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PROJECT SUMMARY

Café la Selva is a chain of cafés that sell organically and 
sustainably grown coffee from indigenous Tojolabal 
and Tzeltales farming communities located in the state 
of Chiapas, Mexico. This pioneering initiative has taken 
advantage of growing international demand for sustainable, 
ethically-sourced coffee, and now has cafés in Europe and 
the United States. Profits from the enterprise have allowed 
participating community members to increase household 
incomes while simultaneously reducing their environmental 
impact.

Café La Selva has demonstrated that equitable relationships 
between the private sector and campesino communities are 
not only feasible but can be highly successful. This initiative 
is the result of the collaboration of the Unión de Ejidos de 
La Selva with small private investors, ensuring control over 
the entire chain of coffee production, providing indigenous 
farmers and coffee consumers with a more equitable and 
sustainable market for coffee in Mexico and abroad.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2002

FOUNDED: 1979

LOCATION: Chiapas, Mexico

BENEFICIARIES: 2,000 union members and their families

BIODIVERSITY: Lacondon Jungle
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Lying on the country’s southwestern Pacific coast, bordering the 
Petén region of Guatemala to the east, Chiapas is one of the poorest 
states in Mexico. While its jungles are lush with natural resources, 
a small but powerful cohort of private interests have profited from 
this natural wealth as peasants have become further impoverished. 
Fantastic wealth exists alongside abject poverty throughout this 
region, in which literacy rates, educational attainment, health 
services and housing conditions are all poor. Particularly marginalized 
have been the region’s many indigenous peoples (Chiapas is home 
to 13.5% of Mexico’s indigenous population) who have struggled 
to gain access to secure land tenure, and who work small plots of 
land. In 2007, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
ranked Chiapas last of all 31 Mexican states and the Federal District 
in terms of life expectancy, educational level and income.

Unión de Ejidos de La Selva

The Unión de Ejidos de La Selva was founded in 1979 by the four 
farming communities of Cruz del Rosario, Nuevo Momón, Nuevo 
Monte Cristo and Flor del Rio. Each community held its land as 
an ejido, a form of tenure dating to pre-Columbian Mexico which 
entitled groups of between 20 and 200 campesinos to communally 
take title and possession of tracts of land. Until the early 1990s, an 
ejidatario could not rent, sell or mortgage his interest in the land, but 
could pass it on to his spouse, children or other relatives. The land 
occupied by these farming communities was located in the jungles of 
Chiapas, however, where roads, water and other basic infrastructure 
were severely lacking. This presented serious obstacles to market 
access for the region’s small-scale producers. Unión de Ejidos de La 
Selva was founded primarily to address this shortfall. 

The union aimed to form a collective bargaining entity capable 
of lobbying for improvements to community infrastructure, as 
well as exploring value-added processing options for coffee, and, 
importantly, reducing the dependence of farmers on middlemen 
for getting coffee to external markets. In its early years, the union 

worked primarily as a social pressure and advocacy group, achieving 
some success in gaining individual land title registration for its 
members. 

Despite these initial achievements, the union faced limitations in 
its capacity to deal with community income-generation needs in 
the areas of production, natural resource management, and market 
supply chains. So too, the union faced challenges in seeking to fill 
public service gaps, specifically in the health and education sectors, 
which had fallen to waste due to government neglect. Limited 
technical ability and available resources restricted the range of 
options open to the ejidatarios; there was also a realization that it 
was a mistake to attempt to replicate a government service delivery 
model which had itself failed and was not adequately based on the 
needs and demands of local communities. This failure to effectively 
deliver services in the place of public institutions was instrumental in 
informing the decision that the union’s organizational structure and 
service delivery must fundamentally by developed and maintained 
by the communities themselves and be informed by community 
needs, interests and objectives.   

