec Vilillsuso ElOmba 1989 for a discussion of the eeonomie erisis of the 1980s
and lhe impael of the devaluation of the eol6n on the eeonomy.

Though open, grassy, uneulti valed ill"'! WIlS deseribed as pasto (literally, pasture) and potrero
(grazing land for horses), eoneeplual" 1""/0 and portrero are often the same. And tbougb a
horse or a eow may be grazed in the are"s, "'nst of the land deseribed in tbis manner was, in
fael, just land that had been eleared at one lime, but was now uneultivated. Tbus someone
Wilh many manzanas of "paslo" does not neeessarily have a lot of Iivestoek.

While il was explained ln me lhllt some slopes were too steep even for coffee, as land becomes
scaree, fumers arc beginning (though reluctantly) to clear upper slopes and plant tbem with
coffee.

The impael of expanded eallie produclion in tropical forest regions bas become a topic of
environmental coneern in reeent years (Edelman 1989). As yet,lhe area is still beavily forested
(cloud forest), but with eonlinued eallie and other agrieultural expansion inlo lhis virgin
territory, problems of deforestation and erosion are Iikely ta follow. Already, lower river and
stream levels around Sla. Cruz arc being blamed by some locals on tbe destruction of lhe cloud
forest above them.

These problems of cyclicallabour demands arc not new, bul the need for casb as opposed 10
home· made subsistence goods is inereasing. This is whal Wilk calls lhe "ratcbel" effecl of
commercial production (1991: 141). As ineomes rise, that wealth goes 10 raise people's
standards of living. Whal were once luxuries arc now considered necessities.

ln a few households (not part of lhe sam pie), coffee is produced, bUI does nol provide lhe main
family income. These arc households in wbicb members have more education and work in
skilled oeeuptllions. For example, in one household, lbe senior male works as higb.level
official for the Ministry of Transporl and the family is supported by his salary. Income from
the family's 0.5 manzana of coffcc is used 10 buy luxuries, sucb as a T.V. or new furnilure.
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Chapter 6
PROCESSORS: "BENEFICIANDO PEREZ ZELEDON"I

Modern eorree- processing facilities play a pivotai .ole in the Costa Rican corree

industry. As wc learned in chapter 3, in Costa Rica, virtually ail corree grown is sold to

corn panics which specialize in the proeessing, and often lhe sale (th.ough subsidiary

corn panics), of corree to the world market. Though sorne large growers own shares in

processing plants, most coffee is grown by smaller farmers who must sellto processing plunts

owned by others. The priee farmers reeeive for their crop is li reflection of the processor's

ability to market that coffee. The processor is, in essence, the farmer's Iink to the

international market.

In lhis chapter, 1examine lhe organization and operation of the bCllcficies servicing the

farmers of Perez Zeledon, in particular the region's multi· purpose eooperalive, Coopeagri.

The discussion foc uses on the relationship of these factories to the corree producers and

compares Coopeagri's strategies for survival in a competitive international industry with those

of the private factories.

Coffee Processors ln Perez Zeledon

In addition to Coopeagri, corree in Perez Zeledon is bought by four privately-owned

processing companies:! La Meseta, El General, El Aguila, and Peters San Isidro. As seen in

Table 6.1, for the 1988-89 harvest, the four operaling bCllcficies processed a total of

600,692.6 double hectolitres (1 db.hJ.= 200 lilres = 128 kgs.) of corree, approximalely 8

percent of the country's tOlal of 7,350,438.9 db.h!.3 Of Ihe coffee processed within Ihe
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Table 6.1
Coffee Processing by Beneficios in Perez Ze1edon

(1988-89 Harvest Season)

e

Beneficia

El General

La Meseta

El Aguila

Peters

CClopeagri

Total:

No.
Clients
(1990)

4,500

4,000

2,600

1,500

3,970

Processing
Capacity

(dbl. hect. )

300,000

200,000

150,000

200,000

850,000

Coffee
Bought

(dbl.hect)

165,969.5

180,539.7

91,540.3

nia

159,869.8

Own Coffee
Processed
(dbl.hect)

1,116.0

0.0

0.0

nia

1,657.3

Total Coffee
Processed
(dbl.hect)

167,085.5

180,539.7

91,540.3

nia

161,527.1

600,692.6

Percent of
Total Canton

Processing

27.8

30.1

15.2

26.9

100.0

Source: ICAFE. Coffee Tota1s Dec1ared by Beneficios, 1988-89 Crop.

Note: 1 double hectolitre (db.h1.) = 128 kgs. = approx. 0.5 fanegas



canton, El Gcneral proee~~cd aboul 28 (lercenl, La Me~eta 30 (lercent, El Aguila (Il rellltive

newcomer to the region) 15 percent, and COll(lc..gri a(lproximately 27 (lereenl. (Peter~ San

Isidro proeesse~ ils coffee out~ide the c:lnlon.)

The Privale Proeessors4

The (lroees~ing factory which i~ now owned by the company Beneficilldora La Meseta,

S.A. was the first bCllc/lclo establi~hed in Perez Zeledon (in 1949) by the Oeparlmenl of

Beneficiadoras de C.. fe of lhe Banco Nalional, whieh admini~tered lhe faclory. In 1962 lhe

bCllc/lcio was sold lo an halian f..mily and bec..me lhe Cafelale", San Isidro. ln 1972 il

changed ownership again and became lhe pari of lhe Corporaeion Cafetalera La Mesel.., a

multi·national corporal ion (Swiss, Cosla Riean, and German.owned) which owns seven

bCllc/lcios in Heredia, Colo Brus, Terrazu, AI..juela, and Turrialb:l, as weil a~ lhe one in San

Isidro.s La Meseta has aboul 120 recibidores throughoullhe entire canton and approximately

4,000 producer clients.

The Beneficio El General, S.A. owns the largesl processing faelory in the eanlon.

Founded in 1962 by one Carlos Neverman, lhe bClle/lcio was later ~old to lhe Montealegre

family and eventually beeame part of a Swiss-owned corporation which owns two b".4Icios

in Heredia in addition to the one in Perez Zeledon. El General buys coffee from about 4,500

farmers and has 130 recibidors throughoutthe canton, plus 2 in neighbouring Buenas Aires.

Established in Perez Zeledon in 1974, the bCllc/lcio El Aguila is a relative newcomer to

the region. The factory's first owner, Eduard Sanchez Montero, sold lhe business to lhe El

Aguila S.A. company, whieh owns factories in Puriscal, Aserri, and San Rafael de Heredia,

as weIl. In 1991 El Aguila had approximately 2,600 client producers and 94 reeibidores ~pread

throughout Perez Zeledon and paris of Buenos Aires, a canlon of Puntarenas just south of

Perez Zeledon.
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Peters, whieh nnly began buying eoffee in this region in 1989, has recibidores in just two

districts and, since it as yet has no processing faclory in the canton, sends its coffee to its

other factories for processing. Il is part of the large company Peters, S.A., which owns at least

nine bene/icios throughout the counlry.

Tbe Cooperative Processor: Coopeagrl

Coopeagri El General, R.L. operates lhe canlon's only cooperative bene/icio and claims

3,970 members. Today Coopeagri is a growing, multi-purpose industrial cooperative, but

interviews with the cooperative's founders and carly members reveal the difficulties that were

encountered in making the initial goal of a coffee- processing cooperative a reality. Aecording

to one of the cooperative's principal founders, Martin Fonseca, during the late 19505 and carly

1960s, many coffee farmers in the canton were beginning to feel dissatisfied with the way

they were trealed by the canton's bene/icios. One reason he cites is that the other bene/icios

(lhere were two at the time) were consistently tardy in giving farmers their final coffee

paymenls once the crop had been sold on the international milrket. Frustrated and angry, and

fuelled by a growing awareness and promolion of cooperatives that was emerging throughout

Latin America in the 1960s (sec chapter 1), a group of 391 small coffee producers, with

capital assets of a mere cI26,400, began to organize. As wc learned in chapter 4, in 1962

they established the Cooperativa de Caficultores R.L. de Perez Zeledon. They first rented,

then bought for cl,600,OOO, the then bankrupt San Jorge bene/icio, whieh had recently been

reclaimed by the Banco Naciona!.

Early organilers, who were also coffee farmers, had a difficult time as they canvassed

the countryside, teaching rural residents about the ideology of cooperatives and' trying to

recruit support for their bene/icio. There Was a great deal of conCusion ~s to exactly what

cooperalMsmo was, and man y believed it WaS a Corm oC communism 6. One member oC the
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cooperalive's firsl Eduealion Commillee relales a slory in which he was in u cuntinu, when

he was grubbed and UbOUllo be punched by unolher pulron. He stopped the man und usked

why he was going to be hil. His :Illacker replied, "because you arc a communisl." When he

inquired why he should be confused with a communisl the alludcr lold him il w"s because

"you say ail of us with coffee must beeome members of lhe coopenllive" (Moru Zuiliga 19!17:

11).

There arc also accounts of the disappointments when meetings were "rranged in vurious

rural communities and no one showed up. Sorne people did join, bUl many quit, fe"riug the

cooperative could only fail and the y wou Id lose everything. There arc even uceouuts of

sabotage, Iike the lime un entire stock of already-processed corree was complelely deslroyed

when someone drenched it with oil (Ibid.: 5-6, 10).

There is no doubtthatthese carly founders of Coopeagri were deeply commilled lo lhe

idea of cooperlltive organizatioo. The cooperative ilself is often tulked of ilS "lu IIillu" (Cemale

child), who had to be nurtured and proteeted - - as the following recollection of lhe young,

bUl growing cooperative demonstrates: '''lu IIilla' was more robusl ... because the associates

defended her from the allacks of her enemies ... Now in the presentthere is no lack of un

enemy here or there, butthey can't do her damage becuuse lhey arc very weak and 'lu nina'

is very galhnt, favoured, and proteeled" (Ibid.: 13-14).

1 have not allempted to uoderlake a complete historieal study oC lhis cooperative, '" 1

these accouots cannot represent the entire range of perceptions found throughout the canton.

Nevertheless, they do demonstrate the problems facing the struggling organization and the

commitment the cooperalive founders had in trying to ensurc its success, a pride and

commitment that is evident among man y cooperative leaders tr,day. Those in leadership

positions arc Iikely motivated to present an overly sympalhetic piclure of an al!ruistic

organization which has struggled to overcome ail odds to enrich the lives of the poor. Still,

the fact remains that for man y smail producers in the region the cooperative provided a viable
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ailernalive lo the privale firms which previously had been lhe only choice available lo local

coffee farmers.

Today Coopeagri is an agro· industrial business which operales, among olher enterprises,

a modern coffee.processing facility much the same as the other bCllcficios in the canton.

There arc lwo obvious, yet subslanlial, differences which arc imporlanl for this analysis of

lhe interaelions belween local produeers and induslrial processors. First, by virtue of its

nature as a cooperative, Coopeagri differs markedly from its private counterparts in

ownership and organizational slrUClure. Second, while Coopeagri's business enlerprises must

funclion wilhin a competilive capiLalisl framework just as do lhe privale companies, there is

a well·defined cooperalive ideology which, in lheory al leasl, slrUClures the cooperative's

business stralegies.

Organizalional Slruclure and Membership. The organizational structure of Coopeagri

follows lhe organizalion of cooperatives as laid down by Costa Rican law, with lhe general

assembly (enlire membership) elecling from among lhemselves representatives to serve on the

Board of Direclors and on lhe various other adminislrative committees within the

organizalion, as can be seen in Figure 6.1. By law, lhe general assembly of any cooperative

musl meel once a year lo review operalions, discuss problems, and elecl represenlatives for

various committees. In eooperalives where membership is small (only hundreds of members),

aIl members arc enlilled lo altend lhe annual gener~l assembly, but in cooperatives, such as

Coopeagri, where membership is so large (lhousands of members) lhal the presence of every

member wou Id make the proceedings cumbersome and less effective, the law allows for a

syslem of elected represenlatives lo be used: for each 25 members, one delegate (an ~ one

supplemenlal delegale) will be elecled by cach local conslituency to represent those members

at the annual general assembly. It is the responsibility of the delegate to ensure that members'

concerns arc brought to lhe attention of lhe adminislration.
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Figure 6.1
Organizationa1 Structure of Coopeagri

GENERAL ASSEMBLY
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Manager
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OPERATIONS ~!:QB!
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~ource: coopeagri Annua1 Report (1990)



ln addilion lu the local delegales, members also electlocal coordinators (abouti for every

50 members). Coordinators arc responsible for organizing members withh: their jurisdietion.

Like delegates, coordinators arc responsible for helping members solve any problems the y may

be having "nd for forwarding any suggeslions members may have concerning cooperative

operations. Every three months, there is a meeting of ail coordinators atthe central meeting

room in San Isidro, where various concems arc diseussed. The results of an)' decisions made

at these. meelings arc passed along to members by lhe eoordinators. While sorne eoordinators

regularly hold local meelings in thcir areas, lhose wilh whom 1spoke said th~y do nottry to

hold regular community·level meelings as no one attends. Instead, because of the small and

rather inlimate nature of the eommunilies which the y rcpresent, throughout the year

information is passed informally back and forth between members and coordinators.

Each February, prior to the annual General Assembly, a general meeting is held in each

district. Ali members arc invited to meet wilh members of the board of Directors and

management. As Wilh most Costa Riean public meetings, official reports arc tendered

coneerning the status of the cooper~tive, then members' comments, concems, and suggestions

arc heard. Il is a lengthy process which continues until ail who wish ta speak have been

heard. Whi!e participation atthe annual General Assemhly is restricted ta eoordinators and

delegales, il is through these local meetings that members are able ta openly voice their

opinions concerning the operation of the cooperative •• and none seem shy in doing so.

Unlike the relationship between producers and private processors, tbe relationsbip

between coffee growers and Coopeagri is considerably more formai and entails a stronger

commitment on both parls. In tbeory, cooperative members are eaeh owners of the

organi1.ation and are equally responsible to share in the responsibilities and benefits of

membership. Each has equal voting power, regardless of shares. Selling coffee ta a private

belleficio is quile simple: unless a loan is required, the produeer merely delivers eoffee

cherries ta the recibidor. Ta sell eoffee ta Coopeagri, a producer must first join the
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cooperative. This is donc by making a formai appliC:llioo for membership, then utlending u

two-hour orientation lecture which outlines the generul ideology of "cool'crolil'i.l'lllO" und

acquaints the pOlential member with the specifie operulions of Coopeagri and the benefit. und

responsibilities of membership.

There arc two kinds of associates in Coopeagri: employees and producers (sec Table 6.2).

Employees work in various eapacities within lhe organil.ation, including the bellefido

manager, farm workers, and office c1erks. Produeers arc lhose who produee u produet -­

coffee, sugar, milk, hllndicrafts -- which lhey wish to market through the cooperulive. One

condition of membership for agricultural producers is proof of legalacces. to lund. This can

be a copy of a deed of sale or a rentaI contracl. ln addition, ail applicants must present two

recommendatioos, one from the local coordinator and one from the delegate for his or her

area of residence. As the cooperative is eager ta increase membership, th'"e

recommendations arc usually no more than a formality and in volve no more lhan a signature

on the application. The final requirement for membership is a onc-time fee of ~l,OOO (about

$10).

The terms of membership arc simple. First, each member is commitled ta saving with

the cooperative 5 percent of the annual value of their product (or their wages in the case of

worker members).7 The aggregaled 5 percent savings of ail members is the working "social

capital" of the cooperative. This money rcmains the property of the individual memher hut

is kept in the member's savings account with Coopeagri ta he used by the cooperative to help

finance member producers during the agricultural year; it is not used for investment or

expansion in indusIe:'. Poliey for providing interest on members' savings has varied over the

years, depending on the financial status of the cooperative and members' desires. If the

cooperative has surplus funds, members can vole that sorne of that money be used ta pay
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Table 6.2
Number of Coopeagri Associates by Type of Membership

Type of Member 1988 1989 1990

Coffee Producer 3,666 4,011 3,967

cane Producer 454 589 615

Milk Producer 76 109 107

worker Member 174 167 160

Source: coopeagri El General, R.L. Report of the Administrative
Council to the General Assemb1y of De1egates No. 51. March 1991.



interest on their savings, as when Ihe membership voted atlhe 1991 General Assembly ta puy

15 percent interest on members' savings. Likewise, surpluses can be paid 10 the membership

in the form of cash dividends, or Ihey cun be reinvested in expanding Coopeugri oper:ltiuns.

Second, by joining Coopeagri each producer agrees to sell exclusively ta the cooper:ltive.

