Spring Harvest
Update 2022
The last two years have been extremely difficult for the
coffee industry. In 2020 and 2021, the pandemic virtually
shut down all retail operations, and triggered supply
chain issues that are still negatively impacting logistics
and pricing.
While we're hoping to see some improvements in the
coming months, 2022 is shaping up to be as, if not more
challenging than the previous years due to prolonged
complications in the supply chain.
My goal is to share some of my experiences as our buyer.
I have the unique opportunity to speak with our partners
regularly, receiving feedback on what the situation is on
the ground. Though times are hard, harvests and
shipments are moving forward, and we have a lot to look
forward to as the summer rolls around! -Nick Brehany

Ethiopia
To give a little context before diving in, harvest in
Ethiopia begins in the west around November and
concludes in Eastern Ethiopia in February. Because of
this, I generally receive samples from January through
March, and make the final selections in March.
In March of 2021, I noticed a significant overall quality
drop in coffees from Ethiopia, with most coffees scoring
a solid point below expectations (and when you're
scoring things between 80-90, a single point is a huge
difference!). I was told that this was attributable to labor
shortages and logistical issues that occurred as the
harvest was concluding.

By July, I was being reassured by our various partners that this
upcoming harvest (Winter 2021-22) was shaping up to be the best
in recent years, something that made me immediately hopeful
that the industry in Ethiopia was getting back on its feet.
At present (March 2022), I have received around 18 samples from
Ethiopia. Frankly, there is an even greater quality disparity this
year compared to 2020, with most coffees tasting less expressive,
vibrant, and bright than expected. Outside of 1 noteworthy coffee,
all samples have failed to meet my quality specifications.
Upon further investigation, I've come to find out that most
washing stations, where raw coffee cherries are purchased and
processed, failed to begin purchasing cherries during peak
harvest, resorting to over purchasing lower quality cherries from
later in the harvest. This has occurred for a variety of reasons: high
initial cherry prices, lack of pre-harvest financing, and unforeseen
market volatility.
I have since spoken with a handful of trusted sourcing partners
and have learned that because prices were very high for cherry,
farmers picked more under-ripe and over-ripe cherries than in
previous years, hoping to cash in on good wages (average
payments were 30-40% higher than 2021). The result is 20-30%
more rejections than previous years, presenting notable difficulties
for our partners to produce higher quality coffees.
Additionally, a new law enacted by the Ethiopian government has
capped the amount of money coffee exporters can convert to
USD. Though this sounds obscure, it further disrupts exporting
companies who are already cash-strapped, naturally resulting in
delays.
In the next month I am expecting to taste another 20-30 options
from Ethiopia between our 4 sourcing partners. Though these
early samples have failed to live up to expectations, I believe there
is still hope for us to find some truly outstanding coffees. In
particular, I will be receiving samples from the far-eastern regions
of Ethiopia, who harvest later and tend to ship slightly later as well.
These coffees have been favorites at the Cup of Excellence the last
2 years, and this leads me to think we'll end up with some really
outstanding coffee options from these areas.

Nicaragua
I have worked diligently over the past 8 months to
secure excellent Nicaraguan coffee from our friends
at Fabretto, a non-for-profit organization dedicated to
childhood education and development. Their coffeeproduction-wing of the organization was developed
to aid the parents of children in Fabretto's
educational programs, which aligned perfectly with
our hopes for impact.
Though last year was our first purchasing from
Fabretto, I saw potential for extraordinary quality,
especially considering their harvest succeeded in the
midst of two hurricanes and a pandemic! I consulted
with their team prior to the upcoming harvest
(November
through February 2021-22) on several
quality initiatives, and they graciously implemented
my suggestions throughout their organization.
Everything was lined up for a mid-March shipment,
which would have been the fastest turnaround in
Utopian history! The samples I'd received were
brighter and sweeter, with even more profile
complexity than the previous year. Most coffees
scored a full point higher than 2020-21's harvest! We
were even able to separate out 3 single-farmer
microlots that masterfully expressed the one-of-akind terroir of Nicaragua.
Throughout the harvest, I spoke regularly with
Fabretto's team regarding pricing, which had
increased nearly 100% from the previous harvest.
Despite the market volatility and higher farm-gate
pricing, Utopian Coffee and Fabretto were able to
work out a deal that gave every single actor in the
supply chain a fair shake. This is exactly what we aim
to achieve with every partnership we engage in!

