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Executive
Summary

This report examines the potential of Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) as an alternative
certification model for smallholder coffee producers in Colombia, with a focus on Argote
Specialty Coffee in Narifo. Colombian farmers continue to face volatile prices, rising costs, and
climate pressures, while traditional Third-Party Certifications (TPCs) remain costly and
bureaucratic, often excluding the very smallholders they were designed to benefit. By contrast,
PGS offers a more accessible and participatory approach built on trust, peer review, and
collective governance, though adoption in Colombia is still limited despite growing legal

recognition.

Drawing on case studies, interviews with farmers in Génova, a European consumer survey, a
willingness-to-pay experiment, and an economic cost-benefit analysis, the report finds that
producers show strong interest in PGS and a willingness to participate, even if training and
administrative support are required. European consumers, though largely unfamiliar with PGS,
view it as credible once explained and express a strong preference for fairness and
sustainability in coffee production. The financial analysis indicates that PGS could improve
margins for smallholder farms by lowering input costs and potentially unlocking price
premiums, with a payback period of four to six years. Finally, a comparative analysis of case
studies identifies recurring, transferable design features of functioning PGS initiatives, with
these features being translated into a practical structure and phased implementation plan

tailored to Argote.

Although PGS alone is not sufficient to meet the certification and traceability requirements of
the European Union, it can strengthen transparency, support compliance, and complement
formal certification schemes. For Argote Specialty Coffee, adopting PGS represents an

opportunity to empower farmers, enhance credibility with buyers, and pioneer a hybrid model

that balances local participation with international market access.
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1.Introduction

CONTEXT, MOTIVATION & RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Coffee production is deeply embedded in Colombia’s economic, social, and cultural fabric.
Since its introduction in the 18th century, coffee has shaped livelihoods and driven national
development, at one point representing nearly 10% of Colombia’s GDP and 30% of
agricultural GDP (Cardenas Gutiérrez, 1993). While economic diversification and market
liberalization have reduced its relative weight, the sector remains crucial: in 2023, more than
550,000 Colombian families (96% of them smallholders cultivating fewer than five hectares)
relied on coffee as their primary source of income (Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros de
Colombia, 2024). Beyond its economic contribution, coffee has supported social
development, with producing regions historically reporting higher education and health

indicators than other rural areas.

Despite this importance, Colombia’s smallholder backbone faces mounting challenges. Price
volatility, climate change, and structural inequalities threaten farmer livelihoods, while
international markets increasingly demand certification as a condition for access. Third-
Party Certifications (TPCs), such as Fairtrade or Organic, have enabled some producers to
secure premiums, but remain costly, bureaucratic, and often detached from local realities
(Cuéllar-Padilla & Ganuza-Fernandez, 2018; FAO, 2018). For most smallholders, fees and
compliance requirements exceed their capacity, excluding them from the very opportunities

designed to foster inclusion.

In response, Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) have emerged as a locally focused
alternative. Defined by IFOAM as “quality assurance systems that certify producers based on
active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social networks,
and knowledge exchange,” PGS decentralize certification, reduce costs through peer review,
and strengthen direct relationships between producers, consumers, and institutions. While
PGS has grown steadily in Brazil and Peru, its adoption in Colombia remains limited, with
only a handful of initiatives covering a fraction of the country’s organic coffee land.
Nonetheless, the Colombian policy environment is increasingly supportive: Resolution 464 of
2017 and the National Agroecology Policy (2022-2026) formally recognize PGS, while
regional plans highlight its potential to promote inclusive, sustainable, and community-

driven agriculture.



INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH PROJECT 2025

Against this backdrop, this report investigates whether PGS can be a viable certification model
for Colombian smallholder coffee farmers, focusing on the case of Argote Specialty Coffee in

Narifio. Specifically, it examines:

1.What lessons can be drawn from existing PGS initiatives in Latin America for application in
Colombia’s coffee sector?

