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Introduction  
 
This policy brief describes findings on how Rwanda coffee 
sector stakeholders—from farmer cooperatives, 
government, exporters, non-profit organizations, and 
academia—prioritized challenges in the industry between 
2015 and 2018, and what they believed could help improve 
farmer investment. Its purpose is to provide qualitative data 
that, in combination with other findings from the Africa 
Great Lakes Coffee Support Program (AGLC), can inform 
policy and program development in Rwanda’s coffee sector. 
While having quantitative data on trends in productivity, 
price, and other variables related to coffee is crucial to 
planning, it is also helpful to know what individuals deeply 
involved in coffee think and how they view what is needed 
in the sector.  
 
AGLC was a research project implemented by Michigan 
State University, University of Rwanda, Institute for Policy 
Analysis and Research, and the Global Knowledge Initiative 
in Rwanda which focused on farmer investment and 
productivity and the antestia bug and potato taste defect 
(PTD). The program included components on (1) applied 
policy, household, and agronomic research, (2) capacity 
building, and (3) policy engagement. This mix of research 
(surveys, field assays, etc.), capacity building (radio 
messages, trainings, etc.), and policy engagement 
(workshops, policy roundtables and dialogues, etc.) entailed 
substantial engagement with stakeholders to share findings 
and learn about their concerns and priorities. We collected 
data on stakeholder priorities at the 2015 AGLC Kickoff, 
the 2016 Year 1 Closing Workshop, and the 2018 Project 
Closing Workshop. We conducted surveys to (1) gauge the 
extent to which AGLC work was responsive to stakeholder 
interests and (2) see if priorities changed as progress was 
made.  
 
Through analyzing stakeholder feedback, we find that the 
potato taste defect (PTD)—and coffee quality more 
broadly—remained important stakeholder priorities. PTD 
affects some coffee in Africa’s Great Lakes Region, and 
causes affected coffee to taste like potatoes (Bigirimana, 
Gerard, Mota-Sanchez, & Gut, 2018). It is associated with 
perforations to coffee cherries made by coffee pest the 

antestia bug. Stakeholders also saw improving farmer 
incomes as a critical priority, a theme of findings from the 
overall AGLC project (Africa Great Lakes Region Coffee 
Support Program, 2018).   
 
Priorities related to pesticide and fertilizer became less 
important to stakeholders between 2015 and 2018, possibly 
because they had seen improvements in farmer input use. 
Respondents were mixed in terms of their prioritization of 
indicators related to Rwanda’s zoning policy. Zoning is 
designed to improve coffee traceability and relationships 
between coffee washing stations (CWSs) and farmers by 
requiring CWSs to buy cherry from a “zone” that includes 
specific farmers (Gerard, Clay, & Lopez, 2017). Of priorities 
related to zoning, stakeholder thought that coffee 
traceability was most important.  
 
In terms of steps needed to improve farmer investment—
an important focus in a country that has seen stagnating 
production-stakeholders suggest (1) higher prices for coffee 
cherry, (2) capacity building for farmers and other coffee 
value chain actors, and (3) greater access to inputs and 

Key Findings  

• Rwanda coffee stakeholders prioritized top 
challenges in sector between 2015 and 2018  

• They identified changes that took place 2015-
2018 and suggested steps needed to boost farmer 
investment 

• Stakeholders ranked improving knowledge of 
potato taste defect and increasing farmer incomes 
as some of the most important challenges 

• Challenges related to pesticide and fertilizer 
became less important as progress occurred in 
distribution and research 

• The top change stakeholders observed between 
2015-2018 was improvement in farmer extension 
and service provision 

• To increase farmer investment, stakeholders 
suggested (1) increasing coffee cherry prices; (2) 
building capacity for farmers/ value chain actors; 
(3) improving access to inputs/ equipment 



 

 

 

equipment. In the following sections find an overview of 
data used in this report and a discussion of priorities 
identified by stakeholders and the actions that stakeholders 
believe could increase farmer investment.  
 