Unfortunately,
overnight.

plans

change

drastically,

sometimes

Right as we were arranging final shipping and milling
logistics,
the
Nicaraguan
government
dissolved
Fabretto's legal status as a nonprofit. This was not an
isolated situation, as the Nicaraguan government has
grown increasingly violent and corrupt, with particular
disdain toward companies connected to the United
States. Overnight, the situation went from on-track to
dire, with no guarantee of whether or not we'd be able to
ship these coffees to the US.
To make maters even worse, the owner of the mill where
these coffees were being stored tried to illegally seize the
coffees, hoping to make a quick buck from the situation.
We immediately engaged our logistics partners, and
through the help of a local lawyer were able to get the
coffee back into our partner's hands.
This coffee is now at a new mill and is slated to be
shipped in the next few weeks! This was without a doubt
one of the most heartbreaking and frustrating situations
I've dealt with since starting as our purchaser nearly
three years ago. Luckily, things are moving forward in the
right direction, and I expect these coffees to arrive in
amazing condition.
Though Fabretto's legal status remains uncertain for the
future, we have confirmed that they will continue to work
with the coffee farmers from this previous harvest
through a new company they're starting. I am very
hopeful for the future of this project!

Freight on Board Price: $3.5-4
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $2.2

Mexico

Kenya

Freight on Board Price: $3.6-4
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $2.2

Freight on Board Price: 4.5-7.00
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $2.3

This year will mark 3 years of Utopian Coffee sourcing from
Oaxaca, Mexico, a truly special area that's near and dear to
my heart.

Kenya continues to produce some of my favorite coffees of
all time. To me, nothing tastes quite like a high quality
selection from Kenya, with loads of blackberry and dark
chocolate flavors.

Mexico has long struggled with ongoing corruption and
exploitation, which has harmed the specialty coffee sector
for decades. In the last few years we've seen a major
resurgence of trustworthy actors investing in Mexican coffee
and its potential.
Last year we had the opportunity to purchase from Alba
Flores, a community leader in Santa Cruz Ozolotepec. Her
coffee was so well-executed that we decided to purchase
more more of her harvest this year. Because of price
volatility, Alba decided to play it safe and produce a slightly
lower amount than we expected. This being said, a sample of
her coffee arrived at our roastery this week, and the quality is
excellent. I am trying to ship her coffee to the states as soon
as possible
To show our appreciation and respect for the Ozolotepec
community, which has become one of my all time favorites,
Utopian collaborated with Mercado, a restaurant here on the
Landing, to raise money for the purchasing of mats for all the
women farmers who contribute to our Ozolotepec coffee.
Between Mercado and Utopian Coffee, we were able to
fundraise more than $800, which will result in 80 mats being
purchased for these women. The mats are used during the
coffee season to dry wet parchment coffee. After harvest,
these mats will be used to store and transport other crops, as
well as dry clothing.
I was informed last week that I should be seeing the largercommunity lot samples from Ozolotepec in the next few
weeks, with a shipment in April.

