Chapter 3 Outline


In Tucker’s book, Insatiable Appetite, he describes the United States and the ecological devastation of the tropical world. In chapter three Tucker gives a detailed explanation of the American market for coffee and its impact on the hill regions of South America. Tucker argues that out “of all the tropical crops, coffee is the first in value and has the most varied social and environmental impacts on the land where it is grown (page 81).” Tucker describes the different affects coffee has had on tropical areas since the 1720’s, when France brought coffee to the Caribbean islands. The demand for coffee grew as it became a larger part of American and European culture. Growing demand led to more pressure for expansion of cash crops, resulting in the mass clearing of hill sides and the disruption of watersheds.  It also lead to disruptions in the economy and life style of the tropical natives. Coffee has shaped the history of the tropical world and still to this day works to support America’s coffee dependence.

I. Coffee’s Value

A. American and European dependence

1. Two-thirds of all European and American coffee is exported from Latin America.

2.  In 1913 the U.S. got involved in Brazilian production and passed a law that ensured that violent price and production swings would continue (page 94).

3.  By 1963 the average American drank three cups of coffee daily, making a total of 441 million cups of coffee being consumed in America a day.

4.  In 1962 major exporters of coffee signed the International Coffee Agreement, which established control of coffee stocks.

            a.Under this agreement no more coffee would be released into global   markets than that that would maintain prices at that year’s level (page 99).

1. American’s were willing to do whatever it took to maintain their drinking habits. This meant they were paying Brazil to destroy any coffee that they overproduced.

5. From the 1950’s on, American importers received 80-90% of exported Columbian coffee.

B. Coffee’s value to the Tropics

1. 15-25% of Latin America’s foreign exchange earnings come from coffee
2.  International markets made coffee beans priceless to those who owned them.

3. Coffees value fluctuated so often that the Brazilian government developed a strategy called valorization to help equalize prices. To support this process the government had to borrow money from outside sources. They set up a system that promised to stabilize Brazilian production under foreign domination (page 94). (U.S. got involved and this strategy failed)

4. In the 1900’s Columbia became the second largest supplier of American coffee.

a.Coffee crops helped develop industry, communications, energy, public       services, and transport.

II. Social Impacts

A. Brazil 

1. Brazilian coffee farms were driven by African slaves until 1888 and after that driven by a new European immigrant labor force.

         a. By 1914 more than one million immigrants from southern Europe moved to Brazil to work on the coffee farms. This caused swelling of urban and rural populations.

2.  Eroded plantations caused jobs to be lost. Aging trees and the end of slavery made it impossible for Brazilian land owners to pay free labor competitive wages.

3. By the 1950’s new crops had entered multiple Brazilian cities and coffee had been phased out. 

a. Unemployment increased and foot shortages followed. This lead to growing labor tensions and food riots. 

B. Columbia

1. Columbia’s coffee zone caused extreme violence.

a. During the depression many poor people attacked and occupied larger estates.

b. In 1947 Columbia’s civil war, La Violencia, began, and continued for 17 years.

c. Guerrilla organizations flourished.

      III. Environmental Impacts

A. Land Clearance

1. Haiti- 

a. Coffee cleared the high hillsides and disrupted the watershed. 

b. By 1800 Haiti reverted back to subsistence farming on its hilly landscape and became one of the Caribbean’s most devastated environments.

2. Brazil-

b. Plantocracy squeezed maximum short term profits by massive and rapid deforestation.

c. Workers cut and burned massive forests, which often swept out of control burning neighboring forests.

d.  Slaves did not care about their quality of work so land was managed haphazardly and soil fertility was neglected.

e.  Many coffee trees would only last 20 years, after that new forests would have to be cut down and old land left fallow. 

1. Hundreds of thousands of old coffee trees would be abandoned and planters would migrate to new land in search of nutrients and virgin soils.

2. Clear cutting and expanding was less expensive than to apply intensive labor and revised land management techniques that are necessary to sustain the old crops.

f.  In the 1970’s an exodus of landless workers into the Amazon occurred. This new Amazonian population caused an even greater ecological disaster in the rainforest frontier (page 100).
3. Columbia

a. Columbian hill zones were settled by landlords and squatters and caused the domestication of the natural ecosystem and resulted in the loss of soil and bio diversity.

b. Eliminated natural forest cover on the northern mountainside of the Andes.

c. Cultivate hillsides were gradually exhausted through soil nutrient depletion and erosion (page 105).

d. By the 1970’s more productive ways of farming began, Columbians began using contour planting and soil stabilization as well as organic and chemical fertilizers. 