2.How do smallholder producers in Génova, Narifio perceive the opportunities and challenges
of PGS adoption?

3.How do European consumers value PGS certification compared to traditional systems, and

what are the implications for economic feasibility?

The report combines qualitative and quantitative methods - case studies, farmer interviews,
consumer surveys, a willingness-to-pay experiment, and financial analysis - to answer these
questions. Section 3 provides background on the Latin American coffee industry, certification
systems, EU legislation, and Argote’s supply chain. Section 4 outlines the research design,

followed by findings (Section 5), discussion of implications (Section 6), and conclusions with

recommendations and avenues for future research (Section 7).
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2.Background Research

2.1. Overview of the Latin American Coffee Industry

2.1.1. Context and History
Latin America plays a crucial role in global coffee production, accounting for a significant
share of the world’s supply. The region’s climate, high-altitude farms, and rich volcanic soil

provide ideal growing conditions, especially for high-quality beans.

The cultivation of coffee in Latin America began in the early 18th century when European
colonial powers introduced the crop to the region. Coffee was first brought from Africa and
the Arabian Peninsula to the Caribbean - most notably to the French colony of Saint-
Domingue (now Haiti) around the 1720s. From there, it quickly spread to other parts of the
region. The Dutch introduced it to Suriname, while the Spanish and Portuguese brought it to

their colonies as well.

By the 19th century, coffee had become a major export crop throughout Latin America. Its
expansion was often closely tied to regional development, land reform, and labor systems.
In Brazil, large-scale plantations, or fazendas, relied heavily on enslaved labor until abolition
in 1888. In Colombia and Central America, coffee cultivation shaped rural economies and

became a cornerstone of national identity.

Today, Brazil, Colombia, and other Andean nations, such as Peru and Ecuador, are among
the world’s leading coffee exporters. Latin American coffee is primarily of the Arabica
variety, known for its mild acidity, complex flavors, and aromatic qualities. The cultural
significance of coffee remains strong across the region, not only as a key economic product

but also as a symbol of tradition, hospitality, and national pride.

2.1.2. Key Producing Countries
According to the United States Department of Agriculture (2025), the top coffee-producing

countries in 2024/25 are (see Figure 1):

1.Brazil: 38% of global production

2.Vietnam: 17% of global production
3.Colombia: 7% of global production
4.Indonesia: 6% of global production

5.Ethiopia: 5% of global production
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Colombia stands out as the leading producer of high-altitude Arabica coffee, renowned for its

bright acidity, citrusy notes, and smooth mouthfeel.
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Figure 1: Share of Global Coffee Production in 2024/25 (Source: United States
Department of Agriculture, 2025)

Latin America’s prominence in coffee production is largely due to its position within the Coffee
Belt - a global zone located between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. This belt
provides the perfect balance of temperature, rainfall, and elevation, making Latin America an

ideal region for cultivating high-quality coffee beans.
Within this belt, coffee is grown in three primary types of regions:

e Andean Highlands: Countries such as Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru cultivate coffee at high
altitudes (1,200-2,200 meters above sea level). The cooler temperatures slow down the
ripening process, allowing beans to develop higher acidity and complex flavors with citrus
and floral notes.

e Volcanic Regions: Guatemala, El Salvador, and Costa Rica benefit from nutrient-rich volcanic
soil, which enhances the mineral content of coffee beans. This results in a well-balanced cup
with chocolatey, nutty, and fruity notes.

e Lowland and Coastal Areas: Brazil and parts of Mexico grow coffee in lower-altitude regions
(300-1,200 meters). These areas produce smooth, mild coffee with nutty and caramel flavors

due to the warmer climate and faster maturation of the coffee cherries.
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The diversity of the growing conditions allows Latin America to produce a wide range of coffee
profiles with unique characteristics (Coffee, 2025):
1.Colombian Coffee: Known for its bright acidity, medium body, and citrus or chocolate notes.
2.Brazilian Coffee: Low acidity with nutty, chocolate, and caramel notes.
3.Costa Rican Coffee: Balanced acidity with fruity and floral hints.