Though the coffees from Kenya tend to taste delicious, the
value they create doesn't always land back in the hands of
the farmers. This is a pervasive issue in Kenya, and has
caused the their coffee exports to shrink by more than 70%
over the past decade. Corruption is commonplace, and the
government continues to harm small farmers through
nefarious legislation and bureaucratic nonsense.
Because of this, we've refused to fully engage in Kenya,
knowing our purchases may not be moving the needle for
smallholder farmers, who are the backbone of our industry.
But, where there's a will there's a way, and through our
trustworthy partners we've found coffees do move the
needle for smallholder farmers.
There's a movement in the Kenyan specialty coffee sector to
"buck" the established system and ensure farmers are paid
fairly for their coffee. Companies have found loopholes that
allow them to sell more directly to roasters than through the
established systems provided by the Kenyan government.
We'd heard about this, and decided to engage 5 different
companies to see who we could source from this year in a
fair and transparent manner.
Tim Hill, the former director at Counter Culture Coffee and
our #1 friend and trader, was able to connect us to a
cooperative, as well as an individual farmer, both of who
were paid fairly for the coffees they produced. I was blown
away by the quality of these two coffees, with one of the lots
scoring 90 points for me. This might be the highest quality
coffee we've ever purchased!

Honduras
Freight on Board Price: $3.50 - $4.75
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $2.15
For quite some time, Utopian Coffee didn't engage in
Honduras, largely because the quality of coffee tended to fall
below our standards. This has changed significantly over the
past several years, thanks to the help of people like Benjamin
Paz, founder of the Bonaventure Project and San Vincente
Mill and Exports.

In addition to working with Esdras, last year we purchased
from the Proyecto Cabanas group, one of Benjamin's longest
running projects in Honduras. Nearly a decade ago most of
the farms contributing to this group were devastated by
coffee-leaf-rust disease, leaving these farmers with little
hope for the future.

Benjamin has worked tirelessly to uplift and empower
Honduran coffee farmers, focusing on quality efforts he
learned from visiting other coffee-producing nations, and his
efforts have paid off in spades. Over the last decade,
Benjamin has helped numerous farmers achieve some of the
most prestigious spots in the Cup of Excellence competition,
which in turn has elevated the overall quality of Honduran
coffee.

Benjamin has helped reinvest in these farms, directing them
to plant disease-resistant trees and enact proven ecological
and agricultural practices to further prevent disease and
pests. Through these efforts the Cabanas group has
managed to return to full production, and are now rapidly
growing both is size of output and in quality.

In 2020 we began working with Benjamin through the
Bonaventure Project, which connects farmers directly to
long-term roaster partnerships throughout the world. Many
of these farmers are still in a transitional phase of farming,
but this project focuses on potential and long term
investment over immediate results.
Through this project we connected with Esdras Guevara, a
farmer who has all the right-stuff to produce truly excellent
coffee, despite being extremely new to producing for the
specialty industry.
Though Esdras lives in one of the more remote areas of
Honduras, Benjamin and his team have visited his farm twice
this past harvest, giving him feedback and pushing him
toward greater quality control. I talked with Benjamin this
past week, and he was very excited about the health of
Esdras' trees and his upcoming coffee offerings.

Lastly but certainly not least, I am in talks with Benjamin to
begin potentially sourcing some extraordinary microlot
coffee from the heart of Honduras: Santa Barbra. The farm
we are receiving samples from is situated between two
award-winning farms, and has the potential to produce
some extraordinary. In short, I cannot wait to taste this coffee
and support another up and coming farmer.

This year was extraordinarily difficult, with prices rising 30-40%,
and a major shortage of labor. I was told around 400,000
Honduras have fled the country, leaving farmers with fewer
seasonal workers than ever before. But despite these
tumultuous circumstances, Benjamin is seeing much higher
overall quality, with farmers being more selective with their
pickings. I expect to see samples from these farmers, as well as
a few notable newcomers, in the next 2-3 weeks.