In the case of sugar and milk, Coopeagri owns the only processing fuctories in the region aod

so this requircmenl is not difficult to fulfi!. In the case of coffee, with the presence of four

additional corn panics buying coffee in the canton, not ail farmers uphold their end of this

agreement, as wc shall sec.

Membership in Coopeagri can be terminated by the associate at any time by writing to

the administration and expressing a desire 10 renounee membership. AI the end of the fiscal

year, the cooperative determines what, if any, outstanding debts the member muy still have.

Once the debts have been paid, the member is free to leave the cooper:ltive und his/her

savings arc paid baek, though not always in one lump sumo Associates who have terminated

their membership with Coopeagri must wait five years from the date of their terminution

before they are allowed to petition again for membership.

Ideologx. Coopeagri has al ways placed a strong emphais on improving the economic

situation of its members by trying to operate a profitable economic organization. While this

study focused primarily on the economic aspects of the organization, the cooperativc's goals

arc artieulated very c1early in terms of an ideology which merits a brief discussion.

The partieular nature of cooperatives varies tremendously, but therc is a basic, pan­

cooperative ideology whieh seeks to promote mu tuai self·help and coordinate cfforls at

improving economie opportunities among the less powerful segments of society. In

Coopeagri, as throughout Costa Rica, this ideology of cooperulivismo is weil slaled in its

annual reporls to its membership, as weil as presentations to the public at large, such as ils

weekly radio program.
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[n order lo guarantee lhe progress and development 01 a village,
eommunity, or eounlry, il is indispensable thatthe labourers, artisa••s,
larmers anl\ wage-workers 01 ail kinds give eaeh other mutual
assistenee and help .... Il is necessary for farmers to unite .... [n
our age, isolated voices arc Iike voices given to the wind (Coopeagri
1989: 2).

Like most agrieultural cooperatives throughoutthe world, Coopeagri slates that its most

fundamenlal coneern is to improve lhe economie well-being of smail and medium farmers.

Underlying ail concerns is a goal to help small and medium producers reap sorne of the same

rewards aVllilable to large businesses, by converting agricultural production into a profitable

enterprise in which producers can obtain cnough ineome to raise their standard of living

([bid.: 7).

The Odd-Couole: Coopeagri and UP[AV. While the cooperative ideology forms a basis

for Coopeagri's operations, its organizational goals have also been strongly influcnccd by ils

association with lhe Ullioll de Produclores /Ildepelldiellies de Agroprodl/clos Varios (Union of

[ndependent Produeers of Various Agricultural Produets [UP[AV», a small, local syndicate

of farmers and agrieultural workers. This interesting relationship sets Coopeagri apart from

other cooperatives in Costa Rica. As discussed briefly in ehapter 1, there is a long history

in Costa Rica of fric lion bel ween the syndicate movement, silldicalismo, and the

cooperative movement, oflen referred 10 as "solidadismo." Yet here is a cooperative whose

elected leaders arc, with one or two exceptions, also syndicate leaders. In fact from 1980 to

1987, the president 01 Coopeagri and the president of UP[A V were one and the same. The

parlnership thal has developed between UPIAV and Coopeagri since 1976 is rare. Il has not

been without its problems, but the result has been a stronger cooperative.

The first formai tics between the two came in 1977 whcn the seeretary of UPIAV was

elected to Coopeagr;'s eouneil. Many people were wary of this development. Aeeording to

Coopeagri's eurrent president, Iike most syndieates, UPIAV was more Marxist oriented in the
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1970s lhan il is naw and in many peaple's minds syndicales OlcanI eommunism. (ln fnel, masl

of Casla Rica's syndicales arase in lhe caastal banana planlations und were slrangly baeked

by lhe Casla Rican Cammunisl Parly.) This perceived eammunisl connec tian warried some

coaperalive members, parlieularly lhe lhen- president Milton Fonseca, who wns caneerned

that lending agencies mighl be reluelanl la lend la Caopeagri beeause of ils nssacinlion wilh

a syndicale. He was alsa warried about the associalian beeause he sali' a canfliel of inlerests

belween lhe Iwo groups. "Syndicales arc more for saluried workers and nol produeers and lhe

eaaperalive is an arganizalion of producers. The Iwo should be kepl separale as lhey hnve

differenl inleresls" (Inlerview 1991).

Despile sorne opposilion, lhe relalionship belween lhe twa arganizatians seems nat ta

have been delrimental ta Coopeagri. Jndeed, rural hausehalds comprise balh workers and

praducers, and lhe success of lhe marriage of UPIA V and Coopeagri may resl on lhis fa Cl.

UPIAV, lhaugh just a local canlanal arganizatian, has a fair amaunl of palilical influence.

Over lhe years lhey have been quile suecessful in applying pressure la variaus gavernmental

agencies, such as ICAFE, MAG, and MOPT (Minislry of Public Warks and Transparl), la

speed impravements (such as raad warks) within lhe canlan. Such is lheir influence, lhal in

July 1990 Costa Rican Presidenl Rafael Calderon himself can.e la San Isidro la mcel wilh

Caopeagri 3nd UPIA V leaders la discuss develapmenl in lhe canlan.

Accarding la caaperalive idealagy, social issues of develapmenl arc as mueh a cancern

as econamic cancerns. Since Caapeagri's assacialian wilh UPIAV, lhe ~aopera~ive has

develaped an inlegraled rural develapmenl plan which, in addilian la helping agriculluraI

produeers, has placed lhe prablem of landless agricullurallabaur on ils agenda. One pragram

thal demanslrales lhe scape of the eaaperalive's develapmenl agenda is a prapased prajecl

which aims la buy nearly IWO thausand heclares of land wilh lhe help of lhe gavernmenl's

Inslilule for Agrarian Develapmenl (IDA). Caapeagri wauld lhen give landless farmers 99­

year leases on small plots of land, alang wilh guaranlees of credit and lechnical assislance.
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Farmers wauld he encCluraged la grow sugar cane, coffee, macadamia nuls and basic grains

which cauld he sald ta the caaperalive: sugar, coffee and macadamia for exporl, basic grains

for sale in lhe caoperalive's supermarkels.

Economic Stralegies. Selling ideological principles aside, il has been said lhal

"coopcrutil'islIlo musl he in lhe pockel as weil as in the hearl," a slralegy which Coopeagri

seems la have been parlicularly aslule in following. Since ils inceplion, lhe cooperalive has

been concerned Wilh operating a bCl/cficio which would provide higher incarnes and improved

marketing conciilions for lhe smail and meJium coffee producers in Perez Zeledon.

Coopeagri's basic ai ms arc la deliver lhe highesl possible price for crops and la offer

agricuhural supplies la ils associale producers al low cosl, bul it also offers its members a

variely of other benefilS, such as agricullural eXlension, and vClerinary and medical services

free of charge for members (and at low cosl for family members).

Though coffee processing has been ils main purpose, diversificalion has become a key

poli cl'. Through lhe l'cars lhe cooperalive has expanded ils aClivilies and services la become

one of the counlry's largest muhi-purpose cooperalives and a model cooperative in Latin

America.

ln addilion la ils coffee-processing facililies, in 1969 a supermarkel was established and

in 1974, lhe cooperalive opened a sugar refinery, or il/gcllio, and changed its name la the

Cooperaliva Agricola Induslrial El General, R.L. (Coopeagri). As part of its campaign ta

diversify its produclive base, Coopeagri has begun 10 invesl in a variely of olher enterprises.

ln 1980 Coopeagri decided la adci ta ilS coffee, sugar, and supermarkel enlerprises by opening

an agricullural supply deparlmenl and in 1984 acquired a local milk-processing pIanI, which

produces fruit juiccs (bOlh from purchased sl'rups and local fruits), as weil as a varieIl' of

milk producls. As parI of ils dedicalion la divcrsificalion, lhe cooperalive has a1so eSlablished

small experimenlal farms for lhe produclion of macadamia nuls and has been working with
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the state in channelling funds into reforestalion projects. Though louns have always been

made to produeers to cover production costs, the cooperative is currently in the proeess of

creating a separate credit nnd loan branch, which willnllow members to receive credit for

investmenl in other projecls, such as home improvements.

Another long-term goal of Coopeagri is to expand its supermarket enterprise by building

branches in various communilies. Land for these brnneh slores has already been bought in

five districts. Through a deal with the Swedish consorlium of consumer cooperatives,

CECOOP (Centro Cooperativa), wilh whom Coopeagri has been working, the cooperative also

aequired a "supermobil", a large van equipped as a mobile supermarket, which visils a half

dozen or so eommunities eaeh week, bringing goods that are often not available in the locnl

pulperlas.

The "Ladies" Group. A finnl project of lhe coopernlive thnt deserves mention is the

Grupo de Damas. What started in 1982 ns the brainstorm of one dynnmic nnd energetic

woman, Marcelly Orozco,8 has grown into an organization which has organized eighleen loenl

women's groups and received national and even inlernalional allenlion. The group Wns

actually formed following lhe earlhquake of 1983. Coopengri sel up a refugee centre for

people of the community of Buena Visla, who had been hit hardest by the quake. According

10 Orozco, it was lhe women parlicularly who came forward and were worried aboul whal

they could do to get their lives back togelher. Together the y organized and made plans for

rebuilding the communily.

Inspired by lheir success, women from other communilies were conlacled and other

groups formed. Gaining support for an official Women's Group wilhin Coopeagri was, no

doubt, faeilitaled by lhe fact lhat Orozco is the wire of lhe president, but at lhat lime no

funds were provided for any of lhe Women's Group's projecls. Il was nol unlil 1989 lhal

CECOOP (which had already been supporting other development projects of Coopeagri, such
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as the mobile supermarkels) heard of the women's projecls and immediately began to finance

the Women's Group through Coopeagri. Financing, though generous, has been Iimited to

providing training sessions in community developmcnt both in San Isidro and San Josc, and

to paying for lravcl cxpcnses of commillcc mcmbers to crcatc links with women's groups in

various rural communilics.

Like thc coopcrative as a wholc, thc Womcn's Group has complimentary socio-political

and economic goals. According ta Orozco, the primary objectives of the Women's Group arc

to help women (1) to realize thal lhcy arc human beings, (2) to understand that they form a

vital parI of society and (3) to develop productive aelivities that women can engage in at

homc.9 During lraining scssions, women from various communities arc encouraged to

develop projeels whieh ean solve problems which the y perceive within their communities.

Training sessions emphasize developing organizational skills and encourage women in

exercises, such as public speaking, which arc designed to make them feel more at case

working in the public sphcre.

While mosl of lhe Group's projects have focused on establishing marketable artisan and

craft skills of various kinds within each community, they hope eventually to go beyond crafts

and into other aclivilies. Already one group of women have a corn mi/pa which they work

colleclively. The corn is bought by the cooperative, and dolls and hats arc made from the

corn husks for sale as souvenirs. To dale, the Women's Group has nottried specifieally to aid

women coffee farmers, though there is talk that they May eventually try to do so if enough

women demonstrate a need.

The Women's Group hopes eventually to consolidate the organization at the national and

even international level, and already has begun gaining recognition. The group received a

delegation of Bolivian women wishing to organize a similar group and has visited groups

throughout Panama, as weil. In 1990, Orozco was recognized by APROMUJER (the National
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Program for the Advisment and Training of Women) for her outstanding work among ruml

women.

Problems and Sethaeks. Today Coopeagri is a vibrant and diverse agro- industriul

cooperative, but il has oot alway been so. Like Many cooperatives in Cosla Rica, in the laie

1970s Coopeagri was foundering and nearly collapsed (sec Tahle 6.3). There appear to huve

been several causes for this near-catastrophe.

First, though ils polie y of diversification is aimed at providing eeonomie slabilily,

diversification also carries risks. With the purchasc of the sugar illgellio, the cooperative was

aUempting to expand the economic opportunilies available 10 its members. Prior to lhe

establishment of the illgellio, sugar was processed only inlo crude dl/lee by trapicllCs. Wilh

the arrivai of the sugar refinery, cane producers who were close enough to take advantage of

this industry found a new and more profitable outlet for their cane and man y substantially

increased their production. But this venture nearly proved falal.

The first few years of operation of the illgellio were extremely difficult for the

cooperative. By 1979, the sugar refinery was losing a tremendous amount of money und lhe

entire cooperative was suffering from this loss. Many coffee producers became dissatisfied

as the cooperative began to funnel funds from other departments into the sugar factory.

Despite, or perhaps because of, heavy investment in upgrading the sugar factory's machinery,

COOPEAGRI was in serious economie trouble and was faeed with the decision of whether

or notto close the illgellio. In faet, so bad were the losses thatlNFOCOOP (Institute for the

Promotion of Cooperatives) was threatening to declare Coopeagri insolvent. Though c10sing

the ingenia would have eut losses, man y members (cane farmers in particular) were concerned

about the 10ss of this alternative industry in the valley.JO Fortunalely, the disaster provoked

drastic changes in the management of the cooperative which today appear to have been

beneficial.
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Table 6.3
Summary of Coopeagri Expansion Dates and Activities

Date Actlvlty Effects

1962

1969

1974

1977

Bought beneficio San Jorge

Created supermarket

Bought sugar ingenio Begins to
founder

Established formal ties with financially
UPIAV

1980

1990

Established an agricultural
supply department

Began reorganization and
managerial restructuring

Completed managerial
restructuring

Near-bankruptcy

Financial Recovery
Begins



Second (and not unrelated ta lhe purchase of the ill/:Cllio), Coopeagri was suffering from

poor managemenl. According lo the current betlcficio manager, who joined the cooperutive

in 1986, this is a problem common lo man y Costa Ric,1O cooperatives. First, manngers arc

selectcd from among lhe members and in most c"ses arc not mlequutely truincd. Second, pay

is low, as cooperatives try to kccp costs down. The resuh is th"t unqu"lified, underp"id

people are put into positions of m"n"ging very complic"ted business operations. In lhe carly

19805, Coopeagri began " major overhaul in administration and Ilt"nagement.

The most significant change came about with the decision (made bV the co-op's bootrd

oC directors and voted upon by the membership) to pay weil for highly qualified managers.

The cooperative hired a university-educatcd, professional manager lo run the bCIICficio, and

a chemical engineer to take over the sugar operation. In addition, the cooperative began to

dr.centralize management, allowing each departmenl within the cooperative, (the bCIICficio,

the illgcllio, etc.) to run as a separate business under its own manager, though there still

remains a eoordinating manager. (Funds are still occaisionally transfered between

departments as needed). This arrangement allows the managers ta specialize and avoids

placing the entire burden of running the cooperative's industries on a single manager. Il also

tightens aceountability. By 1990 the manage rial separation of departments had been

implemented. The restructuring has been a wise move. Today the sugar refinery is one of

the best in the counlry. No longer near bankruptcy, in 1990 Coopeagri was able to pay its

sugar produeers c292 per ton above the national average (Coopeagri 1991: 9).

Prlvute und Cooperative Beneficios ln a Competitive Business

Il is no surprise that corree priees arc the major concern oC the bencficios: both as a cost

expende" in buying the raw, unprocessed cherries Crom Carmers, and as incarne reccived from

sales oC processed coCCee. In arder ta return a maximum profit ta owners (shareholders in
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lhe case of privale faclories, members in lhe case of cooperalives), ail bcncficias musl: (1)

be run as efficienlly as possible, keeping operaling cosls, such as lhe cosl of buying raw

coffee from farmers, 10 a minimum; and (2) oblain lhe highesl possible markel price when

selling coffee. LeI us lake a look al how lhese IWO concerns have affecled lhe corree induslry

in Perez Zeledon.

Operatlng ':osts

As business enlerprises, ail lhe bCl/cficias in Pcrez Zeledon arc concerned wilh

maximizing profils for lheir owners, whl~h for normal privalc business coneerns, lranslales

inlo buying low and selling high. Bolh privale and cooperalive enlerprises strive for lhe

highcSI possible sales price. For lhe privale faclories, lhe boUom line dictates that they keep

lhc cosl of buying raw corree 10 a minimum. The cooperalive, on lhe other hand, distributes

profils back 10 lhe farmer-owners in lhe form of high cherry prices, which arc therefore like

a dividend for members.

As can be seen in Table 6.4, Coopeagri has consislently paid prices above those of the

privale bCl/cficias of Perez Zcledon. ·There is onc exceplion. Exacl priccs paid by lhe newly

arrived Pelers company were nol available and so arc nol lisled in lhe table, but 1 was told

thal, for lhe Iwo years il had been buying coffee in Perez Zeledon, Peters had paid over

e5,OOO/fanega (approximalely $50 U.S.). Bolh farmcrs and bCl/cficia managers alike were weil

aware of these high prices, yel ail seemed 10 agree thal lhe payment of such extraordinarily

high prices was a common practice designed to quiekly aUract clients to new processicg

companies. Once the company was eSlablished, prices would drop into line with those of lhe

olher bCl/cficias.