4.Guatemalan Coffee: Bold body with spicy, chocolaty undertones.

2.1.3. The Role of Coffee in Latin American Countries

The coffee industry has played an important role in the economic development of Latin America.
As one of the most important agricultural exports, historically, coffee production has
contributed to GDP growth, employment generation, and rural development. However, high
dependence on the coffee industry has led to some economic vulnerabilities, showing some
countries the need to diversify their economies. For example, during the Great Depression,
Brazil was highly dependent on coffee exports to the US, and because of this, they saw a drastic
fall in the demand and prices of their product, leading to severe economic contraction (Topik &
Clarence-Smith, 2003). The Brazilian example has served other countries as a reference to not

being too dependent on one export, underlining the need to diversify their economies.

Given that we already know the main producers of coffee worldwide (Figure 1), we now focus on

the impact that coffee has on national economies in the region by 2023.

Coffee Exports over GDP in Latin America
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Figure 2: Coffee Exports over GDP in Latin America (Source: World Bank GDP data,
WITS coffee exports, Coffee, not roasted or decaffeinated, 2023)
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In the graph above, we can appreciate the relative importance of the coffee industry for
different Latin American countries' economies. We can see that Honduras heavily relies on their
coffee exports, highlighting also that they are among the top 10 coffee producers worldwide.
However, all the other coffee producing countries do not rely heavily on their coffee exports for
economic development, showing they have more diversified economies and focus on other
industries. Even other world-leading coffee producers, such as Brazil, Colombia, or Peru, do not
rely heavily on coffee exports.

Further focusing on the contribution of coffee to economic development in Colombia, we can
observe a shift over the last decades. In the 50’s, coffee production represented almost 10% of
Colombia’s GDP, and almost 30% of the agricultural GDP. However, since then, the country
underwent significant economic diversification (J. Cardenas Gutiérrez, 1993), leading to a
decrease in the relative importance of the coffee industry. This shift reflects a broader structural
transformation, as other sectors, such as oil, mining, and services, gained prominence.
According to Saenz, Alvarez, and Brock (2021), some of the key factors for the decline of the
coffee industry's relative importance were the collapse of the International Coffee Agreement

(ICA) quota system in 1989, market liberalization policies, and shifts in prices.
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Figure 3: Coffee Exports & Percentage of Exports over GDP (Source: World Bank Data

[for GDP], Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros de Colombia [for coffee exports]).

In the graph above, we can observe the spike in coffee exports during the late 80s, and the
subsequent significant fall in coffee production given the collapse of the quota system. We can
also notice the rise in coffee exports at the start of the 20th century, with a continuous rise until

recent years, as Colombia has been able to reach export values similar to the late 80s peak.
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Beyond its contribution to GDP, the coffee industry plays a crucial role in employment and rural
development. By 1993, the coffee industry was the main source of agricultural employment,
representing 40% of agricultural employment at the time (J. Cardenas Gutiérrez, 1993). By 2023,
there were 552.814 coffee producers in Colombia, with 96.7% being small producers (up to 5
hectares), 2.4% medium producers (5 to 10 hectares) and 1% large producers (+10 hectares)
(Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros de Colombia, 2024). The latter indirectly supports further
employment through associated industries such as transportation, processing and export
logistics. Historically, in Colombia, growing regions exhibited higher school enrollment rates,
lower child mortality, and better health indicators compared to other rural areas (J. Cardenas
Gutiérrez, 1993).