New models of production and service delivery

The union underwent a process of reinvention, with members 
exchanging ideas between communities and attempting to reach 
an understanding of common experiences and challenges. There 
emerged a renewed interest and pride in indigenous culture and 
traditional knowledge systems. One clear thread linking the new 
direction of the union was the need to design and promote their 
own development model based on community management, 
leadership and autonomy. Additionally, emphasis was given to local 
culture, local product development, direct marketing to consumers, 
and the outcome of improvements to community wellbeing in the 
form of food security, public health and education.    

  

Background and Context
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The emergence of the union coincided with the development 
of fair trade markets and international demand for socially and 
environmentally responsible products. Agronomists from the 
union trained local farmers in organic techniques to increase the 
quality and quantity of coffee. In return, farmers were responsible 
for passing on their knowledge to other members of the union. 
Farmers started to manage coffee plantations and small plots of 
land with locally available resources rather than external inputs. 
Focus was placed on the management of vegetation through 
reforestation, organic inputs, and composting. In the early-1990s, 
the Inter-American Foundation funded a La Selva proposal to train 
1,000 of its member producers in these organic methods covering 
1,000 hectares of cafetáles (plots of land where coffee is cultivated.) 
Over time, the system evolved a sustainable agricultural ethos that 
produced increasing average yields for local producers.    

The collapse of the national coffee industry, 1980s

This emerging local model of sustainably-sourced smallholder 
coffee production took place against a changing economic 
environment. Over one million people in Mexico depend on the 
coffee sector for their livelihoods. In the late 1980s, however, Mexico 
experienced a ‘coffee crisis’. For decades, coffee had been cultivated 
in a conventional manner, following the guidelines of the Mexican 
Coffee Institute – a government agency responsible for public 
policies in the industry – which stressed intensive chemical and 
fertilizer inputs, monocultures (for high-yield crops), and little to 
no shade-grown varieties. In 1989, however, international coffee 
prices dropped, the Mexican Coffee Institute collapsed, and coffee 
producer incomes in the region dropped by more than 50%. The 
dissolution of the Mexican Coffee Institute meant an absence of 
guaranteed prices and technical assistance. Production costs began 
to exceed selling prices. The removal of government subsidies for 
fertilizer and pesticide inputs led to a drop in average coffee yields 
(in Chiapas, yields dropped from 800 to 184 kilograms per hectare) 
as well as a proliferation of crop pests.

Environmentally sustainable, socially responsible coffee

The collapse of the conventional coffee industry presented an array 
of challenges for local producers, and increased the value of organic 
practices such as shade-grown coffee that did not rely on chemical 
inputs or technical assistance. It also offered an opportunity for La 
Selva’s cafetaleros. The union’s members realized that coffee grown 
in and environmentally-sustainable fashion was of higher quality 
and more popular on the market. The union also came to realize that 
with its growing membership of producers it could sell directly to the 
buyers rather than going through middlemen (“coyotes”). This was a 
significant development for improving local profits, as middlemen, 
leveraging the dependence of local producers on their market 
access, charged exorbitant premiums to act as intermediaries. 

In order to access new markets, the union decided to concentrate 
on alternative forms of marketing for their product. This has been 
an ongoing process of adjustment, adaptation and reinvention. 
The basis of the new marketing message was empowered, 
environmentally-conscious, well-trained farmers producing high-

end, organic coffee. To create this brand and identity, the union held 
a number of workshops, assemblies, meetings and exchange visits 
with other cooperatives. On an organizational level, managers and 
technicians needed to better understand the causes of change in 
consumer choices in the coffee market, and what niche the union 
could fill. With this in mind, the union began to sell directly to buyers. 
     
