TWENTY YEARS AGO, YOU
BECAME THE FIRST WOMAN

IN PERU TO BE A GENERAL
MANAGER AT A COFFEE
COOPERATIVE. THIS ISN’T

VERY COMMON IN THE COFFEE
INDUSTRY OVERALL, EVEN
TODAY. CAN YOU TELL US WHAT
THIS EXPERIENCE HAS BEEN
LIKE FOR YOU?

| have had many opportunities to access
positions that are traditionally only
available to men. First of which was when
| went to university and there were only 13
women and 150 men.

When | finished school, | went to work

at the Satipo Coffee Cooperative. It was

a challenge because one of the male
agricultural engineers was not doing his
job well and the cooperative was unhappy.
The administrative board said, “well if a
man can’t do the job maybe a woman
can.” It was posed as a challenge.

When | started, they did not have
anything, just a motorcycle to go

to the countryside. So, | organized

with the Educational Committee (at

the cooperative, all the support for
technicians comes from the Educational
Committee), solidified the schedule of
farm visits, and maintained a nursery

of citrus to help with coffee income
diversification. This was during the time of
the first attack of the coffee leaf fungus,
“la roya.”

When the Satipo Cooperative splintered
off to begin the Pangoa Cooperative, the
board of directors said that | could join
them and help with the modernization

of coffee growing. | said “Great, I'll
come!” But it was a fight with the farmers
because they said, “Who is this girl that
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In 1996, the Pangoa Cooperative called me
about the management position. At this
time, they were having a lot of problems.
They had lost nearly 2,000 pounds of
coffee from the humidity since they had
done a bad job of storing it and lost a lot
of money. | agreed to take the position
and stay for a year — now it’s been 20!
After ten years, we were able to pay off
all the debts, and later we were able to
develop and invest in organic agriculture
and fair trade.

In 2008, we started to expand our work
with organic fertilizers, compost, and
micro-organisms. We went to a farmer-to-
farmer training at the COMSA Cooperative
to see their biodynamic farms, and now
we are working with our nearly 700
cooperative members to spread that
knowledge.

CAN YOU TELL US ABOUT SOME
OF THE CHANGES YOU’VE
WITNESSED AT THE PANGOA
COOPERATIVE IN THE PAST

20 YEARS, AND HOW YOU’VE
WEATHERED THE CHALLENGES?

When we started, we were selling
conventional coffee and we had to be
very careful with handling money — every
dollar of income we had to use to our
advantage. Fair trade premiums have
helped our cooperative weather the ups
and downs, but even fair trade depends
on the market. When the market price of
coffee increases, so does the fair trade
price. And when the prices fall, fair trade
roasters still pay the fair trade minimum
price. | really do admire the fair trade
roasters. They are our greatest allies and
through them, there is an entire group of
consumers that believe in this movement.
This [support] is the most important
because it means we won’t have to stop
producing coffee. In earlier years when

| didn’t know about fair trade and there
were hard times, farmers would simply
come to us and say, “the price is so low,
we can’t put up with it anymore” and
throw away their coffee. This was because
we did not have the protection of fair
trade and in reality, producing coffee
without it is not sustainable.

CAN YOU TELL US ABOUT
PANGOA’S WOMEN’S COMMITTEE?
WHAT ARE THEY CURRENTLY
FOCUSED ON AND HOW DOES
THEIR WORK IMPACT THE
COMMUNITY MORE BROADLY?

The Women's Committee formed in 1997.
The topics we were focused on then
revolved around capacity building for
self-esteem and how to take control over
your situation as a mother, to support

yourself and your family. Another goal of
the committee was to have opportunities
for the women to have their own income
separate from coffee. We worked on
activities like planting vegetable gardens,
raising guinea pigs and chickens, and the
creation of a market for the women to
bring their own products and food to sell.
Currently, the Women’s Committee is also
working on a reforestation project with
Grow Ahead.

Today, there are many examples of
women who are leaders and have

taken on positions of authority in

their communities. They have become
municipal officers and taken on roles in
schools because they know how to read
and write and can share knowledge in
leadership roles.

WHAT KIND OF ROLE DOES THE
PANGOA COOPERATIVE PLAY IN
THE COMMUNITY?

A very important role. There was an

idea to close the cooperative in 2001
because our organic certification was
[temporarily] taken away. We had lost
$20,000 dollars because we had already
paid the farmers the higher organic price

but couldn’t sell the coffee as organic. The

farmers came to the general assembly
and said if the cooperative can’t sell
their coffee, then the cooperative didn’t
make sense anymore and that selling

to the coyotes (middlemen) would be
better. But there was a tremendous
message from the members that said, no,
impossible. If we close the cooperative
the coyotes are going to be abusive and
take advantage of the farmers because
it is the cooperative that regulates the
prices. We at the cooperative can come
and say how the finances are, how the

market price is, inform the farmers with
trust and transparency. They can’t go to
a coyote and demand information and
transparency. So, it is a really important
role - we are the protectors of the prices
of coffee, cocoa, and honey.

In our stores and our cafés in the village,
we are promoting the consumption of

our own coffee with the youth in the
community. This is a huge public objective
so that the younger generation can try
more coffee, get to know quality coffee,
and become local consumers of their
families’ own products. Their parents are
coffee growers and they need to know the
value in their community’s own products.

ARE THERE ANY FINAL THOUGHTS
THAT YOU WOULD LIKE TO SHARE
WITH OUR READERS AND WITH
COFFEE DRINKERS?

Yes, with the consumers, especially those
who buy fair trade coffee and chocolate:

| hope that they can read more stories
from producer cooperatives so they can
know what we are doing in our towns and
villages and that they will support us by
seeking out fair trade products.

Grow Ahead is a non-profit that
connects people directly to small-
scale farmer organizations to support

farmer-led reforestation projects that
benefit people and the planet. To
learn more and support community-
led initiatives, visit GrowAhead.org