To sum up, the coffee industry has been a cornerstone for economic development in South
America, particularly in Colombia. As it continues to contribute to GDP, employment, trade, and

rural employment, while some structural shifts and policies have altered its relative economic

significance, it is still a crucial industry for the country’s development.
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2.1.4. Colombia’s Coffee Trade and Exports

Colombia is one of the most important coffee-exporting nations, contributing 7% of global
coffee exports. However, in 2024, the export value of Colombian coffee was around $3 billion
($2,914,733,000), marking a 29% decline compared to the previous year (International Trade
Centre, 2023). This drop is attributed to fluctuations in global coffee prices, climate-related

challenges, and shifting consumer demand.

According to the International Trade Centre (2023), Colombia exports coffee primarily to (see
Figure 4):

1.United States: 40.8% of Colombia’s exports
2.Belgium: 7.4% of Colombia’s exports

3.Germany: 6.9% of Colombia’s exports

Exports of coffee from Colombia in 2023 (in value)
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Figure 2: Share of Coffee Exports from Colombia in 2023 (measured in total value)

(Source: International Trade Centre, 2023).
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2.1.5. Producer Profiles in Colombia & Latin America

Coffee Production Structures in Latin America

Coffee production in Latin America is characterized by its diversity in farm size, land tenure
systems, and the degree of market integration. While countries like Brazil exhibit highly
mechanized, large-scale plantation systems, much of Central America and Colombia rely heavily
on smallholder producers operating on plots with typically less than three hectares (Gafaro,
Ibafiez, Sanchez-Ordofiez, & Ortiz, 2020). These small farms are central to rural livelihoods,

despite facing persistent structural disadvantages (Goémez, Rueda, & Lambin, 2019).

Land Inequality and Historical Context

Land inequality remains one of the most enduring features shaping agricultural production in
Latin America. As shown in Gafaro et al. (2020), the region exhibits high levels of land
concentration, with larger farms enjoying better market access and higher labor productivity.
Colombia, in particular, has struggled with ineffective land reforms since the 1930s. According
to Berry (2017), ambiguous tenure arrangements and elite resistance have perpetuated a system

where smallholders remain economically vulnerable and politically marginalized.

This dynamic has direct implications for coffee producers, as land access determines not only
productive capacity but also eligibility for credit and state support. De Luca and Sekeris (2011)
further emphasize that intermediate levels of land inequality may lead to conflict, highlighting

the interdependence of agrarian structures and rural stability.

Changing Landscapes and Production Models

Recent research by Meyfroidt et al. (2021) illustrates that coffee-growing landscapes across
Latin America are undergoing significant spatial and institutional transformations. These
include the relocation of production to higher elevations, the abandonment of marginal lands,
and increased intensification in accessible zones. Colombia reflects these trends in unique
ways, influenced by both its topography and the long-standing presence of institutional actors
such as the Federacién Nacional de Cafeteros (FNC). The FNC has historically supported
smallholders by providing technical assistance, coordinating access to certifications, and
managing group schemes that reduce barriers to sustainability compliance (Rueda & Lambin,
2013).

However, Samoggia and Fantini (2023) argue that despite this institutional infrastructure,
governance in the Colombian coffee chain remains uneven. While cooperatives offer support in
terms of market access, they lack influence over value distribution in a global supply chain
increasingly dominated by multinational traders and roasters (Utrilla-Catalan, Sanchez-
Palacios, & Lopez-Ruiz, 2022).
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Economic Pressures and Market Integration

Colombian coffee producers face the dual challenge of low farm-gate prices and rising
production costs. The dissolution of the International Coffee Agreement in 1989 marked a shift
towards liberalized trade, weakening producer countries' leverage. As Utrilla-Catalan et al.
(2022) demonstrate, the value chain has become increasingly unequal, with producing countries

capturing a shrinking share of total profits.

These economic conditions disproportionately affect smallholders, who often cannot scale up
production or access specialty markets. The pressure to participate in certification schemes or
export-grade markets may exacerbate existing inequalities, especially when institutional

support is uneven across regions (Rubio-Jovel, Arce, & Vargas, 2024).