To bridge the gap between producer and consumer – and to build-
in to the market supply-chain a reliable and consistent source of 
demand – the union started to promote coffee shops with their own 
brand name: Café La Selva. The coffee shops have made it possible 
to market organic coffee at more competitive prices and to generate 
higher revenues for local producers. In 1994, the union established 
its first coffee shop in the city of San Cristobal de las Casas. Since 
then, eleven Café La Selva coffee shops have been opened in 
Mexico, the United States and Europe.  Through a partnership with 
Link Development – a non-governmental organization formed to 
promote working partnerships with social enterprises – five more 
were opened. Another significant partner has been Vínculo y 
Desarrollo, which helps to market coffee and promote the cultural 
values of indigenous producers. Their main contribution was helping 
the union transition to a franchise model for Café La Selva, helping 
to launch a system that has connected fifty private investors with 
shares in the coffee shops.      

Growth of the La Selva network

Through this model of direct marketing, the union works with local 
producers to produce nearly three tons of organic coffee every 
month and has established itself as one of the most successful social 
enterprises in the export of coffee from Chiapas. Two-thirds of coffee 
grown is exported as green, unroasted coffee to the Netherlands, 
Denmark, Germany, England, the United States and Canada. The 
remaining third is roasted and sold through Café La Selva coffee 
shops. In 2009, these cafés sold more than 873,000 pounds of La 
Selva’s coffee. This ability to facilitate a guaranteed market and 
consistent demand has ensured that producers receive a regular and 
fair income. 
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A percentage of profits are reinvested into community development 
projects and activities, including in health, education and 
infrastructure. Membership has steadily increased to a little over 
2,000 farmers, with average annual sales of more than 1.9 million 
pounds of coffee. La Selva grosses more than USD 2 million per 
year.The union currently brings together 45 community groups 
from eight municipalities of Chiapas: Margaritas (Tojolabal), Oxchuc 
(Tzeltal), Independence, Trinity, Ocosingo, Chicomuselo, Siltepec 
and Bella Vista. 
 
Organizational structure

The size and geographic scope of the union requires a highly 
ordered and representative organizational structure in order to 
ensure participation and representation throughout its member 
communities. The union is managed by a board of directors, made 
up of a president, secretary, treasurer and marketing representative. 
Board elections are held every three years during a general assembly 

meeting and each member has the opportunity for reelection. In 
addition to the board of directors, the union also has a full time 
staff working in all of the various administrative, marketing and 
technical functions of the business. Collective decisions are made 
in the general assemblies, which are held every June and December 
and are attended by two members from each community. The union 
also has a women’s group, MUSA, created in order to specifically 
represent the interests of all of the women of member communities. 
In addition to actively participating in general assemblies, MUSA 
also initiates community projects to increase women’s skills and 
income-generating potential. Some of the well-established projects 
of MUSA include general community provision stores, mills for 
grinding cornmeal, and sewing and baking workshops. More recent 
projects have been education based, including literacy campaigns 
and human rights workshops. The union has also held forums on the 
work of the organization, providing updates on various technical, 
financial and social aspects of the shade-grown coffee industry.

“The experience of the farmers of La Selva coffee has proven that it is necessary for communities 
to develop and promote their own models…models that are socially accepted, that generate 
resources which can be invested in improving the living standards of families and the community. 
Ecologically responsible agriculture is only possible if the community is committed to it, if it 

offers tangible benefits and if these benefits are shared equally by all”      
José Juárez Varela, Café la Selva planning director
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Key Activities and Innovations

Café la Selva coordinates collection, weighing, transport, processing 
(including milling and grade sorting), roasting and exporting of 
organic farm produce. In addition to administering direct payment 
for member coffee, the organization also redistributes a portion 
of profits in the form of dividends. The union uses its roasting and 
processing plants to process other organization’s coffee in order 
to increase revenue. The union also helped found an umbrella 
organization that brings together 25,000 small producers and five 
private businesses within Chiapas. The group works to collectively 
market processed coffee under a brand that carries the seal of 
the state of Chiapas in order to expand niche marketing through 
brand prestige. In addition to agricultural training, the union offers 
workshops on public health, literacy, bookkeeping and nutrition. 
As one example, in 2008, the organization partnered with US-
based Voyava Republic, Ltd., to combat pervasive micronutrient 
deficiencies in several producer communities. The result was a coffee 
fortified with micronutrients such as iron and calcium that was made 
available to families for daily home consumption. 