1.  In the long run the fertilizers reduced specie diversity.
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Colonial Trade and Consumption: 

1. Coffee’s social and environmental impacts:

a. ease of growing (much easier to grow than bananas and sugar)

b. plantations cannot adjust it production annually to meet market demand

c. just as economically productive when grown by peasants as it is on large estates

d. coffee is linked to slavery in Brazil but not in other areas (mainly on French owned territories)

2. The Coffee industries impact in S. Brazil:

a. Traded coffee between Brazil, Portugal, and the United States

b. Destroyed Indian populations, and used African slaves on plantations

c. One million Europeans immigrated to Brazil 

d. Coffee revenue allowed for the development of railroads and infrastructure

e. Coffee growing on hillsides caused erosion due to poor cultivation techniques  

f. Forest fires due to deforestation and disposal

3. American Impacts:

a. Insatiable appetites for coffee degraded the major plots of land used for growing

b. Two leading coffee exporters: Hard, Rand & Company and Arbuckle Brothers

c. Coffee demand increased in line with a flourishing industrial economy in U.S

d. 1870’s High international coffee prices stimulated coffee production in Brazil

e. Coffee Firms went bankrupt due to coffee being connected to the New York Exchange market

4. After 1945:

a. New era in American consumer economy

b. Exotic fruits became a mainstay on the shelves

c. Invention of instant coffee; focused U.S attention on Brazil

d. Prices of coffee shot up and Brazilian coffee surpluses were diminished

e. Coffee production moved from Sao Paulo to Parana and Araucaria 

5. Columbia:

a. Demand for coffee by the U.S and Europe exceeded Brazils capacity and came to Columbia

b. Frontier Squatters replaced ancient forests with coffee 

c. Led to conflicts between landlords and peasants 

6. Conclusion:

a. Coffee has an indirect environmental impact unlike bananas and sugar

b. American society drove Brazilian and Columbian coffee production

American consumers without a doubt fueled the boom of coffee production within Brazil and Columbia during the 1800’s.  Although they fueled the demand for coffee, American investors and entrepreneurs had little to do with the environmental downfall of the Brazilian forests.  Inadequate farming and cultivating techniques removed more forested areas than needed and caused erosion of nutrients due to shallow top soils.  After WW2 the consumers looked toward convenience with food and the demand for coffee grew more.  This demand outgrew Brazils coffee production and the U.S looked for other options.  Their demand came to Columbia where peasants and frontier squatters were able to effectively grow coffee without the help of larger corporations and firms.     

The Last Drop: The American Coffee Market and 
The Hill Regions of South America


Coffee was highly valued internationally that by the 1960s, it was only below petroleum.  It trees are so versatile that they can grow in a wide range of environments as long there is no winter frosts.  Coffee thrives in an environment with moderate rainfall and temperatures above freezing.  Unlike sugar and bananas they can grow on steep slopes but these groves often cause heavy erosion and nutrient depletion.  As a perennial, coffee can cause economic problems if a year not good enough for coffee trees to produce beans.


Coffee production transformed the hills throughout tropical and sub-tropical Latin America since the 1830s.  As a strong cash crop for international trading, coffee strengthened some of these coffee producers.  The United States became the world’s greatest coffee consumers by the late 1800s and Latin America was its main supplier until the 1950s where purchasers also went to Africa.


Intensified production has been managed by increasing the use of commercial fertilizers and pesticides, which places chemicals in the soil and in the waters below.  When large scale coffee production emerged, subsistence farmers were displaced and were forced to grow on new lands or move to emerging cities.  In Brazil, by the 1960s and 1970s, production areas stabilized marginally and land management improved, but farm workers were still forced to move into cities or into unscathed forests.  In Colombia, land conditions continued to be unstable.


