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Howdy, I’m a graduate student in the Horticultural Sciences Department at Texas A&M University 
focused on international agricultural development and global food security. My background is in small-
scale farming, organic food systems and plant biology. My interests lie in the connection between 
people and their food and how to use this connection to increase food and psychological security 
through infrastructure and capacity building in marginalized populations.  
  
In 2012, Guatemalan coffee farms were hit hard by the fungal disease Hemileia vastatrix, aka coffee leaf 
rust (CLR), which rapidly became an epidemic. Over $1 billion in damages were sustained and affected a 
full 70% of all Guatemalan coffee plantations, over half of which are owned by small producers. 
Thousands of farms were devastated, throwing laborers and families into extreme poverty and 
warranting the declaration of a national emergency and U.N. donation of $4.6M in disaster relief funds. 
This epidemic left many farmers having to make decisions regarding whether to keep producing now 
seemingly vulnerable coffee as their primary crop. Due to the increasing insecurity many are moving 
away from coffee production altogether; disillusioned farmers often migrate to the USA or switch to 
other activities and crops, including illicit ones, increasing instability and conflict in both countries. This 
creates a real concern for the specialty coffee industry, which depends on the 25 million coffee farmers 
who dedicate their land and family labor to high quality coffee production. CLR persists as a major 
problem in Guatemala and other Central American countries to this day. Without further assistance 
smallholder coffee farmers have little recourse and slim chances of regaining sufficient livelihoods for 
supporting healthy families. Thus, it is essential for the industry to identify and evaluate which factors 
make coffee farming attractive and profitable for the small farmer and to develop strategies to enable 
those factors to support these farmers in maintaining high production and quality.  
 
Left: A CLR affected branch, showing lesions and tissue necrosis. Center: A CLR affected plant with almost no leaves left and very 
little fruit, compared to a healthy, productive coffee tree on the right.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Research Objectives and Conflict Component: 
The objective of my research is to provide evaluation of decision-making and socioeconomic gains made 
by small-scale coffee farmers as a result of receiving and implementing the new CLR-resistant coffee 
hybrid, “Centroamerica.” Through the World Coffee Research project titled “Sustainable incomes 
through coffee farming improvement project” six coffee farming cooperatives in San Pedro Yepocapa, 
Guatemala have been selected to receive enough plantlets to replant 1/6 of a hectare of their land in 
the new hybrid. These particular farmers were selected as participants because of the dramatic impact 
they felt from the recent CLR epidemic, both because this area was one of the worst hit and because 
coffee production is the main source of income in this region. Farmers in this area suffered unspeakably 
during Guatemala’s civil war. Their resilience and strength is now being tested during the post-conflict 
era and they continue to experience uncertainty due to the CLR crisis. A high percentage of growers are 
impoverished and civil conflict has been a very recent threat (at an average age of 55 years old, extreme 
conflict is well within the lifetime of most coffee farmers alive today). Access to resources is low in 
Yepocapa and therefore improvements in management techniques are extremely slow to actualize, 
while high altitudes, lack of access to varied markets and poor soil quality constrain their ability to 
diversify.  
 
Partners and Activities: 
I am working with Daniel Dubón, a native Guatemalan with expertise in qualitative research and 
analysis, to develop a survey that will reveal these farmers’ perceptions of themselves, their farming 
operations and the coffee industry. We hope to identify differences in the way smallholder coffee 
farmers think based off of their perspectives and highlight how this is reflected in the way they manage 
their farms, including how they integrate the new hybrid into existing farming systems. Some of the 
communities in the study were relocated to where they live now during and after the Guatemalan Civil 
War and we expect this conflict-oriented history to be reflected in their perspectives. We will begin with 
focus groups with the farmers in February, which will guide the development of a survey instrument to 
be used in interviews with the farmers who received plants as well as some who did not (as a control).   
 
In two visits to the project region I have been able to meet with my counterpart Daniel Dubón, WCR’s 
collaborators at Anacafé, the National Association of Coffee in Guatemala, three “Promotores,” who are 
responsible for the continued education of the farmers as they implement the hybrids on their farms, 
and two of the cooperatives. It seems everyone is aware that there must be something more done to 
support these farmers, including assistance with marketing and product diversification. Upon initial 
meetings with the farmers it is clear that organic farming methods, crop diversification and accessing 
better prices for their coffee are major issues. Some are hesitant to take on the new hybrids for fear that 
“hybrid” equates to GMO and because they will be unable to save and plant seeds from the hybrids as 
they are used to doing with other varieties. It seems they know that they, as producers, receive a much 
smaller portion of the profits than others along the supply chain but they aren’t sure how to change this. 
They are also very aware of climate change and have told me of experiencing much more extreme 
weather now than they did in the past. It is unclear how much goals of increased quality, including the 
potential to access the specialty coffee market (q-grade of 85 or above), affect farm management and 
coffee processing decisions. Some of the cooperatives pool and sell their coffee but the majority of 
farmers sell to coyotes, who collect bagged coffee directly off the farms and pay very low prices.  
 
I will return to the project site in February 2017, to train hired interviewers and direct focus groups with 
each of the cooperatives. I will then spend the summer within the communities, overseeing interviews 
and collecting data on health and integration of the hybrids and assessing the time and resources 
farmers invest in hybrid establishment and management.  



Families of seasonal pickers sort through the  
coffee they’ve just harvested, hoping to receive a  
premium for higher quality beans. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Cooperative farmers attending meeting about how the 
study will follow their experience with the hybrids. Many 
asked for help with diversifying into other crops and 
organic production methods.  

Left: A farmer holds up some beans from a pile laid out to dry on plastic sheeting over a soccer field 
used by children in the community. 
 
Right: Daniel Dubón, three Promotores who interact regularly with the farmers who received plants, 
and Dr. Leonardo Lombardini, Taya Brown’s chief doctoral advisor on the way back from a visit to one 
of the communities in the Sustainable Incomes through Coffee Farming Improvement Project 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Taya Brown and Guatemalan counterpart, Daniel Dubón visiting the processing and 
drying facilities used by on cooperative and a cooperative member’s farm where the new 
hybrids are growing.  

.  

A washed out road is one of the only ways to 
town from the farms, showing the obstacles 
and dangers involved in accessing outside 
resources and reaching markets with coffee 
or produce.  