Café La Selva represents a unique commercialization strategy 
enacted by the Unión de Ejidos de La Selva that distinguishes it 
from most agricultural cooperatives and associations. Bypassing the 
numerous intermediaries who benefit from economically isolated 
producers, Café La Selva is able to offer its producers a greater return 
than they would otherwise receive. Producers are also offered greater 
certainty and livelihood security – demand is guaranteed through 
the cafes, and producers are less susceptible to the ostensible price 
fluctuations associated with the international coffee industry and 
international markets. The Café La Selva production and business 
model has allowed the operation to not only survive but to grow, 
even through periods when international coffee market prices have 
fallen substantially.
 
Livelihood improvements through agricultural innovation

Unión de Ejidos de La Selva was at the forefront of the organic coffee 

movement in Mexico in the early 1990s. By training local producers 
in organic production methods, the organization has been able to 
offer farmers an extra USD $0.15 to USD $0.50 per pound more than 
what they would have received through conventional production 
methods. 

More efficient terracing methods and crop diversification have also 
led to richer soils and long-term environmental sustainability. The 
union has pioneered techniques for combating pests without the 
use of agrochemical or environmentally-damaging inputs, ensuring 
that national and international expertise reaches the grassroots 
level. As one example, the union worked with researchers from 
the Department of Tropical Entomology at ECOSUR (El Colegio de 
la Frontera Sur, Tapachula, Chiapas) to adapt an all-natural bio-
fertilizer that proved effective in controlling the coffee borer beetle 
(Hypothenemus hampei). The bio-fertilizer used Beauveria bassiana, 
a naturally occurring fungus that acts as a parasite on arthropod 
species such as the coffee borer beetle.

Members have also benefited from La Selva’s pressure on local 
authorities for better roads and schools in the municipalities of 
Chiapas in which the initiative works, and for training programs 
in coffee production. Fundamentally, the union has provided its 
members with a critical social forum through which to express the 
interests of the marginalized smallholder producers of Chiapas.
     

“La Selva has provided members social 
representation that gives them a voice and 
an identity and enables them to work with 

the government and the rest of society.”      
José Juárez Varela, Café la Selva planning director



8

Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
The local producers who cultivate coffee for Café la Selva operate in or 
around the Lacandon Jungle (Selva Lacandona) of southern Mexico, 
which stretches from Chiapas into Guatemala and into the southern 
part of the Yucatán Peninsula. The Lacandon is the largest montane 
rainforest in North America and one of the few remaining habitats 
capable of supporting wild jaguar populations. In addition to being 
constituted by 1,500 species of trees, the Lacandon contains 33% of 
Mexico’s bird species (340 species), 25% of its mammal species (163 
species), 44% of its diurnal butterflies, and 10% of its fish species. 
Many of its wildlife species are globally threatened and endangered, 
including the red macaw, harpy eagle, jaguar, tapir, spider monkey, 
saraguato, and swamp crocodile. 

Café la Selva’s producers, numbering over 2,000 farmers in 
Chiapas, work small plots of land. This approach offers a number 
of environmental and ecosystem benefits. Large scale production 
often requires land conversion or clearing, and regularly prioritizes 
monocultures, chemical inputs and the use of pesticides. Café la 
Selva producers employ a landscape approach to coffee cultivation 
and use organic farming techniques that limit environmental 
impacts and land degradation. Farmers cultivate shade trees – which 
have resulted in tree planting efforts and reforestation – and use the 
nutrient-rich fermented pulp of discarded coffee cherries as fertilizer.      