Data 
 
Data used in this report was collected at three workshops, 
in October 2015, August 2016, and June 2018. Most 
priorities that stakeholders rated in these surveys were 
developed at the 2015 AGLC Kickoff. During this event, 
participants brainstormed the most important challenges 
related to the key AGLC themes of low coffee productivity 
and antestia/potato taste defect and then voted on these 
challenges as priorities to take forward. Participants started 
each challenge with the phrase “how might we” (HMW) as 
a way to turn problems into opportunities, an approach 
often used in challenge exploration and solution design 
(Berger, 2012). They identified a total of 11 challenges.  
 
At the close of the year 1 project calendar, in August 2016, 
the AGLC team held a workshop to share actions taken by 
the project and next steps. Workshop participants received 
a survey based on the challenges identified in 2015, but with 
four additions. These additions were based on two 
considerations. First, we included an AGLC priority, 
“HMW improve farmer incomes,” that had not been 
identified by participants in 2015. We included this to gauge 
how this key project goal aligned with stakeholder priorities. 
Second, we included three priorities that were relevant to 
the newly developed “zoning” policy, which connected 
farmers to specific CWSs to improve traceability, limit the 
activities of middlemen, and improve relationships between 
farmers and CWSs (Gerard et al., 2017).  
 
Over 30 participants voted on challenges at the Kickoff, 17 
individuals filled out the survey in 2016, and 25 filled out 
the survey in 2018. 
 
Findings: Rankings of priorities over time 
 
See Table 1 for an overview of top priorities identified in 
2015, 2016, and 2018 and how these priorities changed in 
ranking over time. Priorities that were added in 2016 are 
italicized. Because four questions were added in 2016, 
changes in rankings between 2015 and 2016 should be 
interpreted with caution. This is particularly the case 

because there was a three-way tie for top priority in the 
Kickoff Workshop.  
 
Findings from these priority rankings can be broken up into 
(1) those priorities that stayed particularly important or less 
important and (2) those that changed in meaningful ways. 
In terms of issues that remained priorities, PTD was 
important across all years of the project. Because of 
logistical problems, the AGLC project was unable to 
complete some of its work on this topic. Thus, it would be 
reasonable for participants to see this as an area that requires 
additional effort, particularly since PTD still affects some 
Rwandan coffee. Extension and information dissemination 
remained low as priorities across years. This is interesting 
because, as Clay and Bizoza note, many efforts on 
improving the productivity of the coffee sector have 
focused on training farmers rather than improving prices 
(2018).  
 
Stakeholders suggest that improved farmer incomes are key 
to the health of the sector. Once added in 2016, “HMW 
improve farmer incomes” was the top priority in 2016 and 
2018. Finally, two purposes of zoning (better relationships 
between farmers and CWSs, reduce involvement of 
middlemen) were not ranked highly as priorities in either 
2016 or 2018.  

In terms of issues that changed substantially in 
prioritization, “HMW understand the most effective 
pesticide” became less important. More pronounced was 
the drop for fertilizer, from #5 in 2016 to #14 in 2018. 
Relevant changes related to inputs include research on the 
most effective pesticides for controlling pesticide. 
Bigirimana et al. found that Fastac (10% alpha-
cypermethrin) worked better than the previously used 
Confidor (17.8% imidacloprid) in controlling antestia 
(2018). 

In addition, AGLC research suggests improvements in 
input distribution by the Coffee Exporters and Processors 
Association of Rwanda between 2015 and 2017 (Gerard, 
Clay, Lopez, Bowman, & Rukazambuga, 2018). In a 
departure from other priorities related to zoning, traceability 
improved in ranking between 2016 and 2018. This may be 
because it is a priority of zoning and has also been 
prioritized by companies like Starbucks Coffee in Rwanda 
(Starbucks Coffee, 2018). 
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Table 1: Rankings of challenges over time 
Kickoff (2015) Year 1 Close (2016) Project Close (2018) 
(1) HMW improve knowledge on how 
to eliminate PTD? 

