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Despite a slight recovery, coffee rust continues to affect the region  
 

KEY MESSAGES  
 

 Despite an increase in production of 4 to 20 percent in the region during the 2014/2015 coffee harvest, crop losses 
from the 2014 Primera growing season, increases in prices for staple foods, and the limited recovery in income-
earning opportunities in the coffee sector will lead to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes between March and August for 
poor households in highland (altiplano) areas of Guatemala and certain groups of households in eastern 
Guatemala and southwestern Honduras. Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes are also expected in northern and 
northwestern Nicaragua by May and in eastern Guatemala by July. Conditions in all other areas of concern will be 
Stressed (IPC Phase 2). 

 

 Coffee rust will continue to affect coffee production during the 2015/2016 harvest. However, the severity of the 
impact will depend on climatic anomalies during 2015, as well as crop management practices on coffee farms. The 
most affected groups will continue to be day laborers and small coffee growers.  
 

 To date, the scale and effectiveness of the measures taken by each country to address the problems in the coffee 
sector vary across the region. However, without the provision of different kinds of assistance for affected 
populations, the projected food security outlook through the end of August will not change.  
 
 

Figure 1. Seasonal calendar for a typical year in Central America 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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BACKGROUND 
 
The coffee sector in Central America represents an important part of the regional economy, and is an integral part of the 
livelihoods of at least 1.3 million people in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua (3.5 percent of the total 
population), who as small-scale producers and laborers depend on the coffee sector as an important source of income. 
Laborers are dependent on the coffee sector for at least five months of the year, mainly starting in October and lasting 
through the end of February. 
 
According to the International Coffee Organization (ICO), 11 percent of worldwide coffee production for the 2011/2012 
season came from Central America. Most countries in the region export approximately 90 percent of their coffee crop, 
primarily to the United States, Japan, Germany, and Great Britain, among others.  
 
The steady growth in the value of total coffee exports from the Central American region between 2007 and 2011 was 
followed by a sharp decline in export value between 2012 and 2014. In 2011, the value of coffee exports from Guatemala, 
El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua was USD 3.426 billion. In 2013, the value of coffee exports from these countries had 
fallen to USD 2.047 billion, representing a 40 percent drop in income from coffee exports. Figures for 2014 indicate value of 
coffee exports at close to USD 2 billion. This decline in income is due mainly to the effects of the coffee rust outbreak since 
2012 and the limited rainfall during the past year, as well as the reduction in international coffee prices in 2013. 
 

THE COFFEE RUST OUTBREAK IN CENTRAL AMERICA  
 
Coffee-growing areas of the Central American region have been battling an aggressive outbreak of coffee rust disease since 
2012, causing all coffee growers, from the smallest farmers to the largest plantation owners, to suffer large financial losses 
from low crop yields. Households of day laborers across the region dependent on work in the coffee harvest have also 
suffered economic losses from cutbacks in the hiring of unskilled labor. Different stakeholders have taken measures to 
mitigate the impact of the rust outbreak since 2012. 
 
An understanding of the life cycle of the rust fungus is essential for a better grasp of its effect on coffee production and the 
outlook for the next few years. According to field studies conducted in Central America, the rust fungus survives the dry 
season, producing the same necrotic lesions on the new living leaves of plants infected the previous year. The first rains of 
the season between April and May revive the fungus, triggering the start of a slow growth phase lasting until the month of 
June, followed by an accelerated growth phase between October and December producing the highest infestation rates. 
This accelerated growth occurs with the rainy season and with the growth of the coffee cherries, which happens in this 
period for most Arabica varieties grown in the region. The optimal temperature range for fungal development is between 
21 and 25 degrees Centigrade. Infection levels tend to decline between January and April, during the dry season, when 
adverse environmental conditions and the pruning of coffee plants and shade trees help naturally reduce its incidence, 
completing the life cycle.  
 
It is important to note that the impact on production is reflected in crop yields for the ensuing harvest. If the fungus is not 
controlled according to technical specifications for the application of fungicides, it can defoliate an entire coffee plantation 
and destroy the coffee cherries on most if not all the coffee plants. In other words, the effects of a rust infestation in any 
given year will continue to be felt in subsequent years. 
 