Keeping loyal coffee-producing clients is crucial for ail bcneficias. The ability of

Coopeagri to aUracl client produc?rs through slightly higher prices poses a dilemma for the

privale faclories. Coffee bel/cficias are like other large industria! facilities:o lhat efficiency
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Table 6.4
Final Liquidation Priees of benefieios

in Perez Zeledon 1973-1990
(eolones per fanega)

Year coopeagri El General La Meseta El Aguiia

1990+ 4936.62 4409.10 4401.68 4155.04
1989+ 5145.96 not available
1988 4910.06 4571.88 4404.06 4527.20
1987 4145.24 3908.21 4085.76 3907.46
1986 5765.62 5399.70 5715.50 5279.56
1985 3328.90 3163.02 3067.68 3169.00
1984 2649.28 2702.92 2598.36 2582.24
1983 2213.68 2015.90 2070.14 2042.78
1982 2523.68 2172.96 2189.16 1944.54
1981 1260.60 1206.48 1064.30 1136.32
1980 868.34 897.84 922.74 849.86
1979 740.64 705.32 732.54 737.40
1978 944.22 961. 72 960.50
1977 1275.64 1106.10 887.24
1976 559.14 514.58 519.99
1975 350.48 304.67 313.11
1974 306.37 294.95 303.36
1973 287.34 268.34

Source: ICAFE. Final Liquidation Priees 1973-1988.

+ These figures provided by faetory managers and eoffee produeers.
Note: Priees arc legat. C'alculatcd rixcd minimums. Beneficias can pay highCf, lhough rcw do. For Ihe IfJ86.87 crop.

Coopcagri actually PDid c41S0 pcr ranega. In November 1991, SI U.S.· approx. 95 coloRes. )



is of great importance. The large capital in\'cstntents thcy ha"e made in cquipl11cnt rcquirc

lhe faeilily la run 'lS close la maximum eapacily as possihle. While some eoffee.proeessing

eompanies also have eslates where lhey grow eoffee as weil (sec Tahle ô.\), most belll'fidos

musl rely on independent coffee farmers lo provide lhem wilh enough coffee 10 make lhcir

facilities profilable.

As seen in Table 6.1, none of the bCllcfieios is processing 10 its full capacily. This excess

processing eapacily has crealed a seller's marke!. BCllcfieios arc continually sec king new

clienls la supply lhem wilh enough coffee 10 keep their factories runlli~g as close ta capacity

as possible. While lhe aclual proeessing of eoffee is much lhe same in alllJCllcfieios, lhere is

lremendous competilion among the five bCllcfieios of Percz Zeledon in allnlcting and

mainlaining c1ienl produeers. As farmers arc ultimalely concerned Wilh receiving lhe hest

priee for lheir coffee, high prices nalurally arc an importanl way ill which a bCllcfieio cali

ensure an adequ.. l,~ supply of raw coffee. BUl each l'rivale faclory is eompeling nolllnly wilh

olher l'rivale bCIICfieios, huI Wilh a cooperative which, hy funneling parI of ils profits back

inlo cherry l'ri ces, can (assuming lhe faclory is efficienlly run) consislenlly pay farmers mllre

for their crop. The l'rivale faclories, lhen, face a dilemma in which lhey musl keep operaling

cosls la a minimum in a markel where compelilion has placed an upward pressure on lhe

priees lhey pay la farmers.

Price is one way in whieh lhe bCllcficios compele for clienls; bUllhere arc olher me,IOS,

and each bClleficio has ils own slralegy for attracting and keeping coffee suppliers. These

strategies have evolved over time, causing fundamental changes in the relationship bel ween

producers anri proeessors. For example, when bCllcfieios first began processing eoffee,

farmers were responsible for delivering lheir crop la lhe faclory. Poor roads and lack of

transporlalion frequenlly made lhis a difncull, if nol impossible, lask. Once a syslem of

reeibidors was in place, farmers WilhoUl lheir own means of reliable lransporlalion did nol

need 10 invesl as much in getting lheir crop LO lhe faclory. The benefieios eolleeled eoffee
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in the villages and hauled il la the faclory lhemselves. While this was a great improvement

over Ihe old syslem, Ihe cosl of lransporting the crap la the factary was charged la the farmer.

This was Ihe silualion in Perez Zeledon unlil aboul 1985 when, in an effort ta be more

compelilive, processing "ompanies began transporling coffee from the recibidores free of

charge. ll More recenlly, 1 was tald by the manager of one belleficio that they have naw

begun delivering fertilizer la clients free of delivery charge. "The ather belleficios arc daing

il, sa wc must do it, toa," he said. In lhe past, belleficios wauld deliver fertilizer ta farmers,

bUI lransporlation eosls were deducted fram Ihe farmer's final payments.

Credil is one of Ihe most important services that belleficios pravide ta praducers and has

became a principal mean by which facto ries allract and keep their client praducers.

Commercial coffee production requires the use of expensive inputs, whieh for man y farmers

•• yaunger farmers in parlicular •• means they must have a source of credit. Credit is

funnelled thraugh the belleficios ta the farmers, usually in three stages thraughautthe year

ta caVer variaus casts of production. Ali belleficios willlaan or advance maney ta praducers

ta help wilh seasanal production casts, but laan amaunts and terms vary fram factary ta

faclary, and the private facto ries will alsa make laans for investments and home

impravements. In general, the process of abtaining a laan with a private faetary is quieker

than abtaining one fram Caapeagri.

Interest rates and terms of repayment alsa vary amang the belleficios, thaugh Caapeagri's

raies arc generally lawer Ihan Ihase arrered by the private faclaries. 12 ln 1991, Caapeagri

was arrering laans al 28 percent interesl while Ihe private belleficios were eharging around

31.5 perce ni. More imparlanlly, Ihe privale bClleficios require inlerest la be paid for Ihe

enlire ycar, regardless of haw long the farmer actual lakes la repay the laan. In cantrasl,

Caapeagri charges inlerest anly for the amaunl of lime Ihe maney was used. Haw farmers

perceive these differences in laan procedures amang belleficios will he diseussed furlher in

chapler 7.
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Selllng on lhe Internnllonul Mnrket

Il musl be kepl in mind thnl while this local competitioo uffecls in u sl11ull Wll)' the price

farmers receive for lhei: erop, in the end it is the internationlll murket price \\'hich Iimits

profils for both belle/icios and fllrmers. While the belle/icios have no influence on the

international market priee of eoffee, it is their business to Ir)' to receive the best priee

possible. There arc several wa)'s this ean be donc.

Sinee the aboli lion of the quola system, eoffee qUlllity hlls Illken on even more

importance in eoffee negotilltions. While il hlls heen iust Il few )'ellrs since lhe demise of

quotas, mllny proeessor-exporters lire heginning to plllce more emphllsis on producing higher

quality eoffees that Clin heller COol pete in Il more open mllrketplllce. Though the qUlllily of

eoffee is Iimited by 1I1lilude and soils, processors can ensure the hest possihle quality hl'

insisting that farmers deliver on Il' the mosl mature (l'cd) coffee cherries. By la\\' belle/ici""

arc not allowed to process green cherries, as lhese deerease the quality of the final produet,

but in praeliee some pereenlage of green eoffee cherries is toleraled. As improving coffee

quality has been a m~jor objeclive for several l'cars, Coopeagri has lightened its poliey on the

amount of green eoffee it will aeeept from farmers. Though the olher belle/icios have not

expressed major coneerns over lhe qualily of eoffee lhey receive from their elienl farmers,

lhe bellc/icio La Mesela says lhal il is also now working on improving ils qualily and has

begun offering prizes lo farmers who deliver lhe besl qualily coffee. Ali bClleficios said that

they had previously lried to inslilule a syslem of prieing based on eoffee qualily, bUI as the

volume of eoffee proeessed is nol greal, ail abandoned lhe idea as 100 eoslly.

Coopeagri management has also slarled a more aggressive selling eampaign and has

developed a poliey 10

1) inerease lhe number of primary produels for exporl; 2) diversify
lhe markets to whieh lhese produels arc deslined; 3) subslilule, where
possible, the export of primary produets by that of proeessed or semi.
proeessed produets with a greater added value (Coopeagri 1989: 6).
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The firsllwo ohjeelives arc aimcd al diversifying opcralions. as discusscd abovc. Thc

lhird objeclive is onc which in volves a mo:lve loward more vertical inlegralion of the

production-markeling process into lheir operalions. As a resull of this policy, Coopeagri has

bcgun making arrangemenls 10 sell ils finished producl (i.e. processed coffee) directly to

wholesalers overseas, lhereby eliminaling cerlain of the middleman transactors and reducing

marketing costs.

Though by law ail corree must be sold through Iicensed exporters (for cooperatives this

is FEDECOOP), Conpeagri petilioned FEDECOOP for the right to negotiate and sell

Coopeagri coffee directly to overseas buyers. FEDECOOP continues to take care of the legal

transactions of ail of Coopeagri's export sales, but Coopeagri managers have negotiatcd thcir

OWn contracls directly wilh buyers in Japan, Holland, and Sweden and at the time of this

study were working on a contracl Wilh a major U.S. corree company. Not only has Coopeagri

"pcrsonalized" ils relalionship wilh the buyers, bul by negotiating its own con tracts thc

cooperative has been al>le to rcceive still higher prices by eliminating some of the middleman

costs. This move towards more vertical integration on the part of the cooperative is not

surprising. According to Williamson (1975) such integration makes sense under conditions

such as those found in the coffee industry: the une ven distribution of market information

among transaclors (i.e. buyers and sellers) and transactions which are often engulfed in

chcating and manipulation as transactors allempt to take advantage of each other (cited in

Acheson 1985: 126).

The extenlto which Coopeagri can continue to vertically integrate ils operations remains

to be seen. Managerial difficullies increase with the incorporation of each additional

opcralion and require greater expertise. Will basic coffee-processing operations suffer as the

cooperative allempts to take on new operalions? According to Coase, a firm should continue

to integrale vertically only so long as the internai costs of incorporating each additional

transaction rcmain less than the cost of conducting that transaction' outside the firm (1952).
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In olher words, while allempts 10 eliminate certain markcling cosls hl' laking over openllions

previously donc by others seem 10 be a ralional stcp towards strenglhening Ihe cooperntive,

continued expansion could prove costly for thc enlire firm in the long run, and farmers won Id

suffer.

According 10 Coopeagri's bellefici" manager, another essenlial (lSpect of this proeess of

aggressively marketing their producl is lhe "politics of coffee huyÎng and selling," which

rcvolves around establishing the reputation of one's firm through direct, personal contnct with

buyers and mainlaining that relalionship over a period of time. Such a stmtegy of estahlishing

personalized, long-term relalionships with business partners is nol unusual. Plallner points

out that such "reciprocal cconomic relationships reduce risk in transactions that would

otherwise be too uncerlain or expensive to underlake" (1989: 2(19). In Ihe case of coffee

transactions, the seller and buyer each bring to the transaction different information ahout

the value of the product: lhe buyer an intimate knowledge of world market prices and the

seller an intimate knowledge of the coffee offered for sale. In such situations, the possihility

exists for both buyer and seller to cheatthe other. The bene fit of a personalized, long-term

relationship is thatthe parties involved come to trust one another. This mutualtrust can help

both to ·stabilize and regularize their incomes· (Ibid.: 213; sec also Achesen 1985).

With the abolition of the quota system, international bu l'crs arc looking for rcliable,

high-quality coffee suppliers. Addressing this market, Coopeagri has begun a campaign to

establish the reputation of ils coffee by developing brand-name labels with registered

trademarks for their three levels of export quality coffee, using a colour brochure as an

advertising aid. According to cooperative managers, establishing a rcliable reputation begins

with personalizing business transactions with buyers, and 50 managers have begun travelling

to New York, Europe and Japan in order 10 talk directly with clients rather than conducttheir

negotiations by teJephone, as had been the norm previously,13 While this might be construed

as an extravagance on the part of Coopeagri managers, the evidence that their strategy is
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paying off is substanlial: in 1990 the cooperalive paid an average of ~614 more lhan lhe

private bellelicios in Perez Zeledon.

A lhird way in which the cooperative has been improving ils business is through an

investment in a sophisticated computer system. Initially, computers Were purchased and an

inter-departmenlal nelwork eSlablished ta facilitate accounting and day-to-day operations.

Coopeagri is now in the process of hooking inlo an inlernational commodilies salellite network

which will enable il ta follow changes in the market around the world on a moment-to­

moment basis. Such market informalion will be enormously beneficial in helping managers

make decisions as ta when and where ta sell. According ta the bellelicio manager,

undertaking this responsibility may be more risky, but it allows the cooperative to have direct

control of ilS business, rather than relying on FEDECOOP ta make these decisions. These

stralegies arc oot unique to cooperatives. On the eonlrary, Ihey arc slralegies Ihal suecessful

businesses use everywhere. Coopeagri's sueeess is duc, in part, 10 ils abilily 10 eompete wilh

its capitalisl eounlerparls.

Summary

Compelition is keen among lhe five eompanies who buy coffee in Perez Zeledon.

Though Coopeagri's legal slruelure and organizalion arc differenl from the private companies,

as a coffee-proeessor il must operale in lhe same eompelilive markels, using similar business

slralegies, as lhey do. Ali arc coneerned with operating effieiently and wilh obtaining the

highesl possible priee for lheir producl in the inlernational market. In parI, operating

efficienlly means operaling at or near full eapaeity. Ta do sa, beneficios must attraet and

keep their client farmers from whom they buy their raw eoffee. They do sa in a number of

ways, such as providing farmers with credit, delivering agrieultural inputs, and offering high

eoffee priees.
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ln a nllmber of ways Coopeagri appears a more allraclive bllyer lhan lhe privale

proeessing faclories in Ihe canlon. Though ail processors provide equal services in lerms of

delivery of ferlilizers and colleclion of raw coffee, Coopeagri consislenlly pays higher cherry

prices, offers beller inleresl raIes and lerms of repaymenl for loans, and provides a numher

of olher services, such as medical care and velerinary ad vice, nol offered by lhe privale

faclories. If lhe cooperative is so much beller lhan its private compelitors, why don't ull

farmers sell only 10 Coopeagri? This is the subjecl of lhe ne xl chapler.
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NoIes

1. "Beneficiando Perez Zeledon" is the slogan of La Meseta processing company in Perez Zeledon.
The Spanish word belleficiar means both "to process" as weil as "to benefil."

2. Legal names of these factories arc as follows: Beneficiadora La Meseta, S.A.; Beneficio El
General, S.A.; Beneficio El Aguila, S.A., and Peters San Isidro, S.A.

3. Aceording to several sources, (e.g. Allenburg ct. al. 1990: 240), the Consejo Nacional de
Produccion (1982) and the Annual ICAFE report (1981: 32), Perez Zeledon had the highest
eoffee production of any canton in 1981, producing 13.3 % of the country's coffee (ICAFE
1981). Il is unclear whether this continues 10 hold truc. According to ICAFE production
figures for 1984-85, Ihe canlon's percenlage of produclion was 6.4 % and by 1988-89 was
approximately 8.2 %. Though production in Perez Zeledon has increased over 20 % from 1981
10 1989, il appears Ihat elsewhere produclion has increased even more.

4. This summary is based on inlerviews with Ihe belleficios' represenlalives, as weil as with
extension agents from the Ministry of Agriculture's San Isidro office, and data from the
ICAFE Registry of Beneficios 1989. With Ihe exception of El General which was extremely
reluctant to provide data, the private beneficios were quite helpful. Duc to lack of time and
the projec!'s emphasis on the cooperativ~, research into the private beneficios was not as
extensive as that of the cooperative.

5. Each of these beneficios is registered with ICAFE under a separate company name, butthey
arc controlled by the same owners. .

6. Il is interesting thatthis fear of cooperatives as communist institutions was, and still is 10 some
extent, widespread, despite the factthat cooperatives were being widely promoted by the V.S.
in an effort to prevent potential communist uprisings as had occurred in Cuba.

7. This amount was voted to be raised to 6 % at the 1991 General Assembly. The additional1 %
will be used to provide working capital for the new Savings and Credit Department.

8. 1 use the real names of prominent and well-known figures in the canlon as they arc easily
recognizable figures, while those of residents from the two communilies arc psuedonyms.