The economic viability of organic coffee production has also reduced 
farmer dependence on environmentally-destructive livelihoods 
prevalent in the region, most notably cattle ranching and logging. 
Various techniques and practices passed from farmer to farmer have 
helped to improve the sustainable livelihood options available to 
the union’s members. Shade trees, coffee shrubs, and lower-growing 
vegetation soften rainfall and protect even the steepest soils against 
erosion. Farmers are trained by the union in terrace sloping as well 
as mulching techniques to limit erosion and increase the richness 
of soils. Farmers have also been trained and supported to diversify 

the crops grown on their plots of land, inclusive of subsistence crops 
such as maize, cassava and sweet potatoes, but also including fruit 
trees (including banana and papaya) which provide an additional 
source of income.    

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
For many small-scale coffee farmers in Mexico, it can be difficult 
to sustain incomes in the face of declines in global market prices. 
The tendency to increase output by leasing more land or adding 
fertilizers often leads to farmers becoming indebted to lenders. 
This problem is exacerbated by middlemen who take advantage 
of farmers by using misinformation on prices, dishonest evaluation 
of bean quality, and rigging of weighing systems. With a lack of 
alternatives for accessing markets, farmers are often forced into 
compromised situations where they must sell their produce at low 
premiums, or even at a loss.  

Providing critical support for local producers

Unión de Ejidos de La Selva was an important agent in minimizing 
the damage to local producers of a severe economic downturn in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. With the collapse of the quota-based 
International Coffee Agreement, local producers were no longer 
ensured fair prices. The end of the export quota system meant that 
large companies were able to command very low prices for beans 
while maintaining high retail prices, which dramatically reduced 
the income that was going to farmers. Compounding the problem 
further, Mexico dissolved its national coffee institute (INMECAFE) in 
1991. The institute had helped ensure affordable processing services 
for farmers and facilitated access to international markets. Unión de 
Ejidos de La Selva emerged to fill these structural and support gaps 
and did so in a way that prioritized local needs, interests and capacities. 
By offering local producers a form of collective representation 
and bargaining – and by targeting organic and fair trade markets 



– the union has not only helped local producers survive, but has 
substantially improved local incomes by creating a niche in the 
market and closing the supply-demand loop. Through Café la Selva 
coffee shops, the union has achieved true vertical integration of the 
supply chain, from coffee cultivation, processing and packaging to 
marketing and direct sales to consumers. This direct connection to 
the market allows producers to circumvent middlemen and receive 
more money for their coffee. A unique partnership model links local 
farmers with more than 50 private sector investors.  

Widespread improvements in wellbeing and livelihoods

The socioeconomic impacts resulting from this model have been 
impressive. Training in organic coffee production has allowed local 
farmers to generate higher incomes by ensuring a higher quality 
product, increasing yields, and harnessing international demand 
for socially and environmentally responsible supply-chains. In 
terms of capacity building, local producers have been trained in 
terracing slopes to retain top soil (which is built up through organic 
composting), timing their pruning to maximize the numbers and 
quality of berries on coffee plants, and intercropping banana plants 
and other fruit trees to provide shade (and, importantly, secondary 
food and cash crops). Farmers have also received training in a range 
of value-added secondary processing techniques, including in 
the areas of fermentation, drying, storing, and transportation. By 
adopting organic farming techniques, farmers have fewer health 
risks associated with exposure to pesticides and fertilizers.

Poverty reduction impacts

The union estimates that during its first 25 years of operation, the 
income of an average farmer with two hectares of land increased 
from USD 150 to USD 1,600 per year. This additional value came both 
from the improved yields associated with organic coffee cultivation 
– that is, as compared with conventional coffee production – as well 
as the premium that organic and fair trade certified coffee returns 
on the international market. Membership in the union increased 
from 960 in 1992 to 2,039 in 2007. Over that same period of time, 
the number of hectares under organic production increased from 
540 to 5,127.