Despite the rust infestation, coffee production in the Central American region has been gradually recovering starting with 
the 2013/2014 harvest, particularly in Honduras and Guatemala (see Figure 2). However, given the unique circumstances of 
each case, the situation in each country is treated separately in the following paragraphs. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



SPECIAL REPORT Impact of the coffee rust outbreak in Central America March 2015 
5 
 

 

  

3 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network  

Figure 2. Average green coffee production by country, in thousands of bags (60 Kg) 

 

 
                * Projected figures                     Source: ICO   

          
In Guatemala, coffee exports for the 2014/2015 season are estimated at 3.2 to 3.3 million quintals of green coffee (60 kg 
bags), plus another 306,000 bags that will be consumed domestically, representing an increase of approximately four 
percent from 2013/2014, though still 16 percent below the figure for the 2011/2012 season. Factors contributing to the 
below-normal yields during the 2014/2015 season include the pruning of 20 to 25 percent of productive coffee plantations 
and the re-planting of another five percent, an extended canícula (dry spell) in 2014 that disrupted normal plant growth 
and development, particularly in the Dry Corridor, and the lack of proper rust control measures for coffee varieties 
susceptible to rust disease. According to the National Coffee Association’s (ANACAFE) Monitoring and Surveillance System, 
as of February 2015 the incidence of coffee rust disease on plantations in different parts of the country ranged from less 
than 21 percent in the departments of San Marcos and Quetzaltenango to 40 percent in the departments of Jutiapa, Jalapa, 
and Santa Rosa, in the southeast of the country. This level of incidence will lead to low production during the 2015/2016 
harvest. 
 
According to the Honduran Coffee Institute (IHCAFE), coffee exports from Honduras for the 2014/2015 season are 
estimated at 4.83 million 60 kg bags, which is a 16 percent improvement over the 2013/2014 season. This production gain is 
due mainly to good plant health control measures (the application of three rust control fungicides) and good plant nutrition 
(the scheduling of at least three applications of foliar and soil fertilization products), with the pruning and re-planting of 
coffee plantations with improved plant materials since 2012 playing a key role. However, the effects of the extended 
canícula in July and the excessive rainfall in late December 2014 delayed the 2014/2015 harvest in El Paraíso, Olancho, and 
Francisco Morazán Departments by nearly two months. This was not the case in the western part of the country, where the 
coffee harvest proceeded normally. According to the technical report produced by IHCAFE, as of August 2014, the average 
incidence of coffee rust disease ranged from 8 to 21 percent in 15 departments.  

Total coffee exports from El Salvador for the 2013/2014 harvest amounted to 524,300 bags (60 Kg), and coffee production 
for 2014/2015 is estimated at approximately 690,000 bags, representing a gain of 24 percent. The top-producing areas are 
the Apaneca-Ilamatepec and El Bálsamo areas, with the largest production deficits reported in the east, particularly in the 
Tecapa-Chinameca and Cachuatique areas. The main factor driving production below the original estimate for the 
2014/2015 season was the extended canícula in July 2014.  
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In addition, the extended rains in October directly influenced the increased incidence of coffee rust disease. According to 
official information from the Ministry of Agriculture (MAG), the nationwide incidence of coffee rust disease as of January 
2015 was 21 percent, though certain circles believe that it may have been higher than that. If the outbreak is concentrated 
in the western parts of the country that account for over half of all national production, national production for the 
2015/2016 harvest could be affected. Moreover, the projected rainfall anomalies for the start of this year’s growing season 
could cause further damage to coffee crops. 

According to information provided by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAGFOR) of Nicaragua, total exports for the 
2013/14 season totaled 1,150,000 bags (60 Kgs), and production estimates for 2014/15 indicate an increase of 10 percent. 
However, coffee rust has spread since September 2014, due to the prevailing weather conditions in 2014 which were 
conducive to the continued presence of coffee rust disease, including rainfall anomalies and temperature fluctuations. 
These conditions, combined with the large amounts of rain in December, disrupted the maturation of coffee cherries in 
localized coffee-producing areas. This affected employment opportunities in the coffee harvest, particularly in coffee-
growing areas of Nueva Segovia Department. The irregular maturation of coffee cherries was a contributing factor in the 
early departure by up to two months of migrant workers searching for opportunities in other areas, such as Costa Rica and 
Honduras. This migration left Nicaragua without enough laborers during the harvest season, which will reduce national 
production for the season. The disruption in the maturation period could affect the next flowering cycle which, combined 
with the damage from the new surge in the rust outbreak, will affect crop yields for 2015/2016, further impeding efforts to 
revive production. 