9. When 1 questioned Orozco about plans for women's economic activities outside the home, she
said that she does have hopes, but it has been difficult enough getling the male dominated
cooperative to accept the Women's Group as it is. She says, atthe momenl, Ihey can accepl
projects in which women remain at home. Promoting oulside economic aclivities is a more
radical idell and is Iikely 10 meet with Opposilion, 50 she plans to work one step al a lime.

10. One might question whelher the greal reluclance on the part of leaders to close the illgenio was
duc, not to an altruistic interest in preserving an alternative industry for the farmers of Ihe
valley, but 10 personal interests leaders may have had as cane producers Ihemselves. The
answer is not clear, though the information 1 was able to gather concerning the exlent of
leaders' agricultural interests indicales that this was probably nol the case.

11. IL is unclear which beneficio was Ihe firsllo initiate a policy of not charging hauling cosls, but
1 was told informally that Coopeagri was Ihe first.
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12. According to the manager of one private beneficio, one temporary advantage Coopeagri ha.
over the private factories in terms of credit, is lhal il receives financing in CO/OIICS through
FEDECOOP. Most private bCllcficios arc foreign owned and receive loan. in V.S. dollar•. With
the devaluation the colon has been experiencing in the last few year., thi. ha. cau.ed problems
for those corn panics who borrow dollars, bul arc later repaid by farmer. in devalued CO/OIICS.

13. According 10 the beneficio manager, once Coopeagri began paying beller wage. 10 employ
qualified worker., he wu. able to leuve the duy-lo-day running of the faelory to lhe cm ployee.
und spend more time on improving marketing slralegie•.
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Chapter 7
PROOUCER MARKETING STRATEGIES

As wc have seen in previous ehapters, the situation facing coffee producers in Perez

Zeledon is not encouraging. The International Coffee Organization has failed to renew its

agreemenl and priees have been falling steadily. Given lhe large investments farmers have

already made in coffee and the lack of suitable economic alternatives in Perez Zeledon (both

in and out of agriculture), coffee remains the cconomic mainstay of most households in the

canton, und farmers have been adjusting their strategies to compensate for the downturn in

the coffee market and the constraints of the current national economy.

ln the lasl chapter 1 discussed the competitive environment for coffee processing and the

strategies used by be/lcficios to altract client farmers. Though coffee prices arc dictated by

the international market,the prices paid to farmers by the bClleficios vary somewhal, and with

the excess proeessing capacity amongbcllcficios in the canton, farmers have a choice in where

to sell. In this chapter, 1 examine the criteria farmers use in deciding to which beneficio they

will selltheir coffee. As the effectiveness of cooperatives in helping farmers is a major focus

of this study, 1 am particularly concerned with how Coopeagri compares with the private

factories in lhe eyes of lhe farmers themselves. Ithen discuss the effect of farmer marketing

strategies on Coopeagri.

If wc look at factory usage in Santa Cruz and Palomas, we sec that a few farmers sell

coffee to more than one bCIlCficio, for reasons that will be discussed below. As Table 7.1

shows, for the 1990-91 harvest, however, 56 sample households (74.3 percent of weighted

sam pie) sold their coffee exclusively to one bCllcficio. Of these, 33.4 percent sold to

Coopeagri ~nd 66.6 percent sold to one of the four private factories: 47.2 percent to El

General; 9.4 percent to El Aguila; 5.2 percent to La Meseta; and 4.8 percent to Peters. While

the previous chapter showed Coopeagri to be a very altractive alternative to the private
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Table 7.la
Factory Use of Sam pie Households by Community: 1990-91

(Weighted Percenlage)

Single Factory Users Multi. Faclory Users

Multiple
Beneficia Co·op Private Co-op+ Private Tnlnl

Palamas 8.3 56.9 18.8 16.5 \On.5
(N=36; WN=55)

Santa Cruz 39.8 43.0 17.2 0.0 lOO.nO
(N=40; WN=63)

Bath Communities 24.8 49.5 18.n 7.9 \On.2
(N=76; WN=1l8)

74.3 % Single

Source: SampIe Survey 1990-91

25.9 % Multiple

Table 7.lb
Number and Weighted Percentage of Sampie Households Using

Single Beneficio Only

El La
Coopeagri General El Aguila Meseta Peters Total
(WN=30) (WN=42) (WN=8) (WN=5) (WN=4) (WN=89)

19 26 5 3 3 56
(33.4) (47.2) (9.4) (5.2) (4.8) (100.0)

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91



processiog faclories, Table 7.1 shows lhal most sam pie households sell their coffee only to

privale belleficios. What can account for lhis pallern of belleficio use?

Beneficio Controlled Factors in Farmers' Choiee of Faetory

Reeibidores

The availabilily of a recibidor undoubledly is a factor in a farmer's choice of belleficio.

If a belleficio has no reeibidor in a village, farmers will not be able to deliver their eoffee for

sale to thal faclory. While ail the belleficios bave recibidorei in Palomas (which is, after ail,

located close 10 lhe Pan-Am highway),' only Coopeagri, El General, and La Meseta service

Santa Cruz.

Another consideration, especially for those farmers without motorized transport ta haul

their crop, might be the distance of the recibidor from their fields. Located on a broad

hilltop, the community of Palamas is a fairly compact, nueleated settlement, with recibidors

from ail belleficios elustel'ed near the eommunity centre. Ali but a few isolated fields arc

(ocated within half a kilometre from any recibidor. The farms of Santa Cruz, on the other

hand, arc dispersed for nearly 2 kitometres along a narrow river valley and its surrounding

slopes. while El General has recibidors at each end of the community, Coopeagri has only

one recibidor at the soulhern end of the town, though there is another located north of what

is considered the community boundary at the southern edge of the next community. La

Meseta's two recibidors arc located at the very northern edge and just past the southern

boundary of the community.

White the distance of the recibidor from a producer's fields is of some concern, it does not

appear la be crucial. Despite the beller positioning of El General's recibidores in Santa Cruz,

the same number of sam pIe j1Juseholds utilized both El General and Coopeagri in that
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community. There is no c\ustering of factory use by households within lhe immediale

vicinity of a particu\ar belleficio'" ,eciMdo,. This can be explained by the fael lhllt most

farmers produce enough so that lhey must transport their coffee by car or truck - - cilher

their own or hired. For the most p(\rt, those who underlake to haul other farmers' eoffee to

eollecting stations charge by volume and not by distunce, sa lhut, us loog uthere is u ,ecibido,

within the general vieinity. the distance of u recibidor from lheir fields plays u minor role in

the produeer's decision on where ta sell.

Thus, white logistics play a raie in shaping jJroducers' decisions, lhe location of ,ecibido,,,

does not in itself determine factor y use. The queslion rcmuins, What delermines a produeer's

choice of factury? As the cooperative is fundamentally a different lype of business

organization than the private facto ries, to understand why a producer may ehoose 10 sellio

one or lhe other, let us look again al sorne of the ways in which the two dirfer.

Coffee Priees

Better prices arc an obvious attraction for farmers. As farmers arc ullimalely eoneerned

with receiving the best priee for their eoffee, high priees naturally arc an importanl way in

which a benefieio can ensure an adequate supply of raw coffee. As wc saw in ehapter 6, with

few exceptions, over the last 12 years Coopeagri has consislenlly paid prices above those of

the private beneficios of Perez Zeledon.2 Slightly more than half of Coopeagri users eited

priee as their primary reason for selling ta the cooperative.3

Yet, since the majority of producers arc sel\ing their coffee only ta private fuctories, it

is obvious that higher priees arc n<lt farmers' only coneern. Many farmers agreed that

Coopeagri pays higher prices, but countered by saying the 5 percent social capital savings

requirement "evens things out." Or as one farmer put il: "They pay more, but they ',ake il

away again, and sa it's ail the same." As Table 7.2 shows, once the five percent savings

requirement has been
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Table 7.2
Comparison of Final Liquidation Prices of Beneficios

in Perez Zeledon 1979-1990
(colones/fanega)

Year coopeagri El General La Meseta El Aguila Coop -5 percent

1990 4936.62 4409.10 4401.68 4155.04 4689.79
1989 5145.96 -- not available 4888.66
1988 4910.06 4571. 88 4404.06 4527.20 4664.56
1987 4145.24 3908.21 4085.76 3907.46 3937.98
~ge6 5765.62 5399.70 5715.50 5279.56 5477.34
1985 3328.90 3163.02 3067.68 3169.00 3162.46
1984 2649.28 2702.92 2598.36 2582.24 2516.80
1983 2213.68 2015.90 2070.14 2042.78 2103.00
1982 2523.68 2172.96 2189.16 1944.54 2397.50
1981 1260.60 1206.48 1064.30 1136.32 1197.57
1980 868.34 897.84 922.74 849.86 824.92
1979 740.64 705.32 732.54 731.40 703.61

Source: FInal LiquidatIon PrIces. InstItuto del Cafe de Costa RIca.
San Jose, Costa Rica.



deducted, Coopeagri's "take- home" price has not been much higher, and in some cases even

less, than what farmers were geuing from the privale factories.

Members' savings are relurned 10 Ihem upon relirement, and man y cooperative members

sec Ihis as a sort of pension to be used in their nid age, but one woman explained thal Ihe

mandatory savings was her main objeclion 10 joining the cooperative. She could not aerord

the luxury of having savings, for she needs the money now. This could weil be a primary

eoncerD of other marginal (but less vocal) farmers and is a point wc will relurn 10 below.

Olher farmers complain Ihat when Ihey quitlhe co-op, their savings arc returned to Ihem in

several paymenls rather than ail at once, thus making il difficult to use Ihat money for

inveslment purposes.

Still, in most years even wilh the 5 percent savings deduction, Coopeagri members' "lake­

home" price was much the same as the olher faclories' prices. Perhaps jusl as significant as

the mandatory savings is the fact that the cooperative paid no interest on these savings, and

at least one member withdrew from the co-op so that he could invest his savinlls more

profitably.4 This problem of no interest must have been an important issue for man y

members, for at the 1991 General Membership Meeting, the Coopeallri members voted to pay

15 percent interest on savings.

Credit

As we saw in chapter 6, credit is one of the most important services that bene/jcjos

provide to producers and has become a principal way in which facto ries can aUract and keep

their client producers. Commercial coffee production requires the use of expensive inputs,

which for many farmers - - younger farmers in particular - - mcans they must have a source

of credit. The system in Costa Rica is such that credit is channelled through the bene/jcjos

to the farmers, usually in three stages throughout the year to cover varions cosls of
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produclion. Ali bCllcficios willioan money lo produeers lo help wilh crop production costs,

hul loan amounls and terms vary from factory to factory.

(nterest rates and lerms of repaymenl vary among the bCIICficios, though Coopeagri's net

rales arc generally much lower thnn those offered by lhe private factories, and their terms arc

casier. Neverlheless, despite beller interest, the process of gelling a loan from Coopeagri is

the mosl bureaucralic. Once lhe farmer has made a formai application for a loan, the

cooperative sends an agenl lo survey lhe farmer's coffee fields lo ensure thal be or she will

have the means 10 repay lhe loan. Theorelically, loans arc given slrictly to cover production

costs at a fixed rale based on yields for the previous year, or anticipated yield for the coming

year. Coopengri officiais say the y limit the am ou nt loaned to farmers because they are

concerned not only with the financial health of the cooperative, but also with not waoting

f_rmers to overextend themselves. The entire process is lengthy and farmers can wait

_nywhere between 15 and 30 days before receiving the money.

Obtaining a loan from the private belleficios is much casier. Farmers usually receive the

loan or advance within a day or two of their request. Though the private bClleficios are also

coocerned wilh being fully repaid, they arc often willing to extend larger amounts than the

cooperative. Nevertheless, while the difficulty in obtaining loans quickly and easily was

cited by more thon one quarter of non· coop users as a major reason for not using Coopeagri,

it is not perceived as a problem by all. Only two of the 33 who did sellto the cooperative,

cited this difficulty as a major problem for them. Since the need for credit may be

embarrassing to report, the actual importance of this factor could be greater.

Credit is a a1so a double·edged sword. In an environment where all credit is scarce, a

source of easy, larger loans is an allraction for many producers. But once a loao has been

granted by a bCIICficio, the farmer is then commiued to selling coffee to that factory. (In

theory, all of a client's coffee must be sold to that factory untilthe debt is paid.) Though

farmers have a number of strategies for extending repayment of debts in times of crisis, in
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the end lhey musl pay lhe debl or race rorreilure or lheir lands.5 For esample, Sr. Ubando

says lhal when he boughl his rarm in 1976 lhe previous owner was using El General and 50

thal is lhe raclory he used when he look over. El General gave more generous loans lltan lhe

olher raclories and he Iiked lhal. BUI laler, he realized lhal Coopeagri's priees were

consislenlly beuer and wanled la SWilch, bul he round lhal he could nol leave El Generul

because he had 100 man y debts.

[n another case, lhe Zamora ramily in Palamas had always sold lheir carree la La Mesela.

The Zamoras say lhal La Mesela always lrealed lhem weil, and lhey were salisried wilh tltair

relalionship. Evenlually lhe company gave lhem a large loan ta hclp build a new cement­

black house. [n 1990 lhe bCllcficio removed ils rccibidor rrom Palamas. Slill, in order to pay

arr lhe large debllhey have wilh lhe company, lhe family must eonlinue selling carree ta La

Meseta. As lhe nearesl rccibidor is now in lhe ne Xl community, lhis makes delivery more of

a problem for lhe ramily.

Debl patronage is nol somelhing unique la users or lhe private bCllcficios. Though

Coopeagri is stricter in the loans il gives,lhere arc also heavily indebled cooperative members,

like lhe Cola family who have been growing lheir own carree for jusl four years now. They

say lhal the y sell ta Coopeagri because lhey must pay off thair debl. ·We only seem to be

paying and paying. [hope saon wc will gel la sec some proril."

Ideo[ogy

Finally, while ail the bCllcficios operale basically in the same manner, one of lhe most

obvious dirrerences belween Coopeagri and the privale raclaries is ils ideology. As Coopeagri

does actively promole a distincl cooperalive ideology nol found among privale faclories, one

mighl assume thal households arc drawn la lhe cooperalive for ideological reasons, excepllhal

among sam pie households only rive co-op users (16 percenl of the sam pIe) ciled ideological

reasons for joining.6 The remaining 26 (84 percent) cooperative users cited neither ideology.
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nor Ihe social programs offcred by the co-op as a resull of Ihis idcology, as reasons for using

Ihe cooperative. fnslead, Ihey ciled lhe simple economic reason Ihal "il pays beUer". Sr.

Monloya, whom wc mel in Chapler 5, explains Ihallhough he is a Coopeagri member, he and

his family arc nol as commiued la Ihe co-op as sorne arc. "Sorne people receive a 101 of

benefils from the cooperalive. They use lhe supermarkel and gellheir rebales al Ihe end 'lf

Ihe year; Ihey use Ihe doclor. Bul wc don'I use Ihal sluff." Each year Ihey sell much of Iheir

crop la Ihe cooperali ve, bul Ihey sell la privale faclories, as weil. "1 am a kind of member

aparl, c/uicaro (unlamed)," he says. "1 shop around for lhe besl deals and 1 go Ihere."

Household Factors and Cholee of Beneficia

While differences in belleficio policies arc faclors Ihal figure inlo farmers' markeling

slralegies, Ihe queslion also arises as la whelher Ihe cooperative and privale factories caler

la differenl kinds of coffee producers. As wc saw in chapler 1, cooperalives are orten

accused of calering la large farmers, and one may ask if a cooperalive processing faclory

mighl allracl a specific Iype of producer. Thal is, perhaps the differences in factory

patronage arc nol reIated la exogenous, faclory-conlrollcd factors, bUI are duc ta internai

domeslie faclors, such as Ihe amou nI of coffee produced, polilical affilialions, the socio­

economic slatus of Ihe household, or Ihe slruclural composition of Ihe household.

Corree YIelds

From Table 7.3, which shows bellefieio use by amount of coffee produced by sample

households for Ihe 1990-91 harvesl season, wc can sec Ihal Ihe majority (58.2 percent)

belonged la the smallesl calegory of producer, those selling less Ihan 25 fanecas of coffee.

