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The world in a cup of coffee

- a case study in opinion moulding from Sweden

By Mr Calle Akerstedt, Spokesman of Swedish Coffee Information

Mr Chairman:

Swedish Coffee Information is the Swedish Coffee Roasters' Association. Our main
task is to provide education and information about coffee (which -explains the
name), but of course we aiso protect common interests of the coffee industry.

A typical example of what we do can be seen in the current public discussion about
coffee and the environment. We participate in the discussion and help work out
policies, and so on. | myself am engaged by our association to be its spokesman in
environmental and fair trade issues. That' s why I' m here.

When this seminar was planned in September of last year, one of the background
papers to the discussion paper submitted by the executive director was a letter to
the ICO from Swedish Coffee Information.

In this letter and in similar letters to the coffee orgai1izations of our most important
countries of origin, the Swedish roasters express their positions in regard to the
growing of coffee, 10 environmental issues and to human rights issues.

Our purpose with these letters was to start up a dialogue over these issues. Thus
we are very satisfied with the ICO for having arranged this seminar. We are
pleased to have the opportunity to present our experiences and opinions in these
difficult matters.

The purpose of this speech is to give you the background and the arguments for
why the Swedish roasters think it is important that coffee people world-wide realize
the strength of the Environmental Movement, and in order to affect the
development in favour of preserving the quality do participate in the public
discussion about coffee and the environment.

In Sweden — as in many other Westem industrialised countries — the public debate
over environmental matters is periodically very intense. Opinion moulders are
strong and well-organised, and the response among average consumers is not too
bad. The success of the opinion moulders depends very much, of course, on the
press and on other mass media, which are, in general, positive towards the
environment and negative towards industry.
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Last year's Environmental Week (Autumn 1995) focused on how consumption in
the North affects people and the environment in the South. The campaign dealt not
only with coffee but also with bananas and Jumbo shrimps. But the theme of the
campaign, the headline for which was The world in a cup of coffee, was apparently
not chosen by chance but with a very good feeling for what works in the media.
And what the press focused on was, of course, coffee, which became the
scapegoat. Not very many care for shrimps, but coffee is close to our hearts.

Of course, there are big differences between the natural product coffee and those
typical chemical products like detergents or Klorin, the liquid bleacher, but I've
given this background to make clear that the environmentalists have been clever
and that public opinion, sometimes, if you push the right buttons, can be very easily
affected. Thus the coffee industry had good reason to take the campaign seriously.

This campaign, The world in a cup of coffee, became a sort of alarm clock. Up
untit this point, the environmental issues for a coffee roaster had been mainly a
question of packaging material and perhaps some pollution in the neighbourhood
from the roasting machines. The public discussion over the environment in the
South was mainly restricted to a question of preserving the rain forests. And what
was sound and environmentally correct could be measured in the coffee bean itself
and was not a matter of the conditions under which it had been grown.

The environmentalists coined an expression, Ecological Footprints, as an effective
summary of their global focus on the effects of the industrialised countries'

- consumption of agricuitural products from third world countries. These effects
include soil erosion, monoculture effects, pollution, and pesticides.

In addition, the focus was widened to include-social and human rights issues —
often called fair trade matters, to which 1 will return later in my speech.

The targets for the campaign were set up:
- Let people know about the dark side of conventional cultivation

-~ Let people know what concrete means exist to take action and
improve the world (that's mainly to demand organic coffee)

_ Put pressure on the Swedish coffee companies to take more
responsibility for the conditions under which their product is grown;

_ in the short run to get the companies to be able to report
on conditions at “their" farms — those from which they buy.

— in the long run to get them to encourage the use of organic
Agricultural methods and to trade fairly with the countries in

the south.
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The Swedish government and the Swedish roasters were all the ime supporters of the
International Coffee Agresment. One of the best ways to support growers is to pay a
fair price. A higher and more stable price to the growers would give them resources
for new and better agricultural methods. The consumers' gain will be that the coffee
they pay a little bit more for not only has a high level of quality but also contributes to
the improvement of conditions in the coffee—-growing countries.

Thus, we support ICO and the work 10 reintroduce a higher price to the producers.
Another interesting matter is if there are other ways for the 1CO to promote the
development desired. That is perhaps a subject for the Expert Panel tomorrow.

Back to the campaign which focused not only on the environmental issues but also on
the social and ethical ones. Since these values are shared by most people, it was not
too difficult to create policies that everyone could support. This work was facilitated by
the fact that the campaign pamphlets contained a lot of grave overstatements.

We, of course, support the United Nations Commission for Human Rights including

_ the Convention for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
_ the Convention for Citizen and Political Rights,
- the Convention for the Rights of Children.

