
 

 

SDG 8, decent work and economic growth: 

Colombia’s Coffee Industry and Cooperative Development. 

A Case Study of Sustainable Economic Growth and Decent Work 

 

Introduction 

 

Creating stable employment and improving living standards remain central challenges 

for many developing economies. Economic growth alone does not necessarily guarantee better 

living conditions for communities unless it is accompanied by fair working conditions, 

opportunities for entrepreneurship, and sustainable sources of income. In rural regions, 

agriculture often plays a crucial role in supporting livelihoods and maintaining economic 

stability (World Bank, 2021). However, small-scale farmers frequently face difficulties such as 

unstable market prices, limited access to financial resources, and weak negotiating power within 

global supply chains. The global coffee industry illustrates these challenges particularly well. 

Coffee is one of the most widely traded agricultural commodities in the world, and millions of 

families depend on its production for their livelihoods. Despite its importance, coffee farmers 

often receive only a small share of the profits generated within the international coffee market. 

Price fluctuations, dependence on intermediaries, and limited market access can make it 

difficult for farmers to secure stable incomes. 

Colombia provides an interesting example of how cooperative structures and fair-trade 

initiatives can improve the economic position of agricultural producers. By organizing farmers 

into cooperatives and strengthening institutional support for the coffee sector, the country has 

managed to improve income stability, create employment opportunities, and support the 

development of rural communities (International Coffee Organization, 2022). 

 

The History of Coffee Production in Colombia 

 

Coffee has been closely connected with Colombia’s economic development for more 

than a century. Since the late nineteenth century, coffee cultivation has served as one of the 

country’s most important export industries and a major source of employment in rural areas 

(National Federation of Coffee Growers of Colombia, 2023). The country’s geographical 



 

conditions, including its mountainous landscape and favourable climate, have made Colombia 

particularly well-suited for the production of high-quality Arabica coffee. 

As coffee production expanded during the twentieth century, thousands of small farms 

began cultivating coffee across rural regions. While the growth of this industry created 

employment and contributed to national economic development, many farmers continued to 

face economic insecurity. The international coffee market has historically been highly volatile, 

and price fluctuations often had serious consequences for small producers. During periods of 

low global prices, farmers’ incomes declined dramatically, affecting not only individual 

households but also entire rural communities. In addition, many farmers relied on 

intermediaries to sell their coffee, which reduced the profits they could retain from their 

production. These challenges highlighted the need for stronger collective organization among 

producers (International Coffee Organization, 2022). 

 

Important Factors in the Development of Cooperative Coffee Systems 

 

Several important factors contributed to the development of cooperative structures within 

Colombia’s coffee sector. One of the main motivations was the need to create more stable 

income opportunities for farmers. Since coffee prices fluctuate significantly in international 

markets, producers often struggle to predict their earnings from year to year. 

Another important factor was the limited bargaining power of individual farmers. Small-

scale producers typically lack direct access to international buyers and therefore depend on 

intermediaries who purchase coffee at lower prices. By forming cooperatives, farmers are able 

to combine their production and negotiate collectively with exporters and distributors (Fairtrade 

International, 2023). 

Economic and social development in rural regions also encouraged the growth of 

cooperative systems. Many coffee-producing communities faced challenges such as limited 

infrastructure, restricted access to healthcare services, and insufficient educational 

opportunities. Cooperative organizations provided a framework through which farmers could 

reinvest resources into projects that supported local development. Growing international 

attention to ethical sourcing and responsible production practices also played a role. Consumers 

and businesses in many countries increasingly sought coffee produced under fair working 

conditions, encouraging the development of certification systems that support equitable trade. 

 

 



 

Implementation Process of Cooperative and Fair Trade Systems 

 

The transformation of Colombia’s coffee sector was supported by the creation of 

institutions that represent and support coffee producers. One of the most important 

organizations in this process has been the National Federation of Coffee Growers of Colombia. 

Through this federation and its network of local cooperatives, farmers gained access to technical 

training, financial support, and international market opportunities (National Federation of 

Coffee Growers of Colombia, 2023). These organizations also helped producers improve the 

quality of their coffee and adopt more efficient production techniques. 