LeI us leave aside for Ihe time being Ihe more complex analysis of those producers who sell

la more Ihan one processing faclory, and focus for Ihe moment on Ihe majorily of producers,
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Table 7.3

Beneficio Use by Coffee Yie1d: 1990-91
(Number and Weighted Percentage of Samp1e Househo1ds)

Private coop + Multiple
Yie1d (fanegas) Coop On1y On1y Private Private To~al

(WN=27) (WN=59) (WN=24) (WN=9) (WN=119)

o - 25 13 26 3 0 40
(wtd. percent) (65.7) (71.1) (39.5) (58.2)

25 - 125 5 9 8 4 27
(wtd. percent) (30.7) (25.0) (43.5) (68.1) (32.8)

125 - 500 1 2 2 2 8
(wtd. percent) (3.6) (3.9) (10.3) (31.9) (7.4)

> 500 0 0 1 0 1
(wtd. percent) (6.7) (1. 6)

Total: 19 37 14 6 76
(wtd. percent) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (99.9)

Source: Samp1e Survey 1990-91
Note: 1 aan7:.la yields on average epproxiMtely 25 fanegas.
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those who seUto a single-bcllcficio (either cooperative or private). If wc analyze cooperative

and private factnry use separalely according 10 the amount of coffee sold of the producing

household, wc sec lhat there is no significant difference among the clientele of lhe

cooperative and private factories. In both cascs, thc majority of client farmers (65.7 percent

of Coopeagri clicnls and 7I.I pcrcent of private factory clients) are among the smallest

category of producers. Likewise, the proporlion of middle and large farmers who sell to the

cooperative and private faclories is similar.

Polltlcnl Afflllntlon

Polilicnl ideology might be another explanation as to why some households use the

cooperative, as opposed to the private facto ries. Vet as Table 7.4 shows, the pr~portion of

clients affiliated with the National Liberation Party (PLN) and Christian Social Party (USC)

is nearly identical in each lype of faclory: approximately 75 percent PLN and 25 percent,

USC. Looking back to chapter 4, wc can see lhese proportions hold true in the general

population, as weil.

HousehoId Labour Supplies

The choice 10 patronize either a cooperative or private factory might also be related to a

household's socio-economic slalus. But Iike household coffee yields and political affiliation,

bCllcficio use does nol appear to be related to household economic status (as measured by a

household's use of labour). Table 7.5 shows that the composition of client farmers among the

cooperative and private factories is similar: 48.5 percent of Coopeagri's clients and 56.5

percenl of ail privale factory clients are very smail farmers who supplement their farm income

by selling household labour on a regular (nol just harvest) basis (Group 1); 48.1 percent and

37.3 percenl, of Coopeagri and private factories respectively, work their own farms with

household labour only and do not sell household labour elsewhere (Group Il); and finally, 3.4
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Table 7.4

Factory Use and Political Party Preference of Single Beneficio Users
(Number and Weighted Percentage of

Sample Households in Both Communities)

e

COOPEAGRI PRIVATE

Total Total
Palomas Santa Cruz Co-op Palamas Santa Cruz Private TllTJlL

Political Party (lIH=5) (lIH=25) (lIH=30) (lIH=27) (lIH=27) (lIH=54) (lIH=84)

PLN 2 12 14 13 13 26 40
(wtd. percent) (63.8) (74.3) (72.7) (78.0) (73.7) (75.9) (74.5)

USC 1 4 5 4 4 8 13
(wtd. percent) (36.2) (25.7) (27.3) (22.0) (26.3) (24.1) (25.5)

Total 3 16 19 17 17 34 53
(wtd. percent) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91
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Table 7.5
Single Beneficio Use by Status of Househo1d Labour

(Number of Samp1e Househo1ds)

El El La AH
Use of Househo1d General Agui1a Meseta Petera Private Coopeagri Total
Labour (WN=42) (WN=7) (WN=5) (WN=5) (WN=59) (WN=30) (WN=B9)

I. Work own Farm 16 3 1 1 21 11 32
& Se11 Labour
(wtd. percent) (60.3) (6B.0) (29.B) (37.B) (56.5) (48.5) (53.8)

II. Work On1y on 9 1 1 2 13 7 20
own Farm
(wtd. percent) (34.9) (lB.7) (70.2) (62.2) (37.3 ) (48.1) (40.9)

III. Work own Farm 2 1 0 0 3 1 4
& Hire Labour
(wtd. percent) (4.B) (13.3) (6.2) (3.4) (5.3)

Total: 27 5 2 3 37 19 56
(wtd. percent) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Source: Samp1e Survey 1990-91
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percent and 6.2 percent, respectively, arc those who work thdr own Carms and hire permanent

agrieultural labour, as weil (Group 111). Till, the slight difference between the stntus

(according ta use oC bousehold labour) oC Coopeagri and private Cactory client households is

oC interest and will be discussed further below.

Harvest Labour, Corfee Quallty, und Faetory Use

The quality of tbe type of barvest labour used and the quality of eoffee demanded by

Coopeagri is also a possible factor in Coopeagri patronage. Coopeagri differs Crom the

private factories in that it requires client farmers ta deliver only fully.ripe coffee, which will

yield a higher quality processed coffee. But finding conscientious barvestlabour ta pick only

the mature coCfee that is demanded by Coopeagri is diffieult. The costs of supervising non·

Camily labour arc high. Furthermore, as harvest labour is extremely scarce, it is a coffee­

picker's market during harvest season and man y pickers refuse such work, since they arc paid

piece rate.

Coopeagri's poliey of accepting only fully ripe cherries is one of the main reasons cited

by non-members for not using the cooperative. Nearly one third of those who used private

factories only cited this demand for high quality as a reason for not joining or for quitting Ihe

cooperative. The problem of coffee quality and harvest labour supervision suggests that

perhaps there arc household structural differences related ta available harvest labour that

might predict patronage of the cooperative. That is, those who use predominantly family

labour (which is more reliable and requires less supervision) ta harvest their crops would be

more likely ta sell their crop ta the cooperative, while those who hire labour would tend ta

use the less discriminating private factories.

Surprisingly, the data on bcncficio use and type of harvest labour used shows thatthose

households relying solely on family labour ta harvesttheir crop were not more likely ta sell

ta the cooperative (sec Table 7.6). In fact, only 36.1 percent of this category of sam pie
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Table 7.6
Cooperative and Private Beneficio Use

by Type of Harvest Labour in Pa10mas and Santa Cruz: 1990-91
(Number and weighted percentage of sample households)

•

Pa10mas Santa Cruz Both Communities

Type Harvest
Labour Total Total Total

Co-op Private Palamas Co-op Private Santa Co-op Private Both
Cruz

Family On1y 3 15 18 11 9 20 14 24 38

(wtd. percent) (15.8) (84.2) (100.0) (55.2) (44.8) (100.00) (36.1) (63.9) (100.0)

Family & Hired 6 10 16 12 7 19 18 17 35

(wtd. percent) (38.1) (61. 9) (100.0) (59.0) (41.0) (100.0) (50.0) (50.0) (100.0)

Hired On1y 1 1 2 0 1 1 1 2 3

(wtd. percent) (50.0) (50.0) (l00.0) (100.0) (100.0) (38.6) (61.4) (100.0)

Total Househo1ds 10 26 36 23 17 40 33 43 76

Source: Samp1e Survey 1990-91



household in both eommunities snld to Coopeagri. The resl sold only to privale faclorics.

Those households who harvcsled their crop using hired labour and family labour patronized

the cooperative and privale facto ries equally (50.0 percent each). Those using only hired

harvest labour favoured the private factories (61.4 percent), though this sample is eXlremely

small. In addition, the fact that half of those who used hircd harvesl labour dld sell to

Coopeagri, as compared 10 the 36.1 percent of households that used only family harvest

labour, further suggests that the sole use of family harvest labour does not prediet use of the

cooperative.

If wc examine the data on faetory use and harvest labour by community, wc again find

no conclusive evidence that type of harvest labour predicts belleficio use. While in bolh

communities, half of ail sam pie households relied 'lnly on family labour for their harvest, in

neither community did these households utilize Coopeagri to a much greater extent than those

households which hired harvest labour. In fael, in Palomas quite the opposite is truc: 84.2

percent of households relying upon family harvest labour utilized the private factories, as

opposed to the 15.8 percent who sold to Coopeagri. In Santa Cruz, 55.2 percent of those who

harvest with family labour sold to the cooperative and 44.8 perce'lt sold to private factories.

These figures only weakly support the hypothesis that those who harvest only with family

labour arc more Iikely to use the co-op. Given the data from Palomas il appears lhat the use

oC only high-quality Camily harvest labour does not predict Coopeagri patronage.

Why is unclear. The Jack of a strong correlation suggests that for these smaller farmers,

the benefits of Coopeagri patronage arc neutralized by other, negative factors. For example,

on the one hand, with surplus family labour, they arc more easily able to harvest Cully ripe

coCCee to sell to Coopeagri; but as they arc oCten small or marginal Carmers, they may also

be the oncs most IikeJy not to be able to aCCord the 5 percent savings requirement. As wc

learned in the earlier discussion on price and motivation, some of the more marginal Carmers

expressed a concern with the mandatory savings program oC the cooperative. Moreover, even
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for family workers, picking only fully ripe eoffee cherries is a difficull and lime-consuming

lask. If lhey do nol perceive Coopeagri's prices 10 he signiricanlly beller Ihan Ihal of privale

faelories, Ihen Ihey may nol sec pieking beller eoffee as worlh Iheir eXlra efforl. [nslead,

lhey eould use Ihallime 10 piek coffee for someone cise, for a wage.

The use of family-only harvesl labour may nol Jead smail coffee-producers 10 sell 10

Coopeagri al any grealer raIe Ihan Ihey selllo Ihe privale faelories, bUI for larger farmers who

rely primarily on hired labour, Ihe maller of qualily·pieked eoffee poses a problem. For

example, Sr. Cifuenlcs is a deeply commiUed Coopeagri member, yel he sells more than half

his eoffee 10 a privale factory. He explained how the cooperative belongs to the members and

that the money it generates stays in the country. He described at length how the cooperative

has helped Ihe region by providing competilion to the private multi-national firms that

dominate the proeessing business. Still he says that, "with ail the labour 1 have to manage, [

ean't eonlrol for Ihe qualilY as weil as Ihey wanl and so [ musl selllhe lower qualily eoffee

10 a privale faelory." Wilh labour eosls already very high, the slightly higher priees paid to

dale by Coopeagri for lhis beuer qualily eoffee, have nol bep.n enough 10 allow farmers to pay

higher wages 10 coffee pickers 10 obtain more selective picking. Of the four large farmers

in my sam pie, Ihree ulilized privale facto ries (sec Table 7.5). Larger farmers who are

cooperalive members sell their "besl-picked" coffee to Coopeagri, but as Ihe cooperative will

not accepl the greener porIion of Iheir crops, they sell this to private faclories. Wilh such a

small sam pie [ eannol come 10 a definite conclusion, but il appears that private faclories may

be more auractive 10 Ihe larger farmers who hire lots of hired harvest labour.

The lack of a dislincl relationship between beneficio use and factors of household coffee

OUlputs, political affilialion, household labour use, and type of harvest labour used suggests

thal factor y use is not linked to a particu1ar klnd of coffee-producing household, and that

Coopeagri, Iike the privale factories, services a wide variety of producers, including a large
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number of very smail producers. Before looking at possible communÎly level factors, 1

would Iike to take a brief look atthose households who sell coffee 10 more Ihan one factory.

Multiple-Beneficio Users

As wc have seen above, the use of hired (Iess conscientious) harvest labour h:ls led

cooperative members, such :IS Sr. Cifuentes, to p:llronize more Ihan one belleficio. But it is

not just large cooperative farmcrs who sell to more Ihan one processing factory. :n Santa

Cruz, 17.2 percent of sam pie households sold 10 more Ihan one processing factory, while in

Palomas 35.6 percent did 50 (sec Table 7.7).7 There arc several reasons why a producer may

decide to sell to more than one factory. The mosl corn mon is to obtain more credit.

As wc have seen, credit plays an important role in farmers' use of Ihe various belleficios.

Belleficios arc one of the few sources of credit available to farmers. Once a loan has been

received from a belleficio, the farmer is committed to selling coffee to that belleficio. But

often a household will find, that for various reasons (for example, to pay for a wedding,

repair a house, buy new household appliances, or buy more land), il nccds more credit than

it can get from one bel/eficio and so will apply at another factor y for a loan, oClen in the name

of a different household member. In order to meet at leasl sorne repayment obligalions, the

household is Ihen obliged to sell some coffee to each of these factories.

Doris Valverde and Victor Soto, Iike the rest of the Valverde family, arc "muy

coopertavista" and "would never think of leaving" Coopeagri. Nevertheless, because they

needed money to help finance one of their daughter's college education, they took an

additionalloan from a private factory and are now obliged to sell a smail part of their crop

every year to this factory, as weil as to Coopeagri.

For similar reasons, the Barbosa-Falcon household sold their 1990-91 erop to two

factories. Fifty fanegas were sold to their regular faetory, but as loans arc repaid as a

percentage of every fal/ega sold to the factory, in order to receive the entire income from al
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Table 7.7
Single and Multiple Beneficio use by Community

(Number and Weighted Percentage of
Sample Households in Both communities)

Both
Factory Use palomas santa Cruz Communities

(WN=56) (WN=63) (WN=1l9 )

Single Beneficio 24 33 57
(wtd. percent) (64.4) (82.8) (74.1)

Multiple Beneficio 12 7 19
(wtd. percent) (35.6) (17.2) (25.9)

Total: 36 40 76
(wtd. percent) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)

Source: Sample Survey 1990-91



leasl parI of their crop (wilhout a deduclion for the loan payment) they also sold an additional

six fallcgas ta another factory. They explained that because prices in General were sa low und

expenses thal year had been high, Ihey feh they needed every CO/OII ta caver expenses und

could nol aHord ta meel Iheir enlire loan paymenl for thul yeur.

Finally, some households will sell ta various bCllcfidos through dirferenl household

members, uliliziog a kind of "risk dispersioo" stralegy. As final prices arc never known unlil

the end of Ihe year, one ean ne ver lell whieh bCllcfido will be paying the mosl. Ta sell a Iillle

la several faelories nol only enables a household la lake advantage of more credit

opporlunilies, but if, for some unexpeeted reason, one bCllcfido's price is eXlremely low, Ihey

will alleasl be parlially saved by having sold some coffee la a bCllcfido thal is paying beller.

Communlty Factors and Seeurlty·lnereaslng Strategies

ln the preceding section 1 have considered a number of diverse factors whieh cou Id

influence farmers' decisions rcgarding their ehoice of processing-faclory. Yel, no single

factor appears ta determine bCllcficio use, in eilher Palamas or Sanla Cruz. Whal has become

apparent is a c1ear difference in Ihe pallern of faclory usage belween the IWO eommunities.

As wc saw in Table 7.1(a) and again in Table 7.6, farmers of ail types in Sanla Cruz ulilize

Coopeagri more than Ihe privale faclories, while farmers in Palamas overwhelmingly selllheir

eoffee la the privale fa CIOries. Table 7.8 aggregales single and mulliple bCllcfido users. The

results emphasize this pallern of faetory usage in Ihe Iwo communities. In Palamas, 73.4

percenl of ail bouseholds ulilized privale faelories only; in Sanla Cruz Ihis figure was jus143.0

percenl. Likewise, in Palamas, jusl 27.1 percenl of ail households sold any coffee ta

Coopeagri; in Santa Cruz, 57.0 percenl did.
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Table 7.S.
Use of Coop and Private Beneficios
in Palomas and Santa Cruz: 1990-91

(Weighted Percentage of Sample Households)

Community Total Total TOTAL
Co-op Private Both

Palomas
(N=36; 27.1 73.4 100.5
WN=55)

Santa Cruz
(N=40; 57.0 43.0 100.0
W(',=63)

Total
(N=76; 42.S 57.4 100.2

WN=llS)

source: Sample Survey 1990-91



ln this section 1 explore an alternative hypothesis to the siogle- factor explanations

examined earlier, one which relates producers' mnrketing decisions to n combinntion of

factors, including these community level pntterns of belle/icio use. Hcre 1 propose Ihllt

farmers choice of processing factory is in pnrt the result of a security-incrensing strnlegy,

which is based on reducing risks nnd incrensing credit opporlunities.

As wc have seen, corree production for the internntionnl market is n risky, unstnble, ;md

unpredictable enlerprise. The siluntion in the corree industry is much Iike th nt found in other

commodity industries nnd cnn be chnrncterized in two wnys (sec Williamson 1975, quoted in

Acheson 1985: 126.) First, there is nn uneven distribution of mnrket informnlion nmong

transactors (i.e., buyers and sellers). Those who process and market corree internationally

have access almost daily to inlernational prices, to information thal is not commonly available

to Ihe farmer. Access to price information gives these buyers an advantage over Ihe small

producer. Second, commodily Iransactions are often enguIred in cheating and manipulation

as transaclors allemptto lake advantage of each other. Producers are known to deliver corree

wbich is mixed with high proporlions of the less desirable green cherries and orten full of

twigs and leaves, as weil. Processors are occasionally accused of using short measures.