It is Important to us and to our customers

that the environment is not harmed unnecessarily,

that natural resources are not wasted,

that we do not contribute to the use of child labour,

that laws for minimum wages and limited work days are enforced,
that employees have the right to form unions,

that educational opportunities are available for workers,

that job security is enforced, and not least, -

that things develop in a positive direction.

The Swedish roasters' viewpoints were summarised in the platform as follows:

To bring about improvements in the environment and in social conditions, coffee~
growing countries must obtain a better price for the coffee. That is why the Swedish
coffee roasters support ICO, the International Coffee Organisation and did support the
price control agreement drawn up by the governments of the consuming and
producing countries. This agreement was, as we well know, discontinued a couple of
years ago. Without being able to specify how a new price level couid be reached,
within a new agreement or in some other way, the Swedish roasters support:

/
* a higher and more stable world market price, which gives the growers better and
safer conditions,
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| think it is not quite wrong to say that we have a part to play in this dialogue...

| could cite a lot of other rough overstatements, but | don't intend to, because my
point is not to paint the environmentalists in black colours, but to draw your
attention to the fact that they and we have different roles, different purposes and
different knowledges.

If you are in opinion business, you must get headlines and you must satisfy your
grassroots. This means simplifications, sometimes overstatements and not always
the best knowledge — also when your purpose is the best and worthy of every
respect.

This understanding of the different roles and basis of the game gives the
explanation why we find it so important to participate in the discussion, to bring
facts and knowledge, to correct misunderstandings and so on.

And it is also our experience that what emerges as an unverified statement
next time can turn up as a so called “proved fact' with reference to a source which
turns out to be not more than the first unverified assertion.

Back to the Environmental Week. Having created policies and worked through
these issues, | think you can say that we were reasonably well prepared to meet
the campaign. What we also did was to distribute our platform to all known opinion
builders, to the authorities, to the mass media, and to all our customers — not just
to the consumers but to the retailers and catering companies, as well.

Our idea was not to duck or pass but to stand up and be visible.

We had personal meetings with the management of all the biggest retailing chains,
to inform about our points of view.

We participated actively in the public discussion on television, on the radio and in
the press, thus showing not only our positive attitude but also our concemn that
quality and taste should keep us from being too hasty.

We took part in seminars arranged by the Society and we established an open
telephone line so that customers and others could reach us immediately and get

our points of view.

In summing up the campaign week, we noticed that the campaign got even more
space in the media than we had thought, but most of the attention was harmless to
coffee consumption, such as the reports from shops where consumers could taste
organic coffee and so on.

Concerning the targets of the campaign, the Society was satisfied with the attention
the campaign had received and also with the targets concerning the coffee
companies which had assumed their responsibility for providing better information
about the green coffee.
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We think that the only way to avoid environmental badwill for the product and for
the coffee industry is to be able 10 demonstrate progress in a green direction,
whether it is progress in big steps or in small ones, as long as it is still progress.

We know for sure that the so-called green or environmental values are gaining
ground, especially among women and, of course, very important, among younger
people, as well. '

In a new study called Opinions and Values of the Swedish People (and I'm sure
that these main tendencies are the same all over Western Europe), you can learn
that as many as 80% of Swedes react very positively, or quite positively, to the
word “environment”.

Even more — about 90% — think that it is very important or an absolute must that
poliution of the environment should be reduced.

More than 70% think future pollution of the environment is a very severe or strong
threat.

More than 60% think the same about wasting the resources of the earth.

And about 60% say it is very important or an absolute must that the company in
which they work is conscious about the environmental issues.

And — back to detergents - today, two thirds of fine chemical consumer products
are green labelled - in spite of having about a 20% higher price than the non-
green-labelled ones. 3 »

| will not tire you with more figures. Il just remind you that all these values tend to
be stronger among younger people and thus will probably be even stronger
tomorrow or the day after tomorrow.

There are other, parallel trends , such as the demand for more information about
the origin of consumer oroducts — especially food stuff. It is not only to be able to
evaluate the risk for the mad cow disease that consumers ask for information about
the origin, of meat products. Very often it is in order to assure themselves that the
animals have been fairly handied. :

Other phenomena working in the same direction are the development and
‘extension of different programs or systems for certifying quality or environmental
facts - like EMAS or the 1SO 14 000. These systems will - generally speaking -
increase the demand for information about the raw material, origin, production
conditions, etc. This information will gradually be standardised and picked up as
purchase conditions.

Our conclusion is that there is only one direction to go - towards a sustainable
agriculture.
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