Cooperatives, Institutions, and Succession

As the literature shows, cooperatives remain one of the few stabilizing forces for coffee
producers in Colombia. Bavorova, Hamade, and Hinkelmann (2024) show that membership in
cooperatives significantly increases the likelihood of farm succession, particularly when
combined with land tenure security and adequate farm income. These institutions not only
support technical and marketing needs but also provide a platform for generational renewal in
rural communities.

Yet, the persistence of low profitability and limited land access continues to drive rural youth
away from agriculture. In Tolima, for example, many young people view coffee farming as
economically unviable unless paired with cooperative support and land inheritance (Bavorova
et al., 2024).

Displacement and Persistence

While this study focuses on Colombia, insights from Guatemala and Nicaragua offer valuable
parallels. Carte, Schmook, Radel, and Johnson (2019) introduce the notion of "slow
displacement," which implies that smallholder families are gradually pushed off the land due to
shrinking access and declining food security. Thus, migration becomes both a symptom and a
coping strategy. This phenomenon resonates with parts of Colombia where rural households

rely on off-farm income or remittances to sustain agricultural production.

Taken together, these dynamics reveal a landscape in which smallholder coffee producers,
especially in Colombia, must navigate structural inequality, shifting production environments,
and uneven institutional support to sustain their livelihoods and secure their place in global

markets.

10
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2.1.6. Consumer Trends and Target Profiles

Understanding who consumes coffee and, more importantly, who is likely to pay a premium for
it, is essential for producers, especially those exploring sustainable certification models such as
Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS). In the following section, we explain how demographic
factors could influence coffee consumption and what the portraits of the target consumer of
coffee (in general) and of PGS coffee are. The reason for making the distinction is that recent
consumer trends have increasingly emphasized ethical and sustainable consumption. Research
on Fair Trade coffee, for instance, shows its growing appeal among younger consumers.

Robichaud and Yu (2022) found that up to 73% of Generation Z consumers are willing to pay a

premium for Fair Trade coffee, reflecting a broader shift towards sustainability.

Demographic Factors Influencing Coffee Consumption

AGE

Research shows that coffee consumption
increases with age. In the United States,
approximately 72% of adults over 60 are
classified as coffee drinkers (Rehm et al.,
2020). People aged 26-50 tend to consume
coffee most frequently, averaging two to
three cups daily. Conversely, younger adults
(18-25) consume less, often limiting intake
to once a week. Similarly, Rehm et al. (2020)
found that 74.3% of adults over 70 drink
coffee regularly, while only 38.9% of adults
aged 20-30 do the same.

INCOME

Income is another significant driver. Higher-
income individuals are more likely to drink
coffee and in larger quantities. For example,
64.4% of high-income earners consume
50.3% of
individuals below the federal poverty line
(Rehm et al., 2020). Urban living, often

coffee, compared to only

associated with higher income, also
influences consumption habits, with urban
consumers more likely to drink coffee in

cafes (Rehm et al., 2020).

EDUCATION
Education strongly correlates with coffee
consumption frequency and preferences.
Individuals with higher education levels,
particularly those

holding  university

degrees, tend to drink coffee more
frequently and are more likely to prefer
black coffee without additives. College-
educated individuals are also more likely to
support ethical and sustainable coffee

certifications (Rehm et al., 2020).

GENDER

Both previously cited studies agree that
there is no significant difference in coffee
consumption frequency between men and
women. However, men tend to consume
(357g/day vs.

293g/day), while women are more likely to

slightly larger quantities

consume coffee in social settings such as
cafes (Rehm et al., 2020).

11
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Target Coffee Consumer
Taking these variables into account, the profile of the most profitable consumer for Colombian

coffee is:

(e Aged 51-70 )
e Male
e College-educated or higher

e Highincome

e Urban resident
\_ Y

Target Consumers for PGS Coffee
While the most profitable consumer tends to be older and high-income, the ideal consumer for

PGS-certified coffee reflects a different profile, rooted in ethical awareness rather than price

alone.