Corree transactions are risky, but Iike Ihe Maine lobsler rishermen whom Acheson

describes, Cosla Rican corree producers appear 10 eSlablish long-Ierm dyadic tics with

belle/icios as a way la offsel some of Ihe risks inherenl in Iheir Iransactions (1985; sec also

Plattner 1989). The longer a clicnI has been with a belle/ieio, the more stable thdr business

relationship, which may prove vital, particularly in times of crisis. A factory manager may

defer a loan payment, or eonlinue la deliver ferlilizer despile outslanding debls, for a reliable

client of eight or len years, but he is less likely to do sa for a new client or one he knows

nothing about. Thus, not only will it be casier for the farmer who is a long-term client la

obtain credit when needed, but a steady relationship with the buyer can help reduce some of

the risks of carree production.
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Priee is a raclor lhal concems rarmcrs, bUllhcy do nol know lhe rinal priee lhey will be

receiving rrom a processor unlil lhe end or lhe year, lhal is, nol unlil lhey have already

delivered alllheir corree 10 lhe bCllcficio. AlIlhal farmers know, is whallhe belleficios have

paid in previous ycars. Jusl as raclories depend on c1ienl repulalions when making loans,

producers musl de pend on faelory repulalions. A bClleficio wilh a reputalion for low priees

or poor service will rind il more difricult to aUracl badly needed clients. Therefore, while

coffee priees, credit, and harvesllabour problems ail influence producers' decisions on where

to selllheir coffee each year, farmers (and bellcficios) arc Cjuile aware of the importance of

mainlaining long.lerm relalionships with a parlicular bellcficio. Unlil they arc cerlain of the

absolule bene rit of changing faclory palronage, producers arc careful not to damage thal

relalionship. Because belleficios wanllO operale al full capacily, in lhe current competitive

climale, lhey 100 are careful aboul lhe relalionships they maintain with their clients. A

commenl frequenlly made by producers regarding the factor y to which they sell is 'they treat

us well.'

A rew examples may help 10 demonstrate how important these relationships are to

producers. Sra. Mondragon owns 1 manzana of land which her only son, Juan, farms with the

help of her new son·in·law, Jose. She sells their coffee to El General, as her husband did

berorc his dealh a few years ago. She explains lhal when her husband was sick and couldn't

work, El General was very underslanding and helped the family make it through that difficult

lime. El General didn'l call in her husband's outstanding debts and even helped her with

funeral expenses. This lype or palernalistic or personalistic relationship is much Iike that

prized by the small rarmers in lhe Sertiio sludied by Johnson (1971).

A good relalionship with a bClleficio can bring other beneHts, as well. Martin Cascanles

is 26 ye~rs old. He and his wife have only half a manzana of coffee, which they sell to El

General. He says he uses that raclory because it is the one his father always used. There is

another advantage, he says. 'My brolher had a job workinf, at the rccibidor for rive months
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of the year. He is gone and now 1 have lhat job: With sa Iiltle carree, Marlin does not need

ta devole much lime ta harvesting, and in an area with rew job opportunilies, a secure job

for Cive months or the year is a real bonus.

Rafael Bermudez, his son, and his elderly rather rarm nearly three manzanas of carree

in Santa Cruz. For as long as he can rem cm ber, they have always sold their carree ta El

General and have never wanled ta change. Very sim ply his remarks summarize this stralegy

of maintaining long-term relationships. "The coop really may be better, but it is best to just

stay with the same ractory."

Further evidence for the prevalenec of a seeurity-optimizing marketing and production

strategy can be found in an analysis of ractory use among kin and within communities.

Having kin tics with someone who already has a good, established relationsbip with a ractory

acts ta strengthen one's own relationship with that raclory, facilitate the acquisition of loans,

and ensure "good treatmenl". In fact, when asked why they used a cerlain ractory, many said

"because that is the one my rather used," or "that is the one my husband used ta use:

Such a pattern of factory use based on kin tics could account for the distinct patterns of

factory use found in each community that were noted earlier. As Table 7.8 shows, while

overall farmers in bath communities use the private facto ries more than the cooperative, more

than twice the number of corree- producing households in Santa Cruz (57.0 percent) patronize

Coopeagri than do farmers in Palamas (27.1 percent). As wc saw in earlier discussions, there

arc no striking socio-economic nor political dirrerences at the community level, nor did Santa

Cruz farmers espouse stronger ideological commitment to the cooperative than their Palomas

counterparts. What wc can see by a closer look at the relationships among various farmers in

each community is that households related by Cirst degree kin tics (those between parents and

children, siblings, or spouses) tend to use the same bene/icio.

The evidence for kin tics as a factor in bene/icio use is particularly strong in Santa Cruz.

Grouping 40 sam pIe households according to their Cirst·degree kin tics with other households
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in the community 1 found thatthere are ten kin clusters (whieh comprise from between two

to seven households, though there is sorne overlap through affinaI ties) and five households

with no direct kin ties to other households within the community. With three exceptions, each

of the households within these ten first-degree kin clusters (35 households in ail) used the

same bCllcficio(s).8

For example, in Santa Cruz, Sr. Val verde is a founding member of Coopeagri who

continues to farm and sell his coffee to the cooperative. Each of the independent households

of his three brothers and sisters also sell to the cooperative, as does his son. A similar

situation can be found among the Porras family. Likewise, the eIder Sr. Ubando seIls his

coffee 10 El General, as do lhe households of his two brothers, two sons, his daughter and his

brother's son. The fact that two founding members of the cooperative reside in Santa Cruz

and none in Palomas may account for the larger number of cooperative members in Santa

Cruz, as weil as the longer length of cooperative memberships that are found there. The

average number of years of cooperative membership in Santa Cruz is 7.29; in Palomas 3.27.

ln Palomas, this type of evidence is not 50 clear eut. First, kin clusters are much smaller.

Of the 36 sampIe households, 14 were not closely related to any other coffee·producing

household in the eommunity. The remaining 22 sampie households couId be grouped into 11

clusters of kin·related households, which, with three exceptions, were using the same

bCllcficio(s) as their close kin.9 While these data do indicate a pattern of kin-related

bCllcficio use, because these clusters are small (six of these elusters were of only two

households), the relationship between kin and bCllc/icio use is not as clear as in Santa Cruz.

A second problem in interpreting the evidence for kin-related factory use in Palomas is

thatthe proportion of sampie households utilizing more than one bCllc/icio is nearly twiee that

of Santa Cruz (17 percent as opposed to 9 percent) - - mostlikely due to the factthat ail five

factories were servicing the community, as opposed to only three in Santa Cruz. This

multiple-benc/icio use also makes it more difficultto draw the same conclusions regarding
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kin tics as a factor in bCllcficïo use. Nevertheless, 21 (58 percent) of the sample households

did sellto the same factory as their closest kin.

While a strategy of using the same factory as close family members, in order to strengthen

one's relationship with that factory, may not be as clear in Palomas as il is in Santa Cruz,

there is other evidence that maintaining long-term rclationships is importantto the farmers

of Palomas. For example, Jorge Solano, with his wife and five children have two manzanas

of land planted in coffee. Neither he nor his wife have relatives living in the community, and

so have no kin to strengthen their relationship with a particular bCllcficio. They particularly

are concerned to maintain solid relationships with the facto ries they use.

The Solano family has been selling their coffee to El Aguila and La Meseta for the past

ten years, but in 1990-91, they sold nearly half their crop to the Peters eompany beeause of

the extremely high priees that company was offering. Despite the fa ct that he could have

earned somewhere between e600 and e900 more per fanega, Sr. Solano said that he did not

sell their entlre erop to Peters beeause he had a good rclationship with both El Aguila and La

Meseta making it easy to work with them, and he did not wantto "just drop" these. He does

not want to jeopardize his well-established relationships until he is confidcnt he can rely on

the new company to provide him consistently with the same kind of service he receives from

his current buyers.

Faetory Patronage Is Not Forever

Il is clear that with the unstable nature of the coffee-market and corree production in

general, that long-term security and risk-reduction are factors in farmers' strategies for

choosing a processing factory. Nevertheless, factory patronage is somewhat f1uid and

bCllcficio use does change. Producers try enhancc their security (which also relates to credit

opportunities) and reduce risks by maintaining stable relationships with the bcncficios that

they use, but security is not their only motive. There are several reasons for leaving one
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faclory for anolher. Coffee farmers arc also concerned with lransaelion cosls (including lhe

case of doing business), perce plions of fair lreatmenl, and lasl, but nOlleasl, profils. Secause

compelition among faclories for clienls is great, despile lhe benefils of a long-lerm

relalionship, if farmers feel anolher faclory is significanlly beller, or if they arc not being

treated fairly by their eurrent faelory, lhey will move their business.

Changing belleficio is not usually a decision lhat is undertaken Iightly. Only 19 sampIe

households (25 percent of aetual sam pie; 24 percent of weighted sam pie) in both communities

(though 79 pereenl of these were farmers in Palomas) sold their 1990-91 coffee crop to

different processing faclories lhan they had used for lheir 1989-90 crop. Most produeers

conlinued with al least one factory, either adding or dropping another. Only five sam pie

households (ail in Palomas) switehed to eompletely different factories. IO Of these, only one

changed patronage beeause she was dissalisfied with the company she had been using

previously: they were too slow with their paymenls, she said. Of the remaining four

produeers who changed factories, two were obliged lo move beeause the company (La Meseta)

had removed its recibidor from lhe eommunity.

The remaining two households, that of the MURoz-Ruiz family and one of their sons,

dropped their old factories eompletely in order to seB aB their coffee for the high priees the

new Peters company was offering. As a new processing company in Perez Zeledon, Peters is

working hard to build up a clientele. One way to do so is to pay extremely high priees during

the start-up years. Produeers arc weil aware of this phenomenon - - they had seen the same

thing happen when El Aguila sel up operations - - and some wish to take advantage of a quick

windfall before the company brings its priees into line with the other factories.

This complete switch by the MURoz-Ruiz family is unusual. There wcre other households

who wishcd to Lake advantage of these high priees, but who continued selling to their regular

factories, as weil. The MURoz- Ruiz family, though not large farmers, have 25 manzanas that

they work among themselves and can be considered comfortably weB-off; and for this reason
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they may Cccl the y can aCCord the risks more Ihan some oC the smaller producers in the

community.

The remaining 14 households were multi-/,cllcficio users who conlinued 10 use at least

one oC the same bCllcfidos in 1990-91 thal had heen used lhe previous year, but either sold

to an additional Cactory (7 cases), dropl'cd a Caclory (6 cllses), or drop l'cd one and lldded

another (1 case). As wc Icarned earlicr, thc reasons Cor deciding 10 ulilize the services oC

more than one Cactory centred on access to more lines oC credit, but iC one thing is c1ear, it

is that coCCee-producing households vary tremendously. The reasons Cor the choices the y

make regarding Cactory use arc oClen quite complex, but the y arc not rigid and not sim ply

tradition-bound. Farmers' decision arc based on their personal knowledge oC local market

conditions and conditions oC the international market as cxperienced through their local

bellcficios.

For example, RodolCo Coto and his wiCe Amable Calero work their Carm with their three

sons Pedro, William, and Fransisco. The Camily arc long-lime Coopeagri l'aIrons and every

year sell most oC their coCCee to Coopeagri, but in order to take advantage oC the temporarity

high priees being oCCered by Peters, Lhey decided itwould be wise Lo sell aLleast a liLtle coffee

to this company. Several years ago the three sons purchased seven manzanas oC land which

they work jointly. They had needed financial help to get starLed and so had taken outloans

with both La Meseta and Peters. Now the y arc obliged to sell atleast a Cew Canegas each year

to these COol panics in order to repay the loans. So, white the Camity arc very mueh Coopeagri

supporters, Lhey have added and drop l'cd various other facLories during the last several years

to meet their various needs.

Need Cor additional credit is the primary reason La add a bClleficio. In Santa Cruz, ail

Cour cases oC changing Cactory use, involved households who had sold to Coopeagri in 1989­

90. In 1990·91, three oC Lhese producers sold to an addilional private Cactory beeause they

needed more credit (as did one co-op patron in Palomas). DissatisCaction with the
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bureaucracy of Ihe cooperalive was Ihe reason Ihe fourlh household in Sanla Cruz dropped

Coopeagri and conlinued selling only 10 a privale faclory. Dissalisfaclion was also Ihe cause

for IWO Coopeagri palrons in Palomas, 10 drop Ihal bCllcficio. The Ihird household in Palomas

Ihalsold 10 a privale faclory in 1990-91 ralher Ihan 10 Coopeagri as il had donc in previous

years, did 50 because il had large oUlslanding loans al anolher faclory Ihal desperalely needed

10 be repaid.

Finally, in our previous discussion of price as a faclor in bCllcficio use, we discovered

Ihal, in general, Ihe slighlly higher prices Ihal Coopeagri had been paying were nol enough

of an incenlive for farmers 10 warranl leaving a slable long-Ierm relalionship wilh a privale

faclory. BUI farmers ure concerned wilh profils, and if Coopeagri's prices conlinue 10 rise,

Ihe difference may become significanl enough 10 enlice producers 10 change. As wc saw in

Table 7.2, unlillhe 1990-91 harvesl, Ihe difference belween Coopeagri's final price and Ihat

of Ihe privale faclories wus nol greal (and sometimes less), particularly when the 5 percent

mandalory savings was sublracled. BUI Coopeagri's 1990-91 price was significantly higher

Ihan whallhe privale faelories paid.

The reaclions of farmers to Ihe 1990-91 price paid by Coopeagri is interesting and

suggesls Ihal there is a poinl when price overrides other considerations. When the final prices

for Ihe 1990-91 harvest were revealed, al leasllhree farmers, who were co-op members bul

who had nol sold alllheir coffee 10 Coopeagri, lamented their decision. Sr. Montoya said that

nexl year Ihey will sell ail the coffee Ihey can to Coopeagri, because prices this year (1990·91)

were so much beller Ihan any of Ihe olher bCllcficios and that he "lost a lot by not selling ail

his coffee Ihere [to Coopeagri] Ihis year." Others who arc not co-op members are now

seriously eonsidering joining. Sr. Ubando explained Ihal because of his debts with El

General, he has nOI been able to leave, but Ihe high priees paid by Coopeagri this year have

eonvineed him 10 join Ihe cooperative, at last. Yet, it is uncertain that this large gap between

Coopeagri's price and the price paid by privale factories will conlinue. Still, the fact that
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farmers who do not lightly switch factories have decided la move ta Coope:lgri because of

high coffee priees, suggesls thal Lhey have been walching Ihis higher price Irend over the

years and now have reason la believe that il will continue.

Summury

The factors influencing coffee producers' chaicc of bCllcficio arc complex. As in lIny

market, farm size, household composition lInd long-term goals, ideologies, crcdit

opportunities, and price ail play a role in the decision-making process, but risk-rcduction and

security-enhancement arc also important factors in farmers' marketing strategies. Thus,

farmers have a tendency ta establish strong, long-lasting tics with a single factory.

Nevcrtheless, these producer-processor rclationships arc not unchangeable. Though security

and risk concerns inhibiL frequent switching of bCllcfidos in response to short-term price

fluctuations, there cames a point when the perceived security value of maintaining a long­

Lerm relationship with one processing factory is outwcighed by the perceived value of

changing patronage ta another factory. Incentives ta change factory patronage can includc

significanlly lower transaction costs or higher prices. What this means for Coopeagri, or uny

of the processing factories, is that in such a competiLive market, a bCllcficio must provide the

services, stability, and financial incentives that coffee producers arc seeking. Coffee farmers

arc shrewd producers who constantly assess these services from man y angles and take

advantage of opportunities that might appear in a constantly changing environment of priees,

services, credit, labour, etc.
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Notes

La Mesela removed ils recibidor from Palomas centre atthe beginning of the 1990-91 harvest
season, due 10 a decline in clienls.

The newly arrived Pelers company has been paying more. Prices paid by Peters in the two
years il had been buying coffee in Perez Zeledon were high, over e5,OOO/fallega. Both farmers
and beneCicio managers alike were weil aware of these high prices, yet ail seemed to agree that
the paymenl of such extraordinarily high prices was a common praetice of newly operating
processing companies, designed 10 altracl new elients. Once the company was established,
prices wou Id drop into line with those of the other beneCicios.

Many producers who were interviewed responded 10 questions regarding their reasons for using
a factory with sim ply "We just al ways have," or "1 just ne ver thought about it," and would give
no further explanation when pushed to elaborate.

