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[t’s all about

the taste

Coffee is catching on as a cash crop in the Shan
hills, helped by programmes aimed at raising
quality and finding international buyers.

By Katrin Schregenberger

hree judges stand around a table

covered with 35 cups of coffee.

Their [aces are serious and fo-

cused as Lhey prepare lo lake a
sip - and then theyletoutaloud slurp. The
sound is disconcerting for someone told
since childhood that slurping is rude, but
lorajudge atacolfee cupping it’s aneces-
sary skill: the vigour of the slurp is essen-
tial for dispersing Lhe coffee throughout
the mouth.

After each sample, the judges enter a
raling inlo an app on their phone. At the
end of the first round, there’s a discus-
sion. “This one smelled a little bit of dry
[ruit. but then tasted notveryspecial,” one
says. The others agree. “This one is more
complex,” says anolher judge, pointing to
adifferent sample.

The judges are from the United States
and Thailand. and are gathered in Pyin Oo
Lwin, Mandalay Region, in late March to
spend three days assessing samples en-
tered in the fourth annual Myanmar Col-
fee Quality Competition by 88 producers.

“This compelilion is very important

for the producers to know the quality of

heir coffee and to attract international
ers,” said one of the judges, Mr Matt
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Swenson, director of colfee at
Chameleon Cold-Brew, based in
Austin, Texas, in the Uniled States.
“Thewinnerswill be the coffee am-
bassadors for the country.”

The compelition is now in ils
fourthyear, and the numberoflentries
has increased over that time [rom 58 to
88. Although there were more samples
that did not qualily as specialty coffee
than in the past. Thai judge Ms Nisakorn
Sinsawalsaid the overall qualityofentries
was higher,

To qualify as high quality, or speciality,
colfee, a brew must score higher than 80
points in an evaluation by professional-
ly graded cuppers, or tasters. Quality is
evalualed against such criteria as aroma,
structure of the body, flavour, acidity and
altertaste.

“Inthe firstyearwehad onlyahandful of

very good specialily colfee and the quality
ol the sampleswas nolas balanced,” Nisa-
korn recalled. “This year the samples are
very clean.”

LINKING GROWERS TO MARKETS
The competition was supported by a
California-based NGO, Coffee Quality In-

: IR
stitute, a e
branch ol the

global Speciality

Colfee Association. It

was organised by the MCA and

Winrock International. an NGO funded by
the US Agency for International Develop-
ment,

Winrock. which is active in develop-
ment projects in more than 40 countries
and funded the participation of one of
the competition’s three judges, aims to
integrate smallholders and poor rural
households in competitive commercial
value chains. ILis training growerstoraise
the quality of their crop to specialtygrade,



1885

year that coffee
was introduced by
the British

®

120

size, in acres,

of Burma'’s first
commercial
plantation,
establishedin 1930

200,000

the government's
targeted acreage

27 million
amount, indollars,
of afive-yeargrant
from USAID to
develop the local
coffee industry

1137

exports, in tonnes,
in2015-16

Business

50,000

approximate
coffee acreage
at present

60,000

the government's
exporttarget, in

enabling them to

sell their beans for

a higher price and boost

their earnings. The NGO then

helps them to sell the specialty coffee on
the world market.

*We create the linkage to the interna-
tional market,”said MrTimothy May, head
of communication al Winrock Myanmar.

Access to markets is fundamental for
the development of the industry. Al-
though coffee has been grown in Shan
State for decades, the lack of buvers in the
past meant il was never grown as a cash
crop, he said.
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“[1t] was a backyard crop and the
[armers made no difference in qual-
ity,” May told Frontier. “They picked
green, vellow, red and spotted cher-
ries, so the quality was notvery high.”
Of the two main varieties of coffee.
Arabica is superior lo robusla. with a
sweeler, softer taste. It's also harder to
grow because it is fussier about climatic
condilions. The fact that Arabica can be
grown in Myanmar - plantations were
established in Shan State during the co-
lonial era butwere later neglected - is one
reason why it offers strong potential as a
cashcrop for smallholder growers,

The main goal of the Coffee Quality
Compelitionis toidentify specialty colfee
that is likely to attract international in-
Lerest. IUs a strategy that has proved suc-
cesslul for growers like U Thiha, 23, who
has a plantation at Mogok in the northern
mountains of Mandalay Region.

"I gol my first international buyers
from the United Kingdom, Singapore and
Switzerland after [ won the first prize for
washed processed beanslastvear. hetold
Frontieratthe competition on March 23.

Winning the prize also helped to gain
acceptance and respect from his family

forhis coffee-growing venture.

“Belore, they thought I was wasting my
time and wouldn’t make a profit,” said Thi-
ha. His beans Look out the same category
againin Marchandheishopeful of turning
his firstreal profit from this year’s crop.

Sai Wan, 49, who farms 283 hectares
(700 acres) at Pyin Oo Lwin, also appreci-
ales the compelition for s role in helping
Lo improve the quality of his Arabica. He's
beenwaiting foryears to have better pros-
pects for his crop. His family was award-
ed land from the military government in
1999 to grow collee but the project went
nowhere.