American consumers had no concern for or had little knowledge of what happened ecologically or socially in the supplying countries, as long as they were allowed to continue buy coffee beans at low prices and in guaranteed supplies.
Insatiable Appetite by Tucker: Chapter 3 Group 2

Tucker argues within this chapter about coffee, one of the most prominent cash crops sold within world markets, due to the fact that they can grow virtually anywhere. During the 1840’s in the Paulista West, “coffee beans were more stable than semi refined sugar, and could be transported on mule back along the winding trails to the coast most successfully” (page 88). Coffee is the second most demanded and produced crop right behind rubber, considering the idea that the crop presents many economic, social, and environmental/ecological problems within countries around the world. This crop has single handedly, worldwide, built cities along with creating slave/labor work. He argues that labor problems became a large setback in the 1850’s for “Brazil abolished imports of slaves from Africa, so the planters began experiments with wage labor on the coffee plantations, using European workers who might stay on plantations for a few years … they knew nothing of local farming techniques” (page 89). As Tucker also states on page 89, “nature dictates the path of commerce,” meaning the demand and production of a crop, and whether the land itself can handle the amount of farming, determines whether a country or area with a great population gains commerce on the crop. Tucker makes it clear that moving from one piece of land to another just to degrade the soil does not help the production of coffee but instead to learn the techniques in farming (agrochemical inputs in soil) can improve the production of coffee beans in order to raise the production (page 100). 

Tucker also mentions multiple times about leaders within the coffee industry, political problems worldwide, and centralization during pages 93 to 103. The New York Coffee Exchange being one of the most powerful traders in the 1880’s, became one of the major competitors which grew communication between countries for “all sections of the country and all sectors of society were participating in a caffeine binge that had no limits, and southern Brazil was its major supplier” (page 92-93). During the ups and downs of the coffee production/demand, valorization came about in order to equalize prices giving “large infusions of cash whenever overproduction drove international prices down,” and encouraged expansion of the coffee production (page 93). Political problems arose, as I mentioned before, due to the Brazilian government establishing new price supports for coffee which in turn made workers suffer wage cuts or were thrown out of work in the 1930’s. In 1953, the Brazilian government had begun encouraging crop diversification over coffee in Sao Paulo which led to an increase in unemployment and food shortages, leading to growing labor tensions and food riots, becoming pure evidence of social and political problems (page 100). Over all, “the environmental history…became inseparable from the countries socioeconomic and political history…in turn; its economy also became inseparable from the global coffee market…” (Page 104). In conclusion, Americans rarely played any part in land management but instead drove coffee-centered agroecosystems making the production of coffee the reason for deforestation in multiple areas of land all over the world, transforming tropical and subtropical hill lands in Latin America. With the production of this great cash crop, “Northern coffee traders and consumers fueled both social conflict and environmental stress by their purchases” (page 112). 
Chapter 3- The Last Drop: The American Coffee Market and the Hill Regions of South America

I. 
Coffee in the Americas: Colonial Trade and Consumption

A. Of the crops that are sold on world markets, coffee has the most varied social and economic impacts on the land where it is produced.

B. Coffee is a versatile crop

i. Can grow in a wide range of natural settings and soils

ii. Only needs moderate rainfall and temperatures above freezing to survive.

C. Coffee is grown on steep slopes, which cause heavy erosion and depletion of soil nutrients

D. Market demand for coffee first started in the 13th centuries in the Mediterranean countries spreading from east to west, then north through Europe

E. Large-scale consumption began during the Renaissance period

F. Before 1800, coffee was mostly grown on French-owned plantations in Haiti, which used slave labor.

i. Slave revolts erupted in 1791 in the wake of the French Revolution

ii. By 1800, many plantations were dismantled by a former slave, Toussaint

iii. Haiti became heavily populated; their landscape began to deteriorate and became one of the Caribbean’s most devastated environments.

G. After 1815 coffee consumption rose steadily in Europe, it also started to become popular in the Americas

i. Americans generated the largest single market

ii. By 1900, 750 million pounds of coffee was used in America.

iii. About two-thirds of Latin America’s coffee production is currently exported to North America and Europe.

II. Southern Brazil: Coffee Planters Devour the Forest

A. America was Brazil’s dominant coffee purchasers well before 1900, becoming indirectly responsible for destroying Indian populations, and sustaining slavery on plantations.