Colombia

Freight on Board Price: $4- $4.50
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $2.00
Colombia continues to be one of the more difficult countries
to navigate. There are many reasons for this, including stiff
competition! Colombia is known for its quality, and roasters
worldwide are determined to purchase their best coffee
almost regardless of price (which is nearly 100-200% more
expensive than comparable Peruvian coffees).
Additionally, large multinational companies, as well as the
FNC, are purchasing "clean cup" wet parchment coffee at
high premiums. "Clean cup" basically translates to "low
quality" coffee with sub par practices. The result is a market
flooded with expensive, mediocre coffee and a lack of
incentive for specialty producers. Add in political strife,
ongoing violence, and 30-40% higher fertilizer costs, and
what you have is a massive quagmire in the Colombian
coffee sector.
In spite of these circumstances, there's much hope to be
found in our enduring partnership with Carlos and Angela
Burbano-Findlay,
founders
of
Toldopamba
Coffee.
Toldopamba links farmers to the specialty coffee market
with less intermediaries involved. The result is more
consistent purchases made by roasters like us and higher
value directed back toward the farmers themselves.
Carlos Burbano, founder of Toldopamba, is no newcomer to
coffee. His family has cultivated coffee for more than 40
years, and has become a pillar in the community. He helped
to develop and implement strategies created by the Catholic
Relief Services Borderlands Project, which sought to provide
sustainable income and long term agricultural successstrategies for young coffee farmers throughout the Narino
department. Only recently, though projects like this, have
farmers been able to receive fair wages for their coffee, and
genuine investment from the Colombian government to
improve infrastructure in the most remote areas. The result
has been an explosion of interest and buyers investing in
Narino's coffee sector.

This year Utopian Coffee was able to purchase two small and
extraordinary lots, one from the Toldopamba farm, and one
from their neighbor and friend, Carlos Pismac Estrada.
The lot we selected from the Toldopamba farm may well be
one of the few of its kind in the entire world. Carlos and
Angela began to cultivate rare and exotic varieties, including
the legendary SL28 variety from Kenya. This tree was
originally selected because of it hearty and robust rootstock,
as well as it's completely idiosyncratic flavor profile, boasting
of blackberry and currants... lovely. This year they only
produced 1 bag of this single variety lot, and we snatched it
up!
The second lot comes to us from Carlos Pismac Estrada, a
neighbor of Toldopamba whose shown the capacity for
greatness. He's begun to cultivate a large quantity of
Maragogype trees, a variety rarely found anywhere in the
world, let alone Colombia. The seeds are double to triple the
size of typical coffee seeds and produce a particular spice
characteristic in the cup that's immediately recognizable.
Though these trees have thrived on his farm, they yield little
fruit each year, making it a tricky coffee to sell directly to
roasters. Carlos only produced 5 bags, and Utopian Coffee
purchased them all, making this yet another Utopian
exclusive!
These coffees are currently on their way to the US, with a
landing date of March 20th. There were significant delays
due to a landslide, but the coffee should be arriving in
wonderful condition. We've already begun conversations
surround our desired goals for this next harvest, and I believe
it'll be the best one yet. Carlos and Angela have been
wonderful to work with, and I look forward to learning more
about their family history and their vision for the future.

Peru
Freight on Board Price: $3-$4.50
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $1.75
Peru. What can I say about it other than "WOW."
As you're probably well aware by now, we've released our
first microlot coffee from this past harvest from Felix
Mundaca. Though he lives in one of the most remote areas of
northern Peru, Felix has pushed the boundaries for himself
and, in turn, has set an example for other farmers in his
community. By utilizing innovative and straightforward
techniques, Felix has managed to produce coffee that sings
in the cup with loads of citrus and cranberry acidity. It stood
out amongst the nearly 70 individual farmer coffees I tasted
while in Peru, and continues to stand out to me now.
Since visiting his farm last August, Felix has finally had the
chance
to attend multiple training sessions with our
partners at Origin Coffee Lab, and he is making changes to
his drying facility in hopes of producing an even better crop
this year.
I've texted Felix several times, sending him photos of his
coffee being cupped by our guests in the lab, and being
brewed down in the cafe. He told me he feels so proud of his
work, and to know people are truly enjoying his coffee has
lifted his spirits.
Thanks to our friends at Origin Coffee Lab, Utopian Coffee
can support farmers like Felix and help bring them visibility
and sustainable wages, something has long eluded the
Peruvian coffee sector. Though he won't start harvest till July
or August, Felix and I have already begun talking about how
we can improve his next crop and have him produce a
microlot specifically for Utopian Coffee.