(1) HMW improve farmer incomes? (not 
included 2015) 

(1) HMW improve farmer incomes? (#1 in 
2016) 

(1) HMW understand the most 
effective pesticide? 

(2) HMW improve knowledge on how 
to eliminate PTD? (#1 in 2015) 

(2) HMW improve knowledge on how 
to eliminate PTD? (#2 in 2016) 

(1) HMW understand the necessary 
incentives to decrease PTD? 

(3) HMW connect coffee quality to 
coffee prices? (#10 in 2015) 

(3) HMW improve market access for 
farmers? (#4 in 2016) 

(4) HMW make agronomic guidelines 
available to farmers? 

(4) HMW improve market access for 
farmers? (#5 in 2015) 

(4) HMW improve traceability along the 
coffee value chain? (#8 in 2016) 

(5) HMW address risks associated with 
coffee production? 

(5) HMW make enough fertilizer 
available to all farmers? (#7 in 2015) 

(5) HMW make agronomic guidelines 
available to farmers? (#6 in 2016) 

(5) HMW improve market access for 
farmers? 

(6) HMW make agronomic guidelines 
available to farmers? (#4 in 2015) 

(6) HMW understand the most 
effective pesticide? (#7 in 2016) 

(7) HMW encourage full 
implementation of IPM? 

(7) HMW understand the most 
effective pesticide? (#1 in 2015) 

(7) HMW understand the necessary 
incentives to decrease PTD? (#10 in 
2016) 

(7) HMW make enough fertilizer 
available to all farmers? 

(8) HMW improve traceability along the 
coffee value chain? (not included 2015) 

(8) HMW connect coffee quality to 
coffee prices? (#3 in 2016) 

(9) HMW improve extension services 
to coffee farmers? 

(8) HMW encourage full 
implementation of IPM? (#7 in 2015) 

(9) HMW reduce the involvement of 
middlemen in the coffee market? (#12 in 
2016) 

(10) HMW connect coffee quality to 
coffee prices? 

(10) HMW improve relationships between 
producers and CWSs? (not included 2015) 

(10) HMW encourage full 
implementation of IPM? (#8 in 2016) 

(10) HMW improve the information 
dissemination system? 

(10)  HMW understand the necessary 
incentives to decrease PTD? (#1 in 
2015) 

(11) HMW address risks associated 
with coffee production? (#15 in 2016) 

 (12) HMW reduce the involvement of 
middlemen in the coffee market? (not included 
2015) 

(12) HMW improve the information 
dissemination system? (#13 in 2016) 

 (13) HMW improve the information 
dissemination system? (#10 in 2015) 

(13) HMW improve extension services 
to coffee farmers? (#13 in 2016) 

 (13) HMW improve extension services 
to coffee farmers? (#9 in 2015) 

(14) HMW make enough fertilizer 
available to all farmers? (#5 in 2016) 

 (15) HMW address risks associated 
with coffee production? (#5 in 2015) 

(15) HMW improve relationships between 
producers and CWSs? (#10 in 2016) 

Findings: Top changes observed in coffee sector  

At the AGLC Project Closing Workshop in 2018, we asked 
participants what changes they had observed (related to 
rated priorities) over the past three years. We did not ask 
them to attribute changes to AGLC, however some items 
they noted are in line with project activities. In Table 2 find 
changes observed by three or more respondents.  

As can be seen in Table 2, the only change observed by 
four people was that farmer extension and service 
provision had improved. This is interesting because 
extension, agronomic guidelines, and sharing information 
with farmers were ranked as relatively low priorities 
between 2015 and 2018. Their low rankings may be 
because there is a perception that these have been 
conducted effectively. Or it may both be true that farmer 

extension/service provision activities are viewed as less 
important than other priorities and that these activities have 
been undertaken successfully in recent years.  