B. American purchases were key to the extension of frontier zones, as coffee increasingly grew on marginal lands.

i. This caused political conflicts and ecological deterioration

ii. This demand also caused farmers to go inland to more fertile “virgin” lands

iii. Americans and Europeans only bought the harvested coffee from the coasts of Brazil, so they wouldn’t feel responsible for the land.

C. Through the mid 19th century, plantations spread rapidly, and land was virtually free for purchase by anyone who had connections to the imperial court in Rio.

D. Soil on the hills rapidly eroded due to the reliance  on the conventional techniques of planting and tilling

E. Estate owners faced rising costs and unreliable profits on volatile international markets, as well as declining productivity from the first generation of coffee trees

F. The devastation of eroded plantations, with their aging trees, plus the end of slavery in 1888 and the impossibility of paying free labor competitive wages, led land owners to let most old plantations go to secondary growth of grasses fit only for cattle

G. Hundreds of thousands of old coffee trees were abandoned as planters migrated to new lands and began the process of clearing forests for the humus and nutrients in the “virgin” soils.

H. In the last half of the century, coffee transformed São Paulo into Latin America’s primary center capital, technology, and political power

I. By 1914, more than one million  immigrants from southern Europe arrived, drawn by the magnet of coffee and swelling both rural and urban populations of the region

III. American Markets for the Black Gold

A. From the 1850s to 1880s there were anywhere from one hundred to two hundred coffee factorage and sacking firms in Rio, foreign buyers developed long-term working relations with local brokers

B. Coffee wholesaling was closely tied to the New York Stock Exchange for speculation capital, and major traders like the Arbuckle Brothers on Wall Street attempted to corner international as well as domestic markets

C. High international prices in the 1870s stimulated coffee production in Brazil and various other countries

D. The New York Coffee Exchange was founded in an attempt to bring coherence to trade

E. Together by 1900, the New Yorkers imported 676 million pounds of coffee, 86 percent of the country’s total

F. New York could not control the entire country’s coffee imports, by 1900 the national retailing system was simply too big and diverse for any city to dominate

G. The state government of São Paulo dominated by the coffee planters made a decision to intervene massively in the market

i. In the harvesting season of 1903, the government agreed to buy the next crop and sell it later

ii. This process is called “valorization” which is the equalization of prices, to give each crop a similar value

H. In 1908, the São Paulo government borrowed $75 million from New York and European creditors, they set up a committee that had seven members that would sell the coffee in timing that would not upset profitable prices

I. The coffee frontier began moving inland and southward, claiming additional regions of forests

i. Large areas of Rio’s Hinterland were already degraded and the São Paulo hills began to be the same way

J. Cheap, “virgin” lands were still very much available

i. Planters would move entire estate operations to new locations

ii. It was cheaper to pay for the costs of forest clear-cutting then to have intensive labor and revised land management on their old plantations

K. World War I produced a decisive shift in the international market for Brazil’s coffee

i. Germany’s supplies from the Americas were cut off by its enemies

ii. U.S was able to dislodge a major competitor from the lands in the south

IV. After 1945: Instant Coffee and the Fast Food Culture

A. The US economy dominated world trade to the next 20 years

B. Technological breakthroughs in energy-intensive food processing made eating and drinking easier for mass consumers

i. More highly processed foods, with sugar and preservatives were on the rise

ii. One of the most profitable inventions was instant coffee

C. By the 1960s, Latin America supplied 85 percent of America’s coffee, and the average American drank 3 cups daily or 441 million cups total daily

D. By now most coffee trees in São Paulo were old and badly damaged, while other parts of Brazil rapidly increased production

i. The Paraná State

ii. Coffee fast replaced the natural forest in this area

iii. By 1959 Paraná had passed São Paulo as the leading coffee producer in Brazil

E. By 1958, coffee prices had fallen

i. Principal importing and exporting countries that were eager for stabilization found the Coffee Study Group

ii. It launched a global survey of coffee production and trade

F. Fidel Castro came into power in Havana and threatened to export his revolution throughout Latin America

G. In August 1961, at the hemispheric conference at Punta del Este, in Uruguay, who launched the alliance; president Kennedy announced that the US would join a long term intergovernmental program to stabilize coffee price levels