Catalyzing collective empowerment 

Above and beyond the livelihood benefits from organic coffee 
production, the organization has helped to foster a sense of 
common purpose and engaged a large number of local producers 
in a participatory management system and direct decision-making. 
This has empowered participating communities – and the union as 
a whole – to tackle other social problems in the areas of education, 
health and literacy. A rotating fund has been developed which is 
dedicated to social development projects. A percentage of profits 
are invested into community infrastructure and service delivery 
projects, as decided on by the governing body of the union. The 
union has been able to cultivate a substantial amount of social 
capital which has, in turn, allowed for a shared identity and cultural 
ethos based on indigenous values and sustainable development 
principles. The union self-identifies as not only an operational 

structure for decision-making, but a ‘joint construction of will and 
trust’.
The union has made efforts to increase the participation of women 
– both in decision-making processes as well as in harvesting – and 
established a dedicated women’s association (MUSA) in 1994 to 
focus on small-scale enterprise development, delivery of support 
services for women, and women’s health education. The association 
also provides marketing support for locally-produced handcrafts 
and health services.   

POLICY IMPACTS
Along with 27 other organizations, Unión de Ejidos de La Selva is 
a founding partner of the Integradora de Cafecultores de Chiapas 
– a collective which brings together over 25,000 small-scale coffee 
producers and five private sector businesses from Chiapas to 
market processed coffee under a single brand. The project has 
received substantial financial and political support from the state 
government and offers another outlet for collective representation 
and marketing interests for local producers.     

Unión de Ejidos de La Selva also belongs to the Coordinadora 
Nacional de Organizaciones Cafeteleras (CNOC), a federation of 126 
member organizations, 80% of whose members are indigenous. The 
federation works with various levels of government to harmonize 
public policies in the coffee sector and to coordinate the export of 
coffee to the United States. The union also holds membership in 
the National Union of Autonomous Regional Peasant Organizations 
(UNORCA), a network of rural and indigenous farming organizations 
advocating for the rights and entitlements of smallholder farmers. 

As well as these forums for advocacy and influencing policy, the 
initiative’s work has been recognized on the international stage. 
In 2006, Café La Selva received an award for Social Business of the 
Year from the Schwab Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship 
(Geneva), following on from its twin successes in 2002, when the 
World Resources Institute (Washington, D.C.) awarded the initiative 
its New Ventures Prize, and Café La Selva was an inaugural winner of 
the UNDP Equator Prize. 

9
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY  
The cornerstone of sustainability for both the union, and by 
extension its commercial venture, Café La Selva, is continued 
social organization, cooperation and cohesion. The union owes the 
success of its organic farming model to its ability and willingness to 
meet and respond to the demands of local producers. The model 
has also offered communities an autonomous economy and market 
supply-chain which does not depend on external inputs or support. 
Continuing to ensure the full and active participation of local 
producers in production and marketing decisions is essential for 
long-term sustainability. 

Social, economic, and environmental threats

Social: The initiative has already faced multiple threats to its existence 
and sustained success: the fact that it continues to thrive is an 
indication of the high levels of local participation that underpin its 
work. The uprising by the Ejército Zapatista de la Liberación Nacional 
(EZLN) in 1994 encompassed many communities neighbouring La 
Selva producers, and led to many farmers being displaced from 
their land. The enterprise has maintained an uneasy peace with 
the Zapatistas due to its neutrality on the issue of land occupation, 
including a recent period in which the EZLN called for a boycott 
of La Selva and its products. Security of land tenure for producer 
members was also undermined by changes to ejido legislation in 
the early 1990s, which allowed for private ownership of land by non-
ejidatarios.

 Economic: The union also survived losing its fair-trade status in 2000, 
after it failed to provide the coffee required under its contract and was 
unable to reimburse the purchaser for their advanced payment. This 
led to several key staff members and member communities leaving 
the organization, yet La Selva was able to regain its fair-trade status 
from the Fair-Trade Labeling Organization (FLO) in 2002. The support 
of its long-time members and several new partnerships were critical 

in the initiative’s survival during this period. The initiative has since 
taken the step of legally separating its solidarity mission (Unión de 
Ejidos de La Selva) from its commercial ventures (now under the 
control of Unión de Sociedades de La Selva), and it has instituted 
management controls, such as bringing in independent advisors.