Findings that fertilizer and pesticide distribution has 
improved support intuition from workshop survey 
rankings and findings from other studies that show that 
fertilizer and pesticide distribution improved (Gerard et al., 
2018). 



 

4    Policy Research Brief 115 
 

 

Table 2: Top changes observed in the coffee sector 
# respondents 
noting 

Changes observed  

Four 
respondents 

Farmer extension/service provision 
improved  

Three 
respondents 

Increased use of fertilizer and 
pesticide by farmers 
Improved traceability of coffee 
Relationship between farmers and 
CWSs has improved 
Sharing/ transmitting information 
along the value chain improved 
Improved knowledge on PTD 

 
In considering the effects of zoning, it is positive that three 
respondents observed improvements in traceability and 
relationships between farmers and CWSs. This speaks to 
the potential success of zoning in meeting some of its 
goals. Finally, despite its continued importance in the 
ranking of priorities, it is positive to see that three 
respondents believed that knowledge on PTD improved.  

Findings: Top solutions needed to improve farmer 
investment 

At the Project Closing Workshop in 2018 we asked 
participants for 1-3 ideas on “how can we better incentivize 
farmers to invest more in their coffee plantations?” 
Themes that emerged were cherry price, capacity building, 
and inputs and equipment.  

Cherry price: Cherry price was the most noted area for 
solutions. Ten participants wrote that farmers needed 
better prices. Five added a similar recommendation, which 
was a fairer or better regulated price. Some respondents 
suggested bonuses for high quality coffee or second 
payments and/or quality segmentation. 

Capacity building: Seven people suggested improving 
training on good agricultural practices or otherwise 
improving extension/ training. Other respondents 
suggested investing in youth and building cooperative 
capacity.  

Inputs and equipment: Five people suggested providing 
inputs or greater volumes of inputs. Other respondents 
suggested that providing farmers new, productive breeds 
of coffee is important and that farmers should learn how 
to more efficiently use inputs.  

Other solutions that do not neatly fall into these three 
categories include supporting cooperatives, geographic 
coffee segmentation, improving farmer-buyer 
relationships, improving contracting approaches, 
increasing coffee certification, improving access to 
financing, and reducing the cost of coffee production.  

Implications of findings 

Data from rankings, changes observed by workshop 
participants, and top suggestions for solutions paint a 
relatively coherent picture which agrees with AGLC 
publications, including findings discussed in the final 
project report. Cross-cutting themes are summarized 
below.  

(1) Farmer prices are paramount. As other publications 
have suggested, farmer prices are the biggest challenge in 
Rwanda’s coffee sector and the primary barrier to farmer 
investment (Clay, Bro, Church, Ortega, & Bizoza, 2018). 
Farmers need both incentive (cherry price) and capacity to 
invest (e.g., training, connection to markets, access to 
inputs, etc.). 

(2) Improvements in input use: The decreases in ranking 
of input-related priorities agree with both the idea that 
research identified an effective pesticide for antestia and 
with quantitative AGLC findings suggesting that more 
farmers were accessing distributed fertilizer and pesticide 
by 2017 (Gerard et al., 2018). This is a positive finding that 
suggests that the National Agricultural Export 
Development Board and Coffee Exporters and Processors 
Association of Rwanda have been effective in expanding 
input access. 

(3) Potato taste defect, quality improvements, and 
traceability are areas for action: PTD remains a problem 
in the Great Lakes Region and requires continued 
investment, both in terms of research and pest control. 
Coffee quality more broadly is also crucial. In the rankings 
of priorities, connecting quality to price has fluctuated, 
however, as a solution for farmer investment, some 
stakeholders suggested bonuses for quality or quality 
segmentation.  

Improving coffee quality relates to priorities around 
traceability because of (1) the potential for geographic 
coffee segmentation associated with better traceability and 
(2) traceability allows for ensuring that bonuses reach 
individual farmers. This latter issue is important because 
farmers will produce higher quality coffee when motivated 
to through financial incentives that are directly tied to their 
efforts.
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