H. Stabilizing the market could have the potential to stabilize production and reduce environmental impacts

i. In 1962, the International Coffee Agreement was signed which established centralized international control of coffee stocks

ii. Also under this agreement, no more coffee would be sold to the global markets than would maintain prices at that year’s levels

iii. The agreement also vowed to promote coffee consumption internationally and would to reduce quota limitations and tariffs

I. Land values in Brazil began to rise steadily soon after this agreement was reached

J. Only a small percent of soil enrichment was being used on the new plantations

i. By 1958 only 13 percent of Brazil’s coffee area used chemical fertilizers

ii. 29 percent used organic manures

K. In 1953 the Brazilian government  encouraged crop diversification over coffee in São Paulo

i. By the late 1950s the state was in an “agricultural revolution”

ii. Crops such as sugar, cotton, oranges, and soya were on the rise, but mainly for export

V. Colombia: Frontier Farmers, Mountain Forests and Export Markets

A. American importers began looking to northern South America for more coffee, once Brazil wasn’t able to meet their needs

B. After 1900, Colombia became the second largest coffee producer for America

C. The Colombia hill zones, where the coffee was produced was made up of a complex, shifting patchwork of landlords and their workers who organized the production successfully

D. The ecological effects of massive coffee planting in Colombia were just as damaging as they were in Brazil

i. Coffee was an ideal cash crop so many small growers played a major role in replacing ancient forests with coffee plantations

ii. Large mono-crop groves eliminated many of the other species that were native to the forests

iii. The elimination of natural forest cover on the mountainsides of the northern Andes.

E. In the 1830s coffee production tripled

F. Continuing agricultural depression through the 1850s triggered the Federal War in 1858 which had a great impact on the economy

G. Geography

i. Colombia is the only country in South America that lies on both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts

ii. Divided into four bio-geographical zones

iii. Northern Andes, the modern coffee zone, has no pronounced seasons

H. Climate

i. Varies by elevation

ii. The coastal lowlands(1000-3000feet)

iii. The middle hills(3000-6500feet)

iv. High mountain settlement(6500-1000feet)

I. The international marketing system for Colombian coffee brought competitive buyers from Europe and the United States into the picture 

i. American purchasers helped determine the investments and markets that fueled Colombian coffee production and settlement in the Andes

J. Exports grew rapidly from 1870-1897 then remained the same until 1909

K. New technologies

i. In the 1870s steamboats became major source of transport

ii. Railroads eventually replaced the steamboats

L. After World War I, Colombia’s banks suspended operations and had to borrow heavily from European and American banks

i. The bank of New York and Battery Park National Bank seized all coffee stocks of two major Colombian traders

ii. All Colombian firms in New York went bankrupt that year

M. In 1921, Colombia’s export economy grew rapidly with the help of an accelerated inflow of North American capital

N. By 1930 the international price of coffee fell 50 percent

O. The outcome of World War II did little to alleviate either the social tension or the consequent stress on the land

P. In 1948, one of Latin America’s longest civil wars began, La Volencia

i. It lasted until 1965

ii. 200,000 people died, 800,000 people were left homeless

iii. Not only affected the peasants but also the government

iv. Violence was intensified in the coffee regions

Q. Post-war, Colombia’s coffee production and exports began to expand

R. After 1970, many new technologies help this expansion

i. Farmers began to increase the density of trees per hectare by three to five times

ii. Used more to variety of trees

iii. Contour planting and soil stabilization

iv. Increased chemical fertilizers and pesticides

VI. Conclusion: Toward a Sustainable Tree Crop?

A. American coffee consumption always had more of an indirect environmental impact than sugar or bananas.

B. Americans play two roles-purveyors to the world’s largest market and consumers of the “Black Brew”

C. American market was the engine that drove coffee-centered agro-ecosystems in Brazil and Colombia

D. As a dominant cash crop for international markets, coffee strengthened the hold of landed oligarchies in some countries and was key in peasant pioneer farming on the forest in others

E. When intensified production emerged in the 1950s along with more sustainable management of hill soils, the larger producers were in better position than the marginal farmers to adopt innovative methods

F. Throughout recent decades, intensified production has been sustained by increasing applications of commercial fertilizers and pesticides, a strategy that eliminates adjunct species and places chemical residues in the soil and downstream waters 