Environmental: Against the background of the need to replace 
ageing coffee plants in individual farm plots – a highly individualized 
process that necessitates the temporary loss of productive capacity 
– producer members face the challenges of a changing climate. 
Serious changes in weather patterns include too many cloudy days 
that inhibit flowering while magnifying the effects of shade, thereby 
causing disease, as well as too much rain falling too late in the season. 
Severe freezes during winter have also killed buds mid-growth. 
Meanwhile, Inga and Chalum varieties of shade trees are dying an 
as yet unknown cause, while higher temperatures have had the 
greatest effect on cafetales at between 400 and 600 meters above 
sea level. Many producers in the lowlands have abandoned coffee 
plots rendered unproductive at these altitudes, leading to increasing 
migration to urban centres, including to the United States.

Strategies for sustained success

The union faces several ongoing challenges to its sustainability. 
Primary among these is integrating youth into production and 
management activities, and to ensuring that organic coffee 
production creates jobs for youth where there is interest. The union 
must also continue to ensure that profits are directed towards 
improved quality and reach of social services, and in particular 
education. One recent outcome has been the development of a 
coffee curriculum for secondary schools in Comitán, which could 
give the next generation of cafetaleros the technical skills and 
knowledge needed to sustain the enterprise through the coming 
decades.
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REPLICATION
Unión de Ejidos de La Selva was amongst the first organizations in 
Mexico to implement and promote organic, shade grown coffee 
production. In 2000, nearly 79,000 hectares being used for coffee 
cultivation were either managed organically or were in transition 
to organic status. Numbers have grown considerably since then; 
according to a recent survey, 132,965 hectares are now certified 
organic or in transition to organic status. The La Selva enterprise has 
been at the forefront of this organic farming movement.

Meanwhile, the union has doubled in size since the early 1990s. Peer-
to-peer exchange of experience between local producers is cited as 
an essential ingredient of its success. Reciprocity and mutual support 
are built into union membership – in order to receive benefits and 
enter the supply-chain, members must commit to sharing new 
knowledge and best practice with other members of the union. 

PARTNERS
• Schwab Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship: Schwab has 

offered scholarship opportunities to La Selva directors and 
connects the company with corporate, political, academic and 
media leaders.

• Inter-American Foundation (IAF): provided grants and technical 
consulting that allowed La Selva to develop a quality control 
program and expand output. 

• Fairtrade Canada (formerly TransFair Canada): purchases, 
distributes and markets La Selva coffee throughout Canada.

• Vínculo y Desarrollo: this local NGO promotes social 
entrepreneurship in Mexico, and has been a key partner in the 
establishment, business development and marketing of the 
organization’s chain of cafés. 

• World Resources Institute: the New Ventures initiative connects 
the organization with investors from around the world, and has 
linked La Selva to business graduate students from Boston and 
Johns Hopkins Universities in order to develop business plans.

• Naturland: this international NGO inspects and grants 
certification of organic production to La Selva’s coffee. In 
addition to certification, Naturland is also a resource for technical 
expertise and market information.

• National Institute for Adult Education (INEA): this Mexican 
government initiative covers the costs of a community promoter 
who works with the MUSA women’s group in promoting adult 
education. 

• Civil Council for Sustainable Coffee: an umbrella organization of 
15 farmer groups and academic institutions in Mexico.

• The Max Havelaar Foundation, Dutch member of FLO 
International: certified La Selva under Fair Trade Labeling 
Organizations standards from 1994 to 2000. 

• Voyava Republic, Ltd. (Texas, USA): under a licensing agreement, 
La Selva sold 3 million eight-cup packages of vitamin-fortified 
coffee to the government of Chiapas in 2009 for distribution to 
families across the state. 
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