
CASE STUDY: CONSERVATION AGREEMENTS 
Building sustainability in the Rwandan Coffee Sector 
 
The Rwandan coffee sector 
Being a country with a high rural population density and limited land for 
agriculture, Rwanda has remained competitive in the global coffee markets by 
increasingly distinguishing itself as a source of superior quality beans. This quality 
distinction requires the application of best practices not only at the farm level but 
also throughout the value chain. Coffee is grown by about 400,000 households 
across the country on 42,000 hectares of land. In 2016, Rwanda produced 
20,029 metric tonnes of coffee which earned the country US$61 Million. 

Piloting conservation agreements in Rwanda 
In 2014, with funding support from the MacArthur Foundation,  Conservation 
International (CI) initiated pilot conservation agreements project in Rwanda’s 
coffee sector. Conservation agreements offer communities negotiated incentives 
in return for agreed upon conservation actions. Importantly, the incentives are 
conditional on the verified performance of the conservation actions.

3 COFFEE WASHING STATIONS 1,200 HECTARES OF SHADE-
GROWN COFFEE 

CAPACITY BUILDING FOR 
2,600 FARMERS  

87% OF SHADE TREE 
SEEDLINGS SURVIVED 

UP TO 45% INCREASE IN 
COFFEE PRICES 

CERTIFIED BY THE 
RAINFOREST ALLIANCE 
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Conservation Commitments Benefits to the Coffee Washing Stations
Conversion to shade-grown coffee; waste water 
treatment; SAN compliance; Co-investment (loans); and 
governance of ecosystems.

Technical assistance; loans guarantee/interest 
payment; infrastructure (tree nurseries; sanitation); and 
premium markets.

The pilot aimed to demonstrate how to catalyze investments so that coffee 
growers could transition to ecologically-friendly and climate-smart practices, while 
also achieving high-quality specialty coffee standards. Using conservation 
agreements, three coffee washing stations were offered a blend of technical 
assistance and short-term working loans to comply to Sustainable Agriculture 
Network (SAN) standards and strengthen their governance of ecosystem 
stewardship. Additionally, the coffee washing stations were linked to financial 
institutions that provided access to guaranteed loans for investment in waste 
water treatment technologies. As an incentive, the loan interest was paid back by 
the project once the washing station fully re-paid the principal amount.

gaborone declaration 
for sustainability 
in africa



PROJECT TIMELINE 
The conservation agreements pilot was implemented over a two-year time period, with some key 
achievements as follows.

RESULTS 
The 2-year pilot project demonstrated how an aggregate of sustainable coffee market demand, 
technical assistance and concessional credit access can support farmers’ shift towards sustainable 
production regimes. The three coffee washing stations were successfully certified by Rainforest 
Alliance thus enabling them access specialty coffee markets with resultant increased prices (range: 
18 - 45% increase). The higher price has served as a strong incentive for the producers to continue 
complying to the Sustainable Agriculture Network Standards to date. 
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APRIL 2015
Three washing stations sign 
conservation agreements.

APRIL 2016
Pilot project  
closure workshop.

MARCH 2016
Three washing stations 
Rainforest Alliance certified.

FEBRUARY 2016
Three waste water treatment 
plants commissioned.
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FEBRUARY 2014
Pilot project launched.

NEXT STEPS 
The continued growth in demand for sustainably produced coffee offers an opportunity to scale up 
CI’s work in Rwanda. As such, through partnerships already established in the pilot project phase, 
CI is designing a 4-year project that has ambitions to work with a cohort of 12 coffee washing 
stations. At a country level, Rwanda was the first government to subscribe and share its 
sustainability targets through the global Sustainable Coffee Challenge. Through this platform, 
Rwanda has committed to accelerate the adoption of sustainable practices specifically in the coffee 
sector. 

For more information on this project, please contact Amos Thiongo (athiongo@conservation.org).

PLANET 
• 1,200 hectares of coffee converted to shade-

grown coffee 
• 87% survival rate of shade tree seedlings at 

external evaluation stage 
• Protection of waterways by improving the 

waste water treatment at coffee washing 
stations 

• Increased compliance with national 
government (REMA) standards and 
Sustainable Agriculture Network Standards

PEOPLE 
• Technical capacity and knowledge building 

on sustainable production for 2,600 farmers 
• Enhanced governance capacity through 

environmental stewardship 

PROFIT 
• Increased coffee prices due to speciality 

market access (18 - 45% increase depending 
on the washing station) 

• US$38,000 disbursed to washing stations as 
loans and fully repaid 