( Age N
Millennials and Gen Z (25-45) are more eco-conscious and seek transparency in sourcing. They
actively prefer sustainable brands (GourmetPro, 2024; Robichaud and Yu, 2022).

Y

[ Gender h
Women are more likely to support fair trade and ethical consumption models, with studies
showing stronger moral obligation among female university students (Doran, 2009).

J

[ Education N
Higher education levels correlate with support for alternative certifications like PGS (Doran,
2009).

. .

[ Income N
Middle- to high-income consumers are more willing to pay a small premium for eco-labeled or
fairly traded coffee (Heliyon, 2021).

. Y

[ Location h
Urban consumers in cities with established specialty coffee cultures are more aware of ethical
sourcing and thus more inclined to purchase PGS-certified coffee (Grand View Research, 2024).

.

12
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2.2 Certification Systems Overview

2.2.1 Third-Party Certifications

Overview of Third-Party Certification in Coffee

Third-party certification (TPC), also called voluntary certification, refers to an independent
organization reviewing the manufacturing process of a product, with the aim of ensuring that it
adheres to specified standards regarding aspects like quality, performance, or safety (NSF,
2020). In the context of sustainability certification, this assurance specifically refers to the
product forming part of a value chain which ensures social, economic, and/or environmental

sustainability (Jones et al., 2024).

The trend of third-party sustainability standards began in the late 1980s and 1990s, with the
world’s first Fairtrade Certification Mark, Stichting Max Havelaar, emerging in 1988 to “improve
the living and working conditions of small farmers and agricultural workers in disadvantaged
regions” (Max Havelaar, 2007). Small-scale farmers, particularly in the coffee sector, have long
been the most vulnerable to volatile global prices, evidenced by the price crisis induced by the
collapse of the International Coffee Agreement in 1989 (Coffee & Conservation, 2006). TPCs have
since rapidly expanded, offering different mechanisms such as premiums and minimum
guaranteed prices to protect producers, while also implementing standards to improve product
quality and protect the environment. Academic literature examining TPCs in the context of
coffee production has found that while certifications can deliver concrete benefits to producers,

significant limitations may arise as well, potentially undercutting the intended outcomes.

While third party sustainability certification defines a broad category consisting of varied labels
and standards, a general common structure can be inferred. TPC typically involves regular
independent audits carried out by certifiers, verifying that producers comply with set standards.
Many certification schemes provide price premiums to incentivize more sustainable production
practices, while Fairtrade includes a guaranteed minimum price to protect producers from
market volatility. The overarching mission of most TPCs includes promises of stable income,
improved quality, and sustainable practices, though how much a label focuses on a particular

dimension can vary (Jones et al., 2024).

13
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Despite noble objectives, limitations identified in the overarching model of third-party
certifications can serve as an argument for the implementation of alternative certification
mechanisms, notably Participatory Guarantee Systems. By emphasizing local stakeholder
involvement and more context-specific standards, PGS may offer more accessible, cost-
effective, and equitable pathways for sustainable coffee production. The following section will
review the academic literature on third-party certification, with a focus on agriculture and
coffee, aiming to identify both proven benefits as well as key limitations stemming from the

model.

Economic and Welfare Impacts

While empirical research has found that certification tends to improve financial outcomes for
producers, this effect can be context-specific and is not without limitations. A systematic review
by Jones et al. (2024) states that Fair Trade and Organic, both of which provide a higher market
price for certified coffee, are generally found to have a positive effect on economic
sustainability. However, actual gains may be marginal, as increased revenues are often offset by
costs of certification and compliance. Thanks to their ability to afford these costs, larger
producers benefit disproportionately more from certification. Examining GlobalGAP certification
for mango farmers in Ghana, Akrong et al. (2022) show that high income farmers were more
likely to afford the costs of certification-approved inputs as well as other costs of compliance -
in this context, certification increased farmers’ propensity to sell to high-value markets,
increasing revenues. Dragusanu et al. (2022) determine that when the Fair Trade minimum price
is binding, certification leads to higher sales prices, increased revenues, and reduced closures
for Costa Rican coffee mills and farms. The paper, however, shows uneven distribution of these
gains, finding that incomes increase for farm owners but not for unskilled workers, the poorest

in the sector.