In another handful of weeks we'll have the opportunity to
release our second and final microlot selection from Peru, La
Palestina.
La Palestina is what happens when farmers strategically
reinvest in their farms for decades, pushing for biodiversity,
ecological sustainability, and thoughtful processing at each
and every step.
When I arrived at La Palestina, I saw trees and flowers of
every sort blooming amongst fields of coffee trees. Every tree
looked healthy, planted with precise proximity to one
another to avoid the spread of disease and improve yields. I
saw Java, Gesha, Bourbon, Typica, and Caturra varieties all
thriving amongst one another. I saw improved drying and
fermentation methods being used to extract more clarity
and complexity in each coffee profile. I held homemade,
environmentally friendly compost born of pulped coffee
cherries, a technique few farmers are completely aware of.
One afternoon while eating lunch at La Palestina, Jose
Alarcon, a family member overseeing production, roasted
some beans he'd picked from the trees that same day on his
gave stove, rustic, low-brow method. He brewed them, and
poured me a cup of this distinctive chocolate-truffle flavor
that I can now tie to their farm before the coffee touches my
pallet.
Witnessing the trees, the technique, the family of La
Palenstine; it's brought me continued hope for the future of
specialty coffee.

Burundi

Democratic Republic
of the Congo

Freight on Truck Price: $4.3
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $1.91

Freight on Board Price: $4.25
Commodity Price at Time of Purchase: $2.00

Some of the most interesting coffees I've ever tasted have
come to us from the small and frequently overlooked nation
of Burundi. To me, these coffee display a depth and
resoluteness I find in Kenyan and Ethiopian coffees, but with
terroir more akin to the classic Lake Kivu area coffees. They
have stone fruits, florality, minerality, and brightness, but it's
all presented in a way only Burundi coffee can. You just can't
taste anything exactly like it because there's nothing like it
and frankly, I think the world needs it!
For our third year now we're going to be featuring coffees
from the wonderful folks at the Long Miles Coffee Project.
Last year we were lucky enough to feature two different
coffees, and though they were both very good, I wanted to
find a profile that was even brighter, more complex, and
more fun!
But sometimes you just can't be picky. Over the last 3 years
coffee quantities have failed to meet expectations, with the
2019, 2020, and 2021 harvests combined quantities still not
reaching the quantity harvested in 2018. This has created
quite a deal of turbulence for our partners. If this wasn't
difficult enough, logistical prices spiked, and where in 2020
the cost of shipment was $5000 per container, this year that
cost jumped to $12000. The icing on the cake was the
Burundian government, yet again, changing policy and
attitudes toward coffee producing, creating more
bureaucratic hurdles than ever before. Luckily, we work with
diligent people who navigated these issues with such grace
it's worth recognizing and applauding.
Because of these issues, I had one coffee offered to me this
year, and thank goodness, by grace alone, it was the best
coffee I have ever tasted from Burundi. Some of my early
cupping notes included pineapple, apricot, simple syrup, and
cocoa, with gentle florality. I scored this coffee a full point
higher than both lots we purchased last year.
Due to transportation issues these coffees are running
slightly behind, but will be available in the next 4 weeks.