RECENT TRENDS IN COFFEE PRICES 

Coffee prices declined significantly between the second half of 2011 and the end of 2013, plummeting from an average of 
USD 2.31/lb to USD 1.01/lb. This decline in international coffee prices coincided with the beginning of the rust outbreak in 
the Central American region. Thus, the coffee sector has been impacted by the combined effects of the drop in 
international coffee prices and the low crop yields and higher production costs associated with the rust outbreak. However, 
the steady rise in coffee prices since early 2014, due primarily to reduced production in Brazil, has partially offset the cost of 
battling the rust outbreak and the low yields in Central America.  

According to the ICO, worldwide coffee production from the 2014/15 harvest is estimated at approximately 141 million 
bags (60 Kg), representing a 3.6 percent decline from the 2013/14 harvest of 146.8 million bags of coffee. This decline in 
production is attributed mainly to the severe drought in Brazil in 2014. The expected recovery in production by Colombia 
and control of the rust fungus in Central America could fill part of the gap left by the production losses in Brazil. However, 
this will not be sufficient to cover the reduced production in Brazil in terms of global supply, which will translate into 
reduced total global coffee inventories.  

The recent heavy rains reported in Brazil had an effect on international coffee prices, which steadily dropped throughout 
November and December 2014 back down to the ICO monthly average by February 2014. The ICO composite monthly 
average for November 2014 was USD 1.62/lb, and for December 2014 it was USD 1.51/lb, seven percent below the average 
for November. The monthly averages for February and March 2015 were down to USD 1.41 and USD 1.26/lb, respectively. 
Price trends over the coming months will depend in large part on the influence of favorable or unfavorable weather 
conditions for coffee-growing activities in high-producing countries.  

Brazil’s coffee production for the 2015/16 season is estimated at somewhere between 44 million and 46 million bags, which 
is virtually identical to the figure for 2013/2014 and well below the 50.8 million bags of exports from its 2012/13 harvest. 
Based on current shortfalls in market supplies and the prospect of continuing shortages for the next two years, the ICO is 
predicting a “probable” recovery in coffee prices over the coming months. 
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Figure 3. Trends in international coffee prices between January 2000 and March 2015 
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IMPACTS ON INCOME IN THE COFFEE SECTOR 

The differences in investment by coffee growers are reflected in their costs per unit of area and in productivity. In general, 
micro and small producers have lower costs per unit area than medium and large-scale producers using advanced 
technology, but their yields are also lower. The 30 percent increase in international coffee prices between January 2014 and 
January 2015 will provide a slight increase in household income, particularly for small-scale producers in organizations that 
sell their crops to medium and/or large-scale producers, who are able to provide them advance loans against their harvest. 
On the other hand, many small growers without enough money to cover their daily living expenses and finance the cost of 
their upcoming harvest will sell to intermediaries and pledge their crops at low prices just before the harvest. 

Another factor to consider since the beginning of the current coffee rust infestation is the increased cost for controlling the 
outbreak. In order to improve production with control measures, producers must invest an additional 20 percent. Such 
measures include an average of four to six applications of fungicide over the course of the year, according to the severity of 
the incidence of the disease, compared with the normal one or two applications. Table 1 presents average production, 
average production costs per quintal of green coffee produced, and the additional cost of rust control in each country. The 
figures in the table reflect the investment costs of small coffee producers with approximately 10 manzanas under 
production. 
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Table 1. Average production costs for 2014/2015 in USD per quintal of green coffee 

Country 

Average production 

cost of 

green coffee 

(USD/qq) 

with no rust problem 

Average production 

cost of 

green coffee 

(USD/qq) 

with rust control  

Variation (%) 

Guatemala $85.00 $93.00 9.0% 

El Salvador $80.00 $97.50 22.0% 

Honduras $65.00 $70.00 7.0% 

Nicaragua $70.00 $81.00 15.0% 

Source: Field interviews of micro and small growers across the region, using figures on the 
average cost of labor, harvesting, and inputs (fertilizer and agrochemicals). 