Cross-continental research by Jena & Grote (2022) further shows mixed results. Certified
cooperatives in Ethiopia actually performed worse in terms of yields and incomes compared to
non-certified counterparts, explained by the “cooperative effect” - suffering from limitations
such as low technical skills, low level of base finance, and an overly top-down management
structure. Indian cooperatives experienced both yield and price increases under certification. In
Nicaragua, corresponding price increases for coffee were offset by lower yields, resulting in no
changes in household income. Such findings emphasize that rather than providing universal
benefits, certification’s effects are in fact particularly contingent on local market conditions and
organizational capacity. Holzapfel & Wollni (2014) similarly identify heterogeneous effects by
organizational structure, finding that certification benefits for farmers were greater when

belonging to producer-managed rather than exporter-managed groups.

14
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Beyond financial indicators, certification has similarly been found to have an effect on
household welfare, though effects vary by type of certification. Meemken et al. (2017)
demonstrate that Fair Trade tends to increase non-food expenditures of households as well as
improve children’s education, while Organic is associated with higher food expenditures and
nutritional outcomes. As in previous studies, the authors find that these positive effects are
moderated by the additional costs of compliance, eroding net benefits. Aiming to take into
account broader impacts than the general narrow focus on yields and revenues, and focusing
particularly on small-scale coffee producers, Vellema et al. (2015) deconstruct household
income into categories corresponding to specific income-generating activities. Their results
show that farm certification increased coffee income, but at the expense of other on-farm
agricultural production and agricultural wage labour; as such, certification did not affect total
income, only its composition. This increased specialization leaves smallholder producers more
dependent on infamously volatile global coffee prices, highlighting an unintended consequence
of certification that may reduce overall livelihood resilience.

Collectively, these studies suggest TPCs can generate economic and welfare benefits, yet
frequently fail to equitably support the most vulnerable stakeholders in the coffee-sector. Top-
down, externally driven governance can limit local participation and empowerment. High
compliance costs tend to erode net gains, while specialization pressures expose households to
market volatility. Consequently, alternative approaches should strive for reduced costs,

increased worker empowerment, and adaptability to varied local contexts.

Governance & Value Chain Distribution

As TPCs have transitioned from niche to mainstream markets over recent decades, they have
gained significant influence as private regulators within the global agrifood sector (Hatanaka et
al., 2005). This shift has been driven by factors such as globalization of the agrifood system,
consumer demand for varied quality attributes, and limitations in public regulatory frameworks.
While this growth has contributed to improvements in sustainability, Anders et al. (2010) note
that competition among many certifiers, together with private retailers’ push for their preferred

schemes, can complicate how value and credibility are distributed along the value chain.
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A notable example of how TPCs act as a de facto enforcer of standards in the global agrifood
industry is the recognition of EureGAP (now GlobalGAP) as a global quality assurance system in
food trade. More than 30 European and 15 non-European retail chains require proof of
GlobalGAP certification from their suppliers (Flaschsbarth et al., 2020). A growing number of
retailers from large supermarket chains to smaller retail chains demand compliance with
increasingly stringent standards set by TPCs (Halabi et Lin, 2017). At the same time governments
increasingly integrate and recognize these actors in public policies (Marx et al., 2024). This
yields a growing influence to certifiers on the value chain distribution of the agrifood system, its

governance and the relationship between consumers, producers, traders and retailers.