Three members had renounced their membership in Coopeagri because they needed their
savings, but each had anolher family member who remained a cooperative associate or joined
the cooperativc so thatthe household cou Id continue to receive the beneCits of selling coffee
to the cooperative.

1 have not heard of any inslance of this happening in either of these two eommunities.

ln fact, the cooperalive ideology, or the pereelved cooperative ideology was given by some as
a reason for not joining. As we saw in chapter 4, there is a general uneasiness about
cooperatives that is held by many and a long-standing confusion between cooperatives and
syndicales, which have traditionally been associated with the Communist Party. "Cooperatives
in Costa Rica have a bad reputation," one man told me. And to some extent this is true. As
noted in chapter 3, many cooperatives have been mismanaged and gone bankrupt and many
people have lost everything in the process. This general uneasiness about cooperatives has
developed nationally as, wilh time, many cooperatives have proven to be unsuccessful. There
is a kind of mystique surrounding cooperatives which led to One of the most common responses
1 got when 1 asked people whether they were members of the cooperatives: "Oh, no! No, we
don't go for any of tllal!"

The greater proportion of multiple-beneCicio users in Palomas is mostlikely due in part to the
factthat ail Cive factories service Palomas, while only three have recibidores in Santa Cruz.

Note: Bothin Santa Cruz and Palomas, the total number of c1ustered households is greater than
the number of sample households, as 1 had belleficia-use data on households outside of tbe
sam pie which 1 was able 10 use in this analysis.

The Montoya extended family (20 mz of land) is one of the exceptions. While Sr. Montoya
and his Cive children do not always sell to the same faetory, they eaeh confirmed that the six
households work together as a group. Sr. Montoya is a cooperative member; if his cbildren
wish to sell some of their coffee to the cooperative one year, be will sell it for them in bis
name. Their strategy is for various family members to establish good relationships witb various
fnctories for the mutual beneCit of ail. They emphasized the communal nature of their
production netivities more than any other housebold 1 encountered.

One of these exceptional c1usters comprised tbe housebolds of tbree Abarca sisters and one of
tbeir brothers. Two of tbe sisters' households used the same factory, wbile tbe brother and
other sister used a different factory. In the two remaining exeeptional cases, ail of tbe
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10.

households in each cluster sold to the same factory except for two daughters who. with their
husbands, sold thcir corree to a bCllcficio other than the one thcir fathers used.

One sample household in Palomas and three in Santa Cruz did not produce caffee ill either 1989
or 1990, and so were not incIuded in these figures.
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Chapter 8
COOPERATIVES AND DEVELOPMENT:

FROM GLOBAL ECONOMY TO DOMESTIC ECONOMY

Like other nalions of Central America, and elsewhere in Ihe developing world, since the

mid-nineteenth eentury Cosla Rica's economy has rested on the production of a few export

erops, in particular coffee. As wc have seen in previous chapters, pre-existing social,

economie, and political conditions in large parI shape the impacts that agro-export production

has on a society. Costa Rica is unlike Guatemala, El Salvador, or othcr eounlries in which

export agriculture has been associated with high levels of landlessness, e~treme gaps between

ri ch and poor, and repressive political regimes. Despite its emphasis on the production of

coffee for export, Costa Rica's experience with export a8riculture has been beller than the

resl of Central America. The country's large rural middle class not only survived the

country's shiftto an agricultural exporl economy, but provided the foundations upon which

that economy was built.

Nevertheless, the promolion of an undiversified agro-export economy can have serious

consequences. The wealth coffee brought to Costa Rica as a nation, as well as to many

individuale, was all too alluring and led to a near monocultural dependeney on the crop.

During the boom years profits were great, but during the busts man y suffered devastating

losses. With the failure in 1989 of the International Coffee Organization to renew its

agreement to regulate the market, priees have collapfoed once again. Coffee producers, corree

proecssors, and coffee-dependent national eeonomies have been hard hit the world over.!

This collapse in world corrce priccs, Iike previous ones, might well be short-term, but at the

moment, repeated failures of ICO nations to renegotiate an agreement have left coffee

produccrs in Iimbo. While notthe omniscient, self -interested force implied by world-systems

theory, the global corree market,like other markets, 15 a force beyond the immediate control
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of producers and (Iacking cffeclive carlels) most producer.nations. Moreover, if prices

become too high, world coffce consumers can always decide 10 switch to olher beverages.

Not only musl producers reckon with the reverberations of the international market, but

national governmenls define the pammeters of the national economic environ ment within

which producers musl operate. As a result of f1uctualing national economic policies,

governments funnel credit in various directions, choosing to support one institution over

another, promoling one program, abandoning others. Though Costa RiclI, like other primllry

commodity producers, has modified its IIgricultural·exporl policies to avoid the more dire

consequences of monocultural export production, coffee production remains central to Ihe

national economy and Ihe foundation of thousands of household economies.

The effects of governmenl policies which promoled Ihe produclion of coffee arc cv ide nI

in Perez Zeledon, a rapidly growing canlon, whose economy has been dominaled by coffee

produclion since Ihe laIe 19505. Encouraged by high coffee priees and a governmenl eager

for coffee exporl revenues, farmers in Ihis frontier region enlhusiaslically embraced Ihe

produclion of coffee. Though regioMl and nalional governmenls have minimally allempled

10 stimulale agricullura1 diversifica!ion and induslrial produclion, employmenl opporlunilies,

parlÏcularly oulside of agriculture, arc scarce. In Perez Zeledon, a canlon separated from the

economic nucleus of Ihe counlry by rough lerrain and poor Iransportalion syslems, coffee has

remained key 10 Ihe regional economy. This economic environmenl, shaped by a f1uclualing

internalional coffee markel and an enlrenched regional coffee economy, has ehallenged bolh

processors and farmers in communilies such as Palomas and Sanla Cruz 10 find innovalive

ways 10 survive and prosper. One way in which some small farmers have allempled 10

overcome Iheir weak posilion in Ihe market economy has been 10 form a coffce·processing

cooperalive 10 compete with privale proccssing planls.

Before underlaking Ihis sludy of coffee cooperalives in Cosla Rica, 1 had cxpecled 10

fiad in Perez Zeledon a cooperalive much Iike Many of Ihe olhers 1 have encounlercd bolh
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in the aeademie IiterMure and in my previous research (Siek-Connelley 1986; Sick 1991):

well-intentioned organilations, but plagued wilh managerial problems and iII-equipped to

achieve their goals of solving small- producers' problems in a global eeonomy. 1 was surprised

to find in Perel Zeledon, a dynamie and well-organized enterprise whieh has taekled the

challenges presented by the international market in innovative ways.

Not ail Costa Rican coffee cooperatives have been as successful as Coopeagri. One board

member of a smail cooperative in the canton of Turrialba told me of the tremendous problems

their organization was having in keeping ils members and of the severe financial diffieulties

they were facinl! as a result. Such difficulties ca" lead to bankruptcy and dissolution, as

happened to COOPELECO in the town of San Pablo (southeast of San Jose) in 1992. Outraged

over lack of payment of millions of c%lles for their eorree erops for two years, Carmers

stormed the town upon discovering thattheir cooperative finally had gone bankruptand they

had lost alltheir money (Tico Till/es 1992: 26).

These examples arc not unique. How, then, has this cooperative managed to sueeessfully

compete and survivc in an extremely competitive industry? The key to survival in the

regional corree industry is to be able to compete on two levels: internationally, by providing

a markctable produCl, and locally, by maintaining an large and loyal client base. Thus, the

success of a proccssing factory, either cooperative or private, depends on detailed knowledge

of both the international corree market and the corree farmer.

Cooperative Strategies ln the Global Arena

A bCllcficio's ability to compcte locally for client farmers is, in part, related to its ability

to compcte international1y. Processors and exporters must provide a consistent, quality

product in an over-supplied international market. As wc have seen, Coopeagri has been able

to pay its client Carmers relatively high cofCee prices despite a depressed market. Il has

managed to do 50, first by a dramatic restructuring oC management and second, by an
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aggressive markeling stralegy ta make il a more compelitive enlerprise in lhe international

markel place. The move ta hire professional managers and decenlralize managemenl

decisions within the cooperative has led la a more efficiently operating enterprise. Whal led

Coopeagri's membership ta make such a mave where alher cooperatives have nat? There arc

several possible explanations, but a conclusive answer requires further investigation. One
1

possible explanation has ta do with the educational level of the membership. Il could be

argued that a more educated membership would sec the value of hiring professionals ta

replace members as managers. As wc learned, farmers in Santa Cruz und Palamas uveruge

five years of schooling. While this might seem Iittle campared wilh levcls of eduction in

induslrialized nalions, it is higher than averages in much of lhe developing world. Still,

Caapeagri's members appear la be no better educaled lhan lhose of olher cooperalives in

Cosla Rica who have yel la reslruclure lheir arganizalions in this manner. Anolher

explanalion mighl have la do wilh lhe quality of leadership (Allwood 1992; Baviskar 1980 and

1992). Caopeagri has had sorne dynarnic leaders, but how lhey compare la leaders in olher

cooperatives is nol known al this point.

Regardless of why Coopeagri chose la hire professional managers and reslruclure

inlernally, lhe new managemenl's commilmenl ta becoming a fierce compelilor in the caffee

induslry has been a significanl faclor in ils carrenl success. Investmenl in lechnologies

(salellile links la commodily markels) la improve its markeling abililies were parI of lhis

strategy, but the key has been improving the quality of ils caffee and direclly developing

gaad relations with overseas buyers. In short, good management decisions and vertical

integration have helped the cooperative carn better coffee priees.
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Household Strategies and Cooperative Success

ln lhe competilive world of corrcc processing in Perez Zeledon, a belleficio's survival is

also dependent on ils abilily to aUract and maintain a large client-farmer base. Coopeagri

compares favourably wilh the private facto ries in terms of corree priees, services provided,

and social benefits orrered. Yet, il c1aims just one quarter of the canton's proeessing. As wc

have seen, the anSWer to this puzzle lies both with the nature of the eoffce industry and with

the farmers themselves.

Corree-processors in Costa Rica arc the key Iink between corrcc producers and the

markel, and the choice of belleficio is an important one for farmers. The factors influencing

small coffee farmers' choice of belleficio are complex. Economic strategies of farming

households are influenced not just by external forces created by national policies and

internalional markets. Local environmenlal (biophysical) conditions and COlOm unity structure

are also inlervening variables through which smail farmers filtcr their perceptions of the

largcr regional, national, and intcrnational forccs which also affecttheir lives, but over which

they have Iiule or no contro\. Domestic resources, such as available land and labour, also

shape household economic strategics. Houschold composition and labour demands, ideology,

coffee prices, belleficio credit policies, and belleficio services ail play a role in the decision­

making process. Farmers arc pragmatic in adapting their economic strategies to this complex

and ever-changing environment.

Direct .:conomic benefits, such as price and terms of interest, would seem Iikely factors

in a farmer's decision to sellto a particular belleficio. Coopeagri's ability to compete in the

international market place, and provide farmers with higher coffee prices, makes il an

auractive alternative to the private facto ries. With low coffee prices and risin'g input costs,

corree producers have been hard hit economically and one might predict that higher prices

would be the crucial factor for farmers choosing among various buyers. But as commodity

producers operating in an unstable and risky environment, farmers seem seriously concerned
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not just with geuing the best price, but with ensuring themsclves of a good supply of credit

and in decreasing SOrne of the risks of coffee production. One important way they do so is

by establishing strong, long-lasting tics with a single factory, frequently with li factory with

which a parenl or other relative has alrelldy established a good rellilionship. Given the smnll

price differences among factories, these long-term tics appellr to be n signiricllnt fnctor

inrIuencing farmers' marketing decisions.

Cooperative promoters and idealists nlso frequently cite the distribution of socinl benerits

among the most important achievements of cooperatives. Vet, Costa Riclln coffee fnrmers

rarely cite these social benerits as importllnt to them. In contrllst. cnmpetition nmong the

sugar cooperatives in Maharashtra, India is based partly on their lIbiiity to provide additionnl

benerits to their clientele, and the factories have devoted re~ources to building schools and

clinics which arc readily welcomed by their members (Attwood 1992). Why arc thcse socinl

benerits important in India, but not Costa Rica? Perhaps the answer lies in the fllct thnt the

extra social services that cooperatives arc offering in Costll Ricllllre 1I1ready provided by the

Costa Rican government and the Community Oevelopment Associlltions. The Costn Rican

government provides the vast majority of Costa Ricans with health care, schools, potable

drinking water, and electricity, among other services. The COAs also arc active loclilly in

bringing improvements to each community. In short, perhaps the need for cooperatives to

provide additional social services is not as great in rural Costa Rica as it might be in parts of

rural India.

Though the private facto ries do not allempt to provide social benerits such as health

centres to their clients, Iike the cooperative, they do provide services that go beyond the

buying and selling of farmers' corree. When farmers speak of factories "treating them weil,'

they arc referring not just to services relating to corree production, but to the "extras" that

private factories provide, such ~s more credit to "good" clients, postponing a new widow's loan

repayments until she gets herself reorganized, and employing "good" clients' relatives in the
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factory. Produccrs arc weil aware of the present competition among processing factories and

expectlong.term patronage 10 be rewarded wilh such extra "services." Thus,the paternalistic

strategies employed by lhe bCllclicios (ineluding the cooperative) arc also a way of providing

additional benefils and of satisfying clients.

To allracl farmers, lhe processing faclories must understand lhe problems facing local

households and compete to satisfy farmers' varied needs. High coffee priees, low inlerest

rates, and good service arc imporlanl to farmers, bul lheir marketing decisions arc part of

complex eeonom ic strategies designed 10 meet lhe specifie needs of their households in a risky

and unstable business.

Cooperatives and Economie Development

ln lhe introduction to lhis thesis 1 posed one of the basic questions underlying this

researeh: Can cooperatives effeetively contribute to suslainable development and help small

rural produeers whose livings depend on primary commodity production? A single case study

cannot conclusively answer questions regarding the effectiveness of ail cooperatives as

development organizalions, but the example provided by Coopeagri and the coffee producers

of Perez Zeledon does provide us with one context in which to examine the role of

cooperatives in rural development.

Cooperatives and Development Goals

Cooperalives arc often promoted by development agencies and practitioners as effective

organizalions for rural development, beeause of their presumed egalitarian structure and

participalory nature, and to create the advantages of economies of seale for smail producers.

Development practitioners and cooperative idealists also see cooperatives as important

institutions for dislributing social benefits. Wc have seen that, as an institution, Coopeagri
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has been able 10 survive and grow in an eXlremely competitive envirllnment. But how does

lhis cooperalive measure in lerms of hasic developmenl goals sueh as 1) elimin:uing poverly

and improving standards of living, 2) providing equitahle access to resourees, and 3)

empowering people through increased parlicipation in lhe developmenl process?2

From its inception Coopeagri has been explicilly eoncerned with improving sIandards

of living by operating a bCllcficio which would provide higher incomes und improve

marketing conditions for the small and medium producers of the canton. And in this regard,

it appears 10 have had some success. Despile intense compelition and the drooping eoffee

market, Coopeagri has donc weil in markeling ils coffee and for l'cars been able to puy ils

producers consistently high prices. Higher coffee prices mean higher incomes. In addition,

the cooperative offers credit at lower interesl rates and beller terms of repaymenl lhan lhe

private faclories, which can resull in substantial suvings for farmers over the long run.

Perhaps justus importanl as higher coffee prices, is lhe competition thal Coopeagri provides

for the private factories. Wilh keen competition for client farmers, Coopeagri's high coffee

prices have placed an upward pressure on prices puid by lIlI the bCllcficio.! and inhibited lhe

formalion of a processors' cartel.

The creation and support of lhe eooperative's Women's Group •• despile its many

discernable problems •• is also an example of Coopeagri's allempts to address needs for

additional income opportunities, particularly for women who arc underemployed oulside the

harvestseason and who increasingly wantto be able to supplcmentthe family income. While

not impossible, it is unlikely that a private processing factory would devole resources 10 such

projects.

Through a regional development plan, the cooperative also hus been working 10 help

stabilize farmers' incomes by exploring diversificalion schemes. BI' expanding and

diversifying into commercial sugar, milk, and fruit juice production, Coopeagri hopes not

only to offset its own institutional problems of monocultural production but to provide a

231



market for farmers who wish la diversify production la help stabilize their incomes. Further

altempls ta help diversify the regional economy include investing in a number of

experimental farms designed la test alternative commercial erops, sueh as oranges and

macadamia nUls, which mighl be suitable for production in Perez Zeledon.