The failure of coffee prices to cover costs also adversely affected the harvest, with coffee growers and harvest workers 
negotiating different types of payment arrangements. For example, since the 2011/2012 harvest, workers have been 
accepting less pay in exchange for keeping their jobs or agreeing to receive no pay in return for a share of the harvest. 
However, with the improvement in production, there were more job opportunities for unskilled day laborers in the 
2014/2015 harvest (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Job opportunities for unskilled day laborers in the coffee sector, by year 

 

Source: PROMECAFE through 2012/13 and updated production data and projections for 2014/2015 from 
ANACAFE, IHCAFE, MAG, and MAGFOR 

Job opportunities for unskilled day laborers in the coffee sector, by year 

(Thousands of people) 

No. of people employed, 2011/12 No. of people employed, 2012/13 No. of people employed, 2013/14 No. of people employed, 2014/15 
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According to the different coffee organizations in the Central American region, international coffee prices above USD 160 
per 60 kg bag would benefit medium and large-scale coffee producers, whose cost of production ranges from USD 140 to 
USD 155 per bag. This would also incentivize the expansion and revitalization of coffee-producing areas across the region 
and would improve demand for unskilled labor and wage rates. Most coffee harvesters are paid based on the volume or 
weight of the harvested coffee cherries, and approximately 80 percent of unskilled laborers in the coffee sector are 
employed between October and the end of February, with the peak of employment in December and January. Thus, there 
can be large fluctuations in the amount of income earned from the coffee harvest from one year to another. However, 
there was a 5 to 20 percent increase in hiring across the region for the 2014/2015 harvest, and rates of pay for harvest 
workers have been much more stable, though still below wage rates prior to the rust outbreak. A reduction in yields and/or 
decline in export prices could put pressure on coffee growers to cut current rates of pay for harvest workers (see Figure 4). 

MEDIUM AND LONG-TERM NATIONAL AND REGIONAL RUST CONTROL MEASURES   

Honduras: The Honduran government has made a special effort to control the rust fungus, declaring a plant health 
emergency. The government response involves technical assistance, training campaigns, evaluations and certifications of 
chemical products, and assistance in providing coffee growers with rust-resistant varieties of coffee plants. Nescafé signed 
an agreement with IHCAFE for the fortification of coffee crops against rust disease in 2015. There are also ongoing 
negotiations for long-term procurements of 180,000 metric tons of coffee, which would benefit 170,000 coffee growers. In 
addition, 3.5 million rust-resistant plants are scheduled to be delivered to approximately one thousand coffee-producing 
households for the re-planting of their plantations. This number of plants can cover the re-planting of approximately 900 
hectares, scheduled to be completed during the 2015/2016 season. 

El Salvador: The government is treating the rust outbreak as a plant health problem, furnishing a group of small coffee 
growers in the eastern part of the country with a supply of fungicide through the Ministry of Agriculture (MAG). In addition, 
beginning in April 2015, it will be distributing six million coffee plants of rust-resistant varieties for the re-planting of 
approximately two percent of the country’s coffee-growing areas.  

Regional: The Central American governments, with the help of international cooperation agencies, have been trying to 
offer short-term solutions, providing food assistance to day laborers with dwindling income sources and food reserves. 
Most deliveries of assistance began in the second half of 2014 and ended in January 2015 (see Table 2). 

Table 2. Number of households receiving food assistance in 2014/2015 

Country No. of households 

Guatemala 59,000 

El Salvador 17,000 

Nicaragua 5,400 

Honduras 11,500 
Source: Regional status reports on the rust outbreak by the FAO, WFP, OCHA, OXFAM, and Save the Children   

 

FOOD SECURITY IMPLICATIONS 

As mentioned at the beginning of this report, the coffee sector plays an important role in the livelihoods of a large segment 
of the population. In general, seasonal employment is the main source of income for many small farmers growing staple 
crops. The cash income earned in the coffee harvest is used, first and foremost, to meet household food needs during the 
annual lean season. Part of this income is also used as seed capital for other annual rural economic activities, especially for 
the planting of staple grain crops. Thus, any shock to this source of income will impact both short-term and medium-term 
food access, as it defines the level of investment possible for household staple crop production. 

Similarly, the decline in coffee production and selling prices will also affect the incomes of small coffee growers, whose 
livelihoods are tied even more closely to the coffee sector. This income is used to purchase food and needed inputs for 
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running their coffee plantations.  