Nearly 5 years ago when I first started at Utopian Coffee, I
connected with the good people at Mighty Peace Coffee.
Their mission included securing clean water for all coffee
producing communities, training 50 coffee farmers to
become quality control experts, and empowering women in
their communities, uplifting them and giving them
specialized training to ensure they can make a viable
income. I loved their heart, and their goals really resonated
with me and Utopian. But my past experience made me
hesitant...
Samples I'd tasted from this area were always very sour, very
over-fermented, and very defective. They tended to taste a
lot like dirty water, and because of this I avoided purchasing
these coffees.
Each year, Jim, one of the founders of Mighty Peace, would
reach out to me and send over a new set of samples. Each
year, they got noticeable better! However, they still weren't
quite hitting the marks.
This year Jim sent me their newest set of samples, and,
simply put, I was blown away. I found all the qualities I love
about East African coffees; herbal and floral aromas, stone
fruits and berries, with citrus in the finish. They'd managed to
clean their profiles up, working on ripe-cherry selection and
slowly fermenting and drying. The results spoke for
themselves.
I immediately wanted to highlight their work and was
thrilled to support their efforts. Though we only purchased a
handful of bags this year, I hope to grow with Mighty Peace
and support their goals for the DRC coffee sector.

Final Notes
To be blunt, there's nothing easy about the specialty coffee industry.
Everywhere we work, every person we source from, and every
partnership we've created has its difficulties. Despite the countless
hours we've put into creating meaningful partnerships and and
seemingly attainable goals, we're consistently reminded that we are
not in charge.
Utopian Coffee is one link in the chain that makes delicious coffee
possible. We rely heavily on folks we've come to consider as friends
and allies in our pursuit of coffee that not only tastes good, but does
good. We are still learning, and we're thankful for the opportunities
we've received to witness firsthand the struggles the average coffee
farmer must endure to create a better future for their families.
There's no end to the challenges, but whatever they are, Utopian
Coffee has decided to be a champion and a partner in creating long
term sustainability in coffee farming.
While there's been numerous challenges in 2022 thus far, I am 100%
certain of many success that are already beginning to manifest
themselves. The next several weeks will be spent logging a plethora
of samples, analyzing their quality, and submitting feedback to our
partners. By giving this feedback, we are slowly closing the gap
between those who purchase coffee and those who produce it.
While we remain rigorous in our quality expectations, we've also
come to a greater appreciation of the simpler coffees we come
across from farmers who are still paving a way toward excellence.
Many other roasters would jump ship and find other farmers, but
we're doubling down and finding new ways to support and
empower the people we believe in.

Approximate Average Utopian Coffee FOB Price: $3.8-4
Today's Commodity Market: $2.15
*Ethiopia is not included because prices have not been finalized
(though I expect 4-5.5 average price)

Today, as I sit here and write these "final notes" the C Market sits at
$2.15. To many large and malevolent forces in the industry, the C
Market is the price we should be paying to farmers for their coffee.
For all of their hard work they're paid prices that don't begin to
scratch the surface of long term viability. If something doesn't
change soon, countless farmers will abandon coffee production for
good, opting for more reliable crops or jobs in cities, far away from
their ancestral lands. In the long run, this will wreck the coffee
industry as we know it. Nothing will ever remain the same.
But there is something we can do. We can choose to pay farmers
prices that actually reflect the value of their labor. While quality is
always linked to this, we believe quality is not the beginning nor the
end of the conversation. Rather, the conversation is bookended by
what truly matters: valuing human life. This is only possible through
partnerships and supply chains that are human-oriented and not
purely profit driven. The moment profits are put before people is the
moment hope is lost.
I am personally optimistic toward what the future will bring precisely
because of the partnerships we're cultivating. Whether it's Origin
Coffee Lab in Peru, Fabretto in Nicaragua, Long Miles in Burundi, or
Toldopamba in Colombia, the future is bright and full of coffee that
genuinely makes a difference in the world and still tastes amazing.
I ask that as you sip your next cup of coffee, you consider that it
takes many hands to produce something so beautiful. That coffee
began in the soil hundreds, if not thousands, of miles away, but
made it's way into your cup today because of the dedication of
hardworking folks, from Oaxaca, Ocotal, Narino, and Kayazana, to
Fort Wayne, Indiana. Thank you for supporting Utopian Coffee, but
moreover thank you for being an ally in the movement toward
human-focused coffee.