In addition to cooperative structures, certification initiatives also strengthened the 

sector. Programs supported by Fairtrade International allowed producers to access international 

markets where buyers agreed to pay minimum guaranteed prices for coffee. This system helps 

protect farmers from extreme price fluctuations and provides more predictable income levels. 

An additional component of the certification system is the fair-trade premium. A portion 

of the revenue from certified coffee sales is allocated to community projects that improve local 

infrastructure, support education and healthcare services, and promote agricultural training 

programs (Fairtrade International, 2023). 

 

Outcomes After Implementing Cooperative Systems 

 

The cooperative and fair-trade model has produced several positive outcomes for coffee-

producing communities in Colombia. One of the most significant changes has been improved 

income stability for farmers. The presence of guaranteed minimum prices and stronger 

negotiating power allows producers to better plan their production and make long-term 

investments in their farms. Employment opportunities have also expanded in rural regions. 

Coffee production requires labor throughout several stages of the value chain, including 

cultivation, harvesting, processing, and transportation. As the coffee sector has become more 

organized and stable, these employment opportunities have become more consistent (United 

Nations Development Programme, 2022). 

Community development has also improved as a result of cooperative structures. Funds 

generated through certification premiums have been invested in projects such as schools, 

medical facilities, and infrastructure improvements. These investments contribute to improving 

the overall quality of life in rural communities. Furthermore, cooperative organizations have 

encouraged stronger collaboration among farmers. Through shared decision-making and 



 

collective management of resources, communities are better able to address economic 

challenges and plan for long-term development. 

 

Economic Indicators of the Colombian Coffee Sector 

 

The economic significance of the coffee sector in Colombia can be illustrated through several 

key indicators. 

Indicator Approximate Value Significance 

Families dependent on coffee 

production 
More than 500,000 

Demonstrates the sector’s importance for 

rural livelihoods 

Share of farms that are small 

family farms 
About 95% 

Highlights the need for cooperative 

organization 

Average farm size Around 5 hectares 
Indicates small-scale agricultural 

structure 

Contribution to rural 

employment 

Millions of seasonal 

jobs 
Supports local economic activity 

Export value of Colombian 

coffee 

Billions of USD 

annually 

Important source of national export 

revenue 

These figures highlight the central role that coffee production plays in supporting employment 

and economic activity within rural regions of Colombia. 

 

Challenges Facing the Coffee Sector 

 

Despite the progress achieved through cooperative systems, the coffee sector continues 

to face several important challenges. Climate change represents a significant risk for coffee 

cultivation. Changes in temperature, rainfall patterns, and the spread of plant diseases can affect 

crop productivity and threaten long-term production stability. In addition, global competition 

among coffee-producing countries continues to intensify. Maintaining high quality standards 

and improving productivity remain essential for ensuring the competitiveness of Colombian 

coffee in international markets (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2021). Participation in certification programs may also present challenges for some producers 

due to administrative requirements and compliance costs. Expanding access to these programs 



 

while maintaining certification standards remains an important goal for policymakers and 

development organizations. 

 

Sustainability Goals 

 

The long-term objective of Colombia’s cooperative coffee system is to maintain stable 

employment opportunities and promote sustainable economic development in rural 

communities. Strengthening productivity while protecting environmental resources remains an 

important priority for the future of the sector. Another important goal is improving access to 

global markets so that small-scale producers can benefit more directly from international trade. 

Expanding cooperative networks and supporting rural entrepreneurship can contribute to 

strengthening the resilience of agricultural economies (International Labour Organization, 

2022). 

Through collaboration between farmers, cooperatives, government institutions, and 

international organizations, the Colombian coffee sector continues to evolve as an example of 

how agricultural industries can support both economic growth and social development. 

 

Questions 

 

1. How can cooperative organizations improve the economic stability of small farmers in 

global agricultural markets? 

2. What strategies could help agricultural producers adapt to climate change while 

maintaining productivity? 

3. What role do international certification systems play in improving working conditions 

and income stability for agricultural producers? 

4. How can governments support small agricultural enterprises in gaining better access to 

international markets? 

5. In what ways can technological innovation improve productivity and sustainability in 

the coffee sector? 

6. What lessons can other developing countries learn from Colombia’s cooperative coffee 

industry? 
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