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IMPROVING COFFEE 
FARMER PROFITABILITY 
THROUGH FARM INSPECTION, 
TECHNOLOGY & DATA.

 Andreas Nicolaides (Great Lakes Coffee) & Sara Mason (Shift Social Impact)

Great Lakes Coffee Company (GLC) is a small, family owned 
exporter based in Kampala, Ugan-da. Since my grandfather 
first settled in DRC in 1927, and then founded our first Kivu-
based cof-fee business in 1965, our family business heritage 
has constantly been looking to adapt our model in order to 
survive and remain profitable.

Currently, the world of 
coffee is going through 
an unprecedented period 

of change, which in one way or 
another is affecting all of us in Africa. 
Low market prices affect farmers, 
exporters and traders ability to meet 
their financial targets. Environmental 
change is affecting production levels 
and our ability to produce higher 
quality coffees. Political/Economic 
conditions affect our ability to access 
cheaper cost of finance.

By 2015, our family business was 
facing the reality of these external 
market forces changes and we 
found ourselves at a crossroads of 
whether to sell up due to declining 
profitability or to once again adapt 
our business model to address 
growing coffee sector trends.

Knowing very well the risks involved, 
we decided to follow the same path 
that has always guid-ed our family 
and fight on with a renewed strategic 
focus of implementing Traceability, 
Trans-parency and Quality within 
our supply chains. 

Central to this focus was prioritizing 
Coffee Farmer Profitability in all 
aspects of our decision-making. We 
knew that our very own long-term 
survival and profitability needed to 

be aligned with the financial needs 
of our suppliers.

In response, we launched the Great 
Lakes Coffee Sustainable Coffee 
Program (SCP) in 2015 across our 
Uganda coffee supply chain by 
implementing three key activities:

1) Agribusiness training to support 
increased production and 
improved quality;

2) MaxTRACE Digital Traceability 
System to meet both our 
clients/suppliers requirements 
of coffee traceability and price 
transparency; 

3) On-Farm Inspection audits that 
would provide detailed insight 
into farm-level profitabil-ity 
potential. 

While agronomy training and 

farm audits are already commonly 
implemented and practiced within 
coffee supply chains in Africa, the 
use of Technology Systems (such as 
mobile gathering applications) to 
collect and analyze data is relatively 
new and not widely practiced.

Using Western Uganda supply 
chain data (530 Household Audits) 
gathered from our MaxTRACE 
Traceability System, we were able 
to establish that a) small land size, 
b) large household numbers, 
c) low productivity and d) not 
enough trees, as the key aspects 
in explaining why Ugandan 
Smallholders were not profitable.

Compared to larger producers, such 
as Ethiopia & Latin America, we have 
less land on which to farm, while we 
have almost twice the number of 
people per household. Additionally, 
67% of households lacked basic 
financial literacy/bookkeeping skills.

Compared to larger producers 
(Ethiopia & Latin America) we 
had almost 90% lower level of 
productivity and only half the 
number of trees (based on 2x2 m. 
spacing).

Selected MaxTRACE Data West 
Uganda

Latin 
America Ethiopia

Land Size Under Coffee (Acres) 0.8 4.9 2.2

Total Household Members 8 5 4

Productivity Cherry (Yield p/ Tree) 2.9 Kg Recommended 4.5 Kg

Total Number of Trees on Land 398 Recommended 768 Trees

Diagram 1: GLC MaxTRACE Data v. Other Producing Countries

Source: Latin America & Ethiopia Data from FAO-UN Reports 2015
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How does the Data help as 
address profitability?

Using data gathered on land size and 
number of coffee trees enabled us 
to decide which Good Agricultural 
Practices (GAP) GLC should 
encourage household to implement  
in order to address low productivity, 
which affects profitability. For 
example, in the case of Western 
Uganda, better usage of coffee 
spacing to increase the number of 
trees has the potential to double the 
house-hold coffee income from $ 
312 to $ 934 per year.

Sources of Household Income Current Maximized
1. Coffee $312 $934 

2. Other Crops $195 $195 

3. Other Sources $241 $241 

Total $748 $1,370 

Diagram 2: Current GLC MaxTRACE Data Producer Income vs. 
Maximized Income

In conclusion, the use of technology 
and data helps provide both 
producers and coffee stakeholders 
with real numerical information, 
which helps formulate future 
strategic decisions on how to 
improve farmer profitability.

At GLC, we believe that if smallholder 
farmers cannot see the financial 
benefits of coffee growing, we 
cannot expect them to invest time 
and resources into improving their 
coffee yields, quality and adopting 
better agronomic practices.

Using data gathered on household 
numbers and other sources of 
income, enables us to compare 
existing household income of $ 748 
per year against a potential future 
income of $ 1,370 (83% increase), 
taking into consideration coffee 
income maximization only. 

In 2019, in partnership with GIZ, we 
will take the next step in evaluation 
of farmer income against living 
income targets and identifying 
potential solutions to help bridge 
the living income gap in our supply 
chain. 

... the use of technology 
and data helps provide 
both producers and coffee 
stakeholders with real numerical 
information, which helps 
formulate future strategic 
decisions on how to improve 
farmer profitability.