Guatemala 

The two geographic areas and livelihood zones of concern in Guatemala, namely the east and the temperate western 
highlands, have suffered three consecutive years (2012, 2013, and 2014) of low maize yields during the Primera growing 
season, with crop losses reaching over 70 percent last year.  

Small coffee growers and day laborers in the temperate western highlands and, more specifically, in what is known as the 
Dry Corridor will be in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) for the entire period between March and August due to the loss of over 70 
percent of staple grain crops from the area’s single growing season. Without a second (Postrera) growing season, local 
households have no way of replenishing their food reserves until the next harvest in November 2015. Certain coffee-
producing households are abandoning their plantations or considering replacing them with more economically viable crops 
such as maize and beans, or are migrating to northern areas of the country to look for work, particularly on African oil palm 
and rubber plantations and in livestock-raising operations. 

Day laborers in the east are running short of maize reserves after losing 75 to 100 percent of their crops for the 2014 
Primera growing season. However, the good levels of crop production from the Postrera season helped bolster their bean 
reserves and food availability between January and March. In addition, the improvement in job opportunities and wage 
rates for day labor in the coffee harvest has had a positive effect on their purchasing power in the first quarter of the year. 
Thus, households in eastern areas of the country are expected to face Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes 
between January and July, with certain population groups in Crisis (IPC Phase 3). However, the seasonal decline in 
employment opportunities and depletion of their small reserves between will put these households in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) 
between July and August 2015.  

Small coffee growers in the east are expected to face Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes between January and 
August 2015. With their income from the sale of bean crops from the Postrera growing season, their losses of coffee and 
maize crops will have less of an impact.  

El Salvador 

El Salvador is the most affected country in the region in terms of production shortfalls, with a 2013/2014 coffee harvest 
that was more than 50 percent smaller than the 2012/2013 harvest. However, preliminary estimates for the 2014/2015 
harvest show a 24 percent improvement over the 2013/2014 harvest. 

Poor households of day laborers and small coffee growers in livelihood zones 2 and 3 in eastern and western areas of the 
country are in Minimal (IPC Phase 1!) in March 2015, with humanitarian assistance programs mitigating the effects of the 
depletion of their food reserves, the high price of staple grains, and their limited income-earning opportunities in the coffee 
harvest. However, the termination of this food assistance, their lack of reserves, and the rising prices of staple grains will 
create Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes between April and September. 
 
Honduras 

In Honduras, households dependent upon day labor in the coffee sector have experienced a reduction in employment 
opportunities of more than 35 percent in the 2013/2014 harvest as compared to 2011/2012. However, there was a seven 
percent increase in hiring for the 2014/2015 harvest over the previous year. These households have also suffered losses of 
Primera crops from repeated dry spells, with the protracted 2014 drought causing many of these households to lose up to 
100 percent of their crops for the Primera growing season.  

With the failure of their 2014 Primera crops, the rising prices of staple foodstuffs, and their more limited employment 
opportunities, particularly in the coffee harvest, very poor households of day laborers and subsistence farmers in livelihood 
zone 7 in the southwestern reaches of the country are Stressed (IPC Phase 2) in March 2015. Their lack of food reserves and 
the rise in grain prices since last year will propel the poorest households in livelihood zone 7 into Crisis (IPC Phase 3) 
between April and September. 
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Nicaragua 

Job opportunities for unskilled laborers in the 2014/2015 coffee harvest in Nicaragua were down by as much as 23 percent 
from employment levels in the 2011/2012 harvest. Like many households in Central America, Nicaraguan households across 
the country suffered losses of 35 to 40 percent of their maize and bean crops, with subsistence farming households in the 
country’s Dry Corridor losing over 70 percent of their crops. These losses, triggered by the extended canícula in July 2014,  
have made these households more dependent on market purchases of grain which, in turn, is making them vulnerable to 
high prices, particularly high market prices for red beans, which have increased since December 2013.  
  
Very poor subsistence farming households and households of day laborers and small coffee growers in the northern and 
northwestern reaches of the country are facing Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes between March and April 
due to their poor 2014 harvests, rising prices, and their limited employment opportunities, particularly in coffee-growing 
and livestock-raising activities. With their lack of food reserves, the rising market prices of grain, and their more limited job 
prospects and reduced incomes as a result of the new damage to coffee production from the rust fungus and rainfall deficit, 
poor households in localized areas of the north and northwest could be facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) levels of food insecurity 
between May and September. 
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