“The governmentwanted to make a cof-
fee city, but we had no market and no ex-
perience and could only sell our product
foraverylow price.” said Sai Wan.

The sales director of Mvanmar Coffee
Group, a processing company based jusl
outside Pyin Qo Lwin. he's alsovice chair-
man ol the MCA.

The association has about 200 mem-
bers.mostofwhomownlarge plantations,
but Sai Wan said the group was still not
very active. Taking the organisation and
funding of the Coffee Quality Competition
in 2020 would be a challenge.
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“This vear we charged K30,000 [to as-
sess|asample and when Winrock gets out
wewill probably adjustit,” he said.

FIGHTING DRUGSAND CONFLICT
WITHCOFFEE

Raising the sampling fee risks exclud-
ing smallholders from the compeltition,
however. Most of these are in southern
Shan State, and some are [ormer opium
egrowers who have switched Lo colTee with
the help of crop subslitution projecls
backed by international agencies such as
the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime.

“Alotof farmers wanlt Lo change to cof-
fee.thereisnodoubtaboutthat,” said UN-
ODC country manager Mr Troels Vester.
“They no longer want to have the problem
ol religious groups, the army, the police
ororganised crime coming in and cutting
the opium and they gel nothing,” he said,
relerring to official and unollicial eradi-
calion campaigns. Another reason was
that opium poppy degraded the soil, he
said.

In coffee-growing areas where fighting
continues belween the Talmadaw and
cthnic armed groups. supporting pro-
duction ol the crop is also about building
trust. The UNODC launched the collee
crop programme in 2014 after building
tieswith stakeholdersand trving to estab-
lish dilferent crops since 2009,

“In 2014, RCSS signed a nine-poinl
agreement with us which asks us to start
programmes in arcas under its control.”
said Vesler, referring to the Restoration
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This compelition is very
important for the producers
to know the quality of

their coffee and Lo attract
international buyers. The
winners will be the coffee
ambassadors for the country.
MR MATT SWENSON

Myanmar Coffee Quality
Competition judge

Councilof Shan State, political wing of the
Shan State Army-South.

The first coffee bushes were planted
that year around Hopong, about 15 kilo-
metres east ol the state capital Taungevi,
and today about 1,050 farmers are parlici-
pating in the projectl. Their lields coveral-
most 1,200 hectares. Vester describes the
programasa“pilot”, noting thatan area40
limeslargeris being used for opium culti-
valion in Shan State.

The UNODC helps participating farm-
ers crop hall a hectare (just over an acre)
of their land for coffee cultivalion in the
first year, and the same area again in the
second and third vears. The UN agency
helpsthemgetland use certificates for the
liclds, provides training and has eslab-
lished processing lacilities.

Vesler said transforming all the opium
fields into colfee plantations was theo-
relically possible, but would cost aboul
USS150 million and require an agreement
among all political stakeholders.

Aswith the growers at Pyin Oo Lwin, the
key issues for farmers in southern Shan
are marketing and linding international
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buvers. Progress is being made. In 2017 a
French company, Malongo. signed a con-
tract with Green Gold. a growers’ coop-
erative established hy UNODC, to buy its
specially colfee until 2022,

Nang Su Su Kyi is one of the farmers al
Long Hay village — about 21 kilometres (13
miles) from Hopong and 40km (25 miles)
from Taunggyi - who made the change
from growing opium Lo specially colfee in
2014, “My farm is near the village, so if the
governmentcame to eradicate the poppyl
would be the first,” she told Frontier.

Su Su Kvi's annual income [rom coflee
is vel to match what she was making from
opium, the raw material for producing
heroin. She had earned at least K1 mil-
lion from growing opium on 0.4ha, much
more than the K400,000 she earned this
vear from her 0.5ha colffee crop. However,
she is determined to stick at it, particu-
larly given coffee vields increase with the
age of the bushes and it is not as labour
intensive as opium poppy.

Ofthe 120 householdsin Long Hay, 33 are
growing coffee. Initially, though, only 18
signed up when the UNODC launched the
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projectin 2014, ILtook three years [or them
to beable to harvest their lirst herries.

Some were reluctant because ol a pre-
vious project in 2006 iniliated by Yan-
gon-based NGO Melta Developmenl
Foundalion. At the time the only market
waslocal and theyreceived jusL K100 aviss
(1.6kg, 3.6 pounds) for their crop: now they
can expecl Lo make aboul K800 aviss.

For many of the others, the risk of
changing lo a new crop was Loo high and
trust in the foreign organisation was loo
low. Somevillagers continue to grow pop-
pyto maximise their earnings. “There was
arumour Lhal the governmentwould Lake
theland assoon as the farmers changed Lo
colfee,” farmer Nang Ohn, 35, told Fron-
tier.

Seven of the farmers involved in the
UNODC project have formed a Long [Hay
Coffee Group,whichwonthird prize at the
Colfee Quality Compelition Lhis year for
its natural dried beans with a score of 86
points.

However, the [armers are yel to laste
their coffee. They don't have a roasting
machine. @
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