Finally, Coopeagri has been allempting ta improve standards of living for its members

by providing a number of other benefits not offered by the private faclories: a health care

clinic for membcrs and thcir Camilies, a supermarket in San Isidro and a mobile supermarket

that travcls ta rural communitics, and Crec veterinary and agricultural consulting services.

ln terms of equilY, Coopeagri's open membership policy is designed la provide equilable

access ta lhese benefils of membership la any who wish la join. Though lhis policy alone

does nol guaranlee an organizalion lhal includes ail classes oC producers, nor equitable

parlicipalion oC ail members, lhere is no evidence la indicate lhal Coopeagri is a cooperative

lhat is run by and for a parlicular group. Though elsewhere olher cooperatives have been

accuscd of calering ta large producers, Coopeagri's clientelc is comprised no more oC large

Carmers lhan arc the privale Caclories. Though it might be argued lhat the technocratic

managemenl makes mosl imporlant decisions, members vole on ail major decisions. And lheir

vole is heard, as in the case when they voted la reinstate interest on savings.

In addilion ta its goals of helping small and medium coffee producers market their crop,

Coopeagri has been allempling la improve economic conditions Cor landless agriculluralisls,

who arc among the pooresl people in the region, by employing landless workers on Coopeagri­

owned Carms as Cull conlribuling members with Cull membership benenls. Further plans ta

acquire (in conjunclion with Costa Rica's Instilute Cor Agrarian Development) large lracls oC

land which it will oCCer la landless Carmers on long-lerm leases (Cor nominal rents) suggest

lhat it seriously inlends la conlribule la equitable development in the region.

Finally, the organizational Slructure oC the cooperalive, in which each member has equal

vOling power and member meelings bath at the community and regionallevel are routine, is
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designcd ta encourage member parlicipation in the management of the institution. Unlike the

private factories, the cooperative is highly accountable ta its client furmers who nre nlso its

member-owners. Coopeagri's members arc encournged ta take un llclive role in their

organization, and at regular meetings in communities throughout the canton, furmers do not

hesitate ta speak of their concerns or desires. This type of uccountuhility ta und purlicipntion

by client farmers is not found in the privute fuctories.

Thus, it appeurs thut Coopeugri has considerable potential to be an ugent in regional

development, but does the cooperntive contribute ta rurnl development uny beller thun u

private enterprise might? Coopeagri appears ta be commilled to improving economic

conditions for its members in Perez Zeledon, pnrticularly by improving murket conditions und

raising corree prices for small furmers, but it is not clear thut a cooperative is the only type

of eeonomic institution that can do so. Il could be argued that free markel competition alone

would work to farmers' advantage. With the intense competition among processing factories

in Perez Zeledon, coffee prices might remain high and services good as private beneficios

compete with one another for client farmers. Il could also be argued thatthe other services

provided by Coopeagri - - the supermarket, mobile supermarket, supply store, and even the

Women's Group - - cou Id be equally weil provided by private enterprise. Still, perhaps the

greatest achievement of the cooperatives in Costa Rica has been in providing competition ta

the private processing factories who, prior ta the formation of cooperative competitors,

colluded ta keep raw coffee prices low.

Cooperatives and Development ln Context

Cooperatives arc not always the most appropriate form of economic organization for

rural development, but in cases where small and medium producers arc not well-served by

the markets and/or who face potential cartels, cooperatives can provide collective power and

economies of scale whieh can enable them ta compete. Likewise, though carree farmers in

233



Perez Zeledon had liule inleresl in lhe social services provided by Coopeagri, in regions where

social services arc laeking, a eooperalive whieh offered sueh services eould eonlribute

signifieanlly la the well-being of its members.

This sludy has shawn that eooperalives such as Coopeagri ean eontribute signifieantly

to rural development, provided the y arc able ta eompete and survive to benefittheir members.

But the eireumslances under which cooperalives can be effective arc difficultto define. One

important condilion thal is beeoming more evidenl from research on cooperatives is that

cooperatives be member initialed and eontrolled, Le. held aceountable to the members.

Equally imporlant, as the mulli-layered ethnographie approaeh of this researeh has

err.phasized, is lhe importance of understanding eooperalives within the international,

national, and local eontexts in which they operate. An understanding of eaeh of tbese

eontexls is essenlisl for lhe sueeess of any eooperalive. In the case presented in lhis thesis,

lhe inlernalional coffee markel, lhe Costa Riean slate, local market conditions, the nature of

the eoffee tree, and lhe peeuliarilies of producers' households and communities each form a

layer of lhe cnvironmenl in whieh cooperatives and their member farmers must operate. In

olher cases, lhe conlexls will no doubt vary. The specifie contexts within which a

cooperative is formed will determine how that organization operates. To be effective,

cooperatives must understand these contexts and plan accordingly.

Future Speculations

Competition ln Perez Zeledon

A number of questions arise eoncerning the future of coffee producers and the

cooperative in PereZ Zeledon, not ail of whieh 1 ean adequately address here, but several

deserve a brief examination. First, would beneficios treat clients less weil if they were ail

operating atl00 percent eapaeity and had no trouble obtaining coffee beans? If farmers Were
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desperate for a processor would thcy be lreatcd less weil? Al present, the extrll processing

capacity available in Perez Zeledon has created fierce compelition IImongbelle/icios for clienl

producers. This competilion has led to improved services lInd coffee prices for farmers, liS

the five factories in the region corn pele for their business. If production were 10 increllse so

that ail belle/icios were operating at maximum CllpllCity, th al is if supply were 10 exceed

demand, farmers might find themselves with less bargaining power and services might

decline.

Second, might Coopeagri "out corn pete" its private-seclor competitors and become a

monopoly processor in the region? Would prices and services decline in this cllse? While 10

date Coopeagri appears to be no beller (and no worse) than its competilors in its lIbility to

auract and keep client producers, the cooperative's significantly higher coffee price in 1990·

91 (a result of its ability to compete internationally) began to allractlong.time patrons from

other facto ries. The reactions of farmers to the large price differential between Coopellgri

prices and prices offered by private factories in 1990-91 suggestthat there is a point when

price overrides the perccived sccurity risk of changing factory patronage. In addition, the

reinstatement of inlerest for member savings and Coopeagri's newly devcloping credit

department, designed to provide non-agricultural credit for members, arc Iikely to provide

further incentive for producers to join. But private factories arc notlikely to sit idly by. To

remain competitivc, private facto ries might weil raise their prices and offer further credit

incentives to their clients.

Finally, what could happen if Coopeagri ovcr·extends (diversifies too much)? With its

rapid expansion into a number of diversification schemes, Coopeagri may weil be running the

risk of over-extending itselr. Diversification can help stabilize income, but the costs of

diversification in terms of management and resources alikc can be greater than its benefits.

Though the sugar refinery eventually proved to be a wise investment for Coopeagri, its

purchase nearly caused the cooperative's demise, as scarce resources were allocated to an
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enterprise which cooperalive leaders knew Iiule aboul.3 If Coopeagri wcre to ovcr-extend

and run itself inlo bankruplcy, farmers would Jose an institution that has, until now, provided

th cm with a competilive allernative to private faclories who have been known in the pastto

eollude to keep raw coffee priees low.

c. roe- Produclng Housoholds und a Changlng Eeonomy

Coopeagri's competitiveness, both in international and regional markets, has increased

ilS ability to meet producers' nceds effectively and improved its chances for success with its

regional development goals. For the time being, Coopeagri can be said to be contributing to

the well- being of the majority of its membership and the region as a whole, but the Costa

Rican economy is undcrgoing some radical changes. If trends in the international coffee

markel continue downward, will Coopeagri be able to address the more severe problems

facing coffee producing households?

Turning back to the three categories of coffee-producing households (those with

insufficient land per capila; adequate land per capita; more than adequate land and.

insufficient labour) the immediate problems facing these producers and their families are

evident. Among households already unable to support themselves through their coffee

earnings, as coffee priees fall, their smail incomes arc reduced even further. As the economy

worscns, households which already arc facing difficulties in finding off - farm employment,

will be further pressed to find sources of additional income. As wc saw, in Perez Zeledon,

most wage work is of an agricultural nature and employment opportunities arc greater for men

than women. Locally, non-agricultural wage work is scarce. Those who cannot find wage

work in Perez Zeledon, must go further afield to San Jose, Limon, cr the United States where

chances of finding employment arc somewhat improved. A large number of these households

already have atleast one member employed outside the canton. Still, for most people, to leave

thcir home to seek employment is notthe most desirable option. For women, married and/or
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with childrcn, rclocating to find work is particularly difficuh. Not only arc job opportunities

fcwer, but rclocating with children is difficuh 'lnd usually enlails leaving behind what family

support they may have in their natal community.

Likewise, in households which eurrently arc able to supporl alllhdr l1Iembers with thdr

coffee incomes, if coffee prices remain low and cosls of inpuls continue to increase, these

families will find it increasingly difficultlo manage with lhe resources available. Already,

many farmers from this group have begun 10 compensale by cUlling back on tbe amounl of

agricul1ural inputs tbcy buy. And, thougb il wou Id require further sludy, 1 suspect tbat

should prices continue 10 drop and wages to increase, women currently working within the

home may be used more and more to replace hired jomolcro labour. This move will likcly

have dramatic effects on domestie organization and household relalions. Furtherl1lore, if real

household incomes from coffee drop, i.e. as the return on labour invested in coffee production

declines, sorne household members may opt for alternative employment opportunilies where

ever they can carn more money. Like lhose people from the first eategory of households,

they will find employment opportunities extremely limited and may have to migrate to find

adequate work.

Finally, those households with larger landholdings and less labour arc hurting as weil

from the recent eoffee crisis. Land-rich farmers arc typically able 10 fare better lhan lhose

with less land. They arc more likely to be more diversified, or to be able to afford the risks

of attempting new crops or investing in cattle. Nevertheless, lhey too have been forced to re­

examine their coffee production methods. Their response has been to reduce the number of

permanent employees they hire and, like those farmers in the previous categories, to eut back

on imported chemieal inputs. Though they m'Y not have been forced by economic necessity

to seek other employment, man y olthese households also have members who arc employed

off their farms or arc preparing for ahernative employment by furthering their education.
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Low world market coffee prices and high input eosls arc one of biggest problems faeing

coffee farmers. What mighl Coopeagri do to improve the situalion? While regional

institulions such as cooperatives can do liule alone to effeclthe inlernational price of coffee

or the rising prices of imporled ehcmical inputs, they can auemptto bring down the eosts of

lhose inpuls, either through beuer buying practices (FEDECOOP is working on such dcals

now) or through efforls to convert to domestically available inputs.

While lhis research suggests that co()p~ratives,such as Coopeagri, can operate as effective

organizalions at man y levels, the fael remains thal there arc a number of problems facing

produeers which cannot be addressed by local people and local institutions. Lacking

internalional solutions (renewed coffee agrecments, or changes in international terms of

trade), man y of the problem, facing coffee producers and processors eannol be dealt with by

either households or cooperatives, but might more easily be addressed by the state.4

For smail farmers eurrently engaged in eoffee production, two problems seem

immediately apparent: 1) the need for less expensive inputs and lower interest rates and 2)

the need for economic diversification, both in the agrieultural and non-agrieultural sectors.

One way the state can play a more effective role is by promoting alternatives to costly

imported inputs. For example, the Center for Agricultural Research and Education (CATIE)

is working on ways of produeing organie fertilizers. Locally produced organic fertilizers arc

not widely available, nor is credit available for their purchase. The state has the ability to

promote these alternatives, by providing credit and infrastructure for their development.

Credit is hard to come by in Costa Rica; capital is scarce, and interest rates are high.

Coopeagri has been trying to case farmers' burdens by providing better terms and interest

rates than those offered by the private facto ries, though the private factories have always been

willing to lend more to farmers than the cooperative. Coopeagri is hoping to address this

need for additional credit by opening a new creditlloan department to provide credit for non·

coffee related ventures. But in the end, ail credit is affected by problems of national debt,
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slate policies, national interest rates, and international capital markets. While the COSIII Rican

state cannol substantially influence international capilal markets, it can work ta makI: credit

more easily accessible.

Studies of agricultural cooperatives have provided yet another perspective to

development research, as policy makers, practitioners, and academics alike have allempted

discern whether cooperatives arc effective organizations for helping small producers overcome

problems associated with agricultural export produclion. But the relll problem, unless coffee

'prices should rebound to new heights, is IIlack of IIlternlltives for coffee-producers in l'erez

Zeledon, both of suilable alternative crops IInd of suitable alternative employment

opporlunities. Coopeagri has been allempting to help stabilize incomes by diversifying

agrieultural production opportunities in the canton of Perez Zeledon, but as wc have seen,

apart from the coffee harvest season, there is a serious underemployment problem in Perez

Zeledon (and, 1 would venture, in the resl of the country, as weil). While agricullural

diversificalion may provide sorne relief for hard- hit coffee producers, lhere is a growing need

for non-agricultural employmenl opportunilies thal Coopeagri is unlikcly to be able to

provide. Though Coopeagri is allempting to diversify the regionai eeonomy, it is unlikcly thal

it will be able to solve lhe canton's economic problems without changes in nalional and

internalional economic policies, or an economic recovery on a wider scale.

Households and Cooperatives as Adoptive Innovators

Throughout lhis study it became apparenl that though rural producers arc constrained

by international and national policies, they arc not passive recipients of such constraints.

Small producer. are eonstantly calculating (not solely in monetary terms) the best use of the

resources and organizations available to them. Coffee- producing households, Iike households

in general (Wilk 1991), arc adaptive units, who go about solving thcir problems often in quite
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ingenious ways. Il is clear that smail corree producers arc a diverse group who arc continually

juggling rcsourccs and evaluating alternatives in a complex economy. They arc not merely

tradition·bound household producers, but modcrn farmcrs who shrewdly assess the options

and constrainls with whieh the y arc presented. Cooperati ves arc but one of the options which

must be fit inlo farmers' cconomic strategies and arc juggled and evaluated Iike any other

rcsourcc.

As some of the negative consequences of agro-export development (increasing social

differentiation, loss of lands, and greater dependency on global market forces) became more

evident, developmenl practitioners and researchers began advocating cooperatives as

alternative institutions for helping smaller producers survive in a competitive capitalist

economy. This particular case cannot speak for the potential of ail cooperatives throughout

the world, but it does suggest that cooperatives can aet as effective institutions for rural

economic development. Indeed, Coopeagri, Iike the coffee-producing house1Jolds it serves,

has nol passively accepted the conditions of the international marketplace, but has

energetically adapted to those conditions not only to survive, but to prosper.

Within the world cooperative movement, the utilization of capitalist business strategies,

such as those employed by Coopeagri, is a highly debated topic. Purists believe that such

practices contradiet the "cooperative way," and are somehow immoral. Nevertheless,

successfuI cooperatives arc those whieh can compete with their private eounterparts and

survive to impart the social benefits and cooperative values upon which the movement is

based. Coopeagri's recovery from near-bankruptcy to become a successful economic

enterprise and an internationally reeognized cooperative demonstrates the need for

cooperatives, Iike their client farmers, to adapt in innovative ways.
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Notes

1. Consumer prices, neverlheless, havc rcmained high. One wonders inlo whose pockel is going
lhe difference belween whal farmers receive and whal consumers pay.

2. 1 also consider lhe preservalion of lhe produclive capaciLy of the environment lo be equully
importanl, bUl as il was nol a specific uspecl of developmenl which J fclL qualificd lo uddress,
il will nol figure heavily in lhis discussion. Sec Korlen and Klauss (1984) und Esman und
Uphoff (1984) for further discussion on these gouls of development and Dean (1972) und
Redclift (1984) for discussion on sustainable development.

3. During a brief visit to Perez Zeledon in July 1993, 1 learned that two of lhe cooperative's
managers have left the organization duc to differences of opinion concerning lhe milk pllmt.
The managers felt that the cooperative had over-extended ilself wilh the plan l, which hud been
losing too much money for too long, and that it was lime to sell and eut their losses. The
board of directors felt otherwise. They contended that the losses were duc to mismanagement.
At the General Assembly in March, the members voted to keep lhe milk plant. The lwo
managers, one of whom was the bCllcficio manager, resigned.

4. In July 1993, in an aUempt to reduce world supply and increase prices, Columbia, Brazil, and
the Central American coffee producers each agreed to retain 20 percenl of their production.
Their efforts appeared successful as the world priee of coffee jumped by $7 U.S. in one duy.
The priee again fell, but not to ils previous low. Recently olher coffee-producing nations have
also joined.
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