Coffee to go? The vital role of Indian coffee towards
ecosystem services and livelihoods
Executive Summary
At US$ 70 billion, coffee is the world’s most valuable agricultural crop and the most traded

commodity on global markets after oil. The world’s fifth largest coffee producer, India accounts
for 4% of global coffee production, and is the only country that continues to grow all its coffee
under an ecologically sustainable shade-canopy in close proximity to, and within, natural forest
systems – most notably the Western Ghats region – making it both an intrinsic part of the natural
ecosystem and a unique economic asset. With over 70% of the country’s coffee grown in
Karnataka; it is vital to understand the role of the state’s coffee farmers (98.8% of whom are
small holders) and their contribution to environmental conservation, provisioning of dependable
livelihoods and socio-economic development of the region.
The purpose of this ‘first-of-its-kind’ scoping study was to conduct a preliminary assessment of
the impacts of coffee cultivation on biodiversity and ecosystems services and local
socio-economic development; highlighting the economic and ecosystems value of the coffee
agroforests of Karnataka. Based on primary data from eight sample estates of over 100 acres
each, chosen randomly from across the districts of Chikmanglur, Hassan and Coorg, and
secondary data from literature; using benefits transfer and replacement cost methodologies, the
study took a closer look at the relationship between coffee cultivation on these estates and its
impacts on soil conservation, hydrological services, nutrient recycling and carbon sequestration.

According to our findings, coffee agroforests of Karnataka are a major contributor towards
groundwater recharge and vital to maintaining water balance in the Western Ghats region, with
an annual average water capacity of 8.582 million cubic meters (having economic value of INR
20.59 million); and also prevent soil loss of up to 1818.6 million kg (having economic value of INR
177.53 million). Karnataka’s coffee agroforests significantly to the local economy and have a large
employment generation capacity, in addition to providing livelihood benefits such as extraction of

fuel-wood and other non-timber forest products (NTFP) for a large population of mostly poor
and indigenous tribal communities. Moreover, with over 60% of the labour force of the sample
estates comprising of women; they also play a pivotal role in gender empowerment. Also, coffee
agroforests act as secondary wildlife habitats for foraging and enabling wildlife movement
between protected areas, while simultaneously helping maintain the flow of soil organic
content, prevention of soil erosion and water recharge, in a capacity which is second only to that
of natural forests.
There is tremendous opportunity for partnerships between multiple stakeholders constituting
of farmers, private sector, academicians, policy makers, government, NGOs and consumers; in
order to aid preservation of traditional ecologically-sound coffee cultivation practices and
enable efforts to reverse any existing declining in environmental services, which can lead to
potential losses for Karnataka’s economy and the India’s natural wealth. Moreover, there is
need for greater recognition and support for the region’s coffee cultivators by availing them of
incentive schemes for conserving native habitats within the agricultural matrix, which generate
– on a timely basis – previously-defined financial rewards commensurate to opportunity costs
incurred. This preliminary analysis lays down the framework for a much needed in-depth assessment of the biodiversity and ecosystem services in coffee estates for more rigorous evaluation,
which can lead to more informed decisions about how to enhance the positive correlation
between coffee cultivation and environmental benefits.