However, the effects of TPCs on the distribution of value across supply chains remain
contentious. Joshua & Neilson (2017) found mixed impacts, noting that while certain studies
highlight positive outcomes for farmers' livelihoods under specific conditions, the majority
report neutral or inconsistent results. Particularly concerning is the distribution of certification
premiums. Valkila et al. (2010) reveal that a substantial share of the premium intended for
coffee producers ultimately benefits roasters and retailers rather than reaching the producers

themselves, thus undermining the equitable distribution goals of these certifications.

Systemic challenges further complicate the role of TPCs. Raynolds (2009) categorizes Fairtrade
coffee buyers into three distinct groups - mission-driven, quality-driven, and market-driven -
each group characterized by differing levels of commitment to equitable and fair producer
compensation and duration of producer-buyer relationships. The proliferation of TPCs in
conventional markets, particularly driven by market-driven buyers, can thus create tensions
regarding the credibility and intended outcomes of these certifications. Rathgens et al. (2020)
critique existing literature for its insufficient exploration of participatory alternative trade
systems, suggesting that a broader focus is necessary to address deeper systemic and social

challenges within global trade frameworks effectively.

These findings underscore significant governance and systemic shortcomings in traditional TPC
models. Alternative certification systems should focus on enhancing transparency,
redistributing power within value chains, reducing the influence of intermediaries, and

promoting equitable and sustainable producer-buyer relationships.
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Socio-Cultural Impacts

Beyond economic and governance dimensions, the socio-cultural impacts of TPCs introduce
additional complexities at the local level. For instance, Paredes et al. (2025) report that
Fairtrade certification in Peru fosters greater inclusion of marginalized groups and enhances
food production through sustainable agricultural practices. In contrast, Overbeek (2019) argues
that such certifications can marginalize smaller farmers by favoring those with greater
resources, while Jones et al. (2024) highlight a notable gap in the literature regarding the
economic benefits for women and landless laborers, with female participation frequently

overlooked.

Politically, Coérdoba (2024) illustrates that although TPCs contribute to improvements in
education, health, and infrastructure on Nicaraguan coffee plantations, they can also inhibit
unionization and collective worker action, as landowners may use certification as a substitute
for regulatory or union pressures. Moreover, while the price premiums associated with TPCs can
bolster food security by enhancing farmers’ purchasing power - a mechanism detailed by
Schleifer et al. (2019) - there is limited evidence that these benefits extend to broader food

security outcomes through means such as female empowerment or crop diversification.

Additionally, Overbeek (2019) cautions that from the consumer perspective, TPCs may create a
moral hazard whereby buyers feel that simply purchasing Fairtrade products resolves deeper
developmental issues. In reality, such dynamics can exacerbate inequalities among producers,
diminish political engagement among workers, and - as Cérdoba (2024) further shows -
perpetuate gender disparities through uneven benefit distribution. These insights underscore
the importance of adopting a bottom-up approach that better empowers smallholder farmers,

fosters genuine worker participation, and addresses gender inequality.

In sum, third-party certifications have delivered market access and, in some contexts, higher
incomes and social benefits, but these gains are uneven and often eroded by compliance costs,
top-down governance, and mixed distribution of premiums. These limits motivate examining
complementary or alternative models - especially Participatory Guarantee Systems - that can
lower barriers for smallholders, strengthen local participation, and, where needed, be combined

with select third-party elements in hybrid pathways.
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2.2.2. Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS)

What is PGS?

Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) are defined by IFOAM - Organics International (2008) as
“locally focused quality assurance systems that certify producers based on active participation
of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social networks and knowledge
exchange." This certification scheme aims to provide a reliable guarantee to consumers of the
fulfilment of organic practice standards throughout the value chain of an agricultural product. It
has the particularity of having a bottom-up approach to certification that heavily relies on the
joint participation and cooperation of stakeholders, from farmers to consumers and local
authorities, throughout the process. This makes organic certification adaptable to stakeholders’
specific needs.

On the one hand, it allows smallholder farmers to access organic markets without the burden of
strict practice standards set by third-party certification entities and the associated high
compliance costs. On the other hand, it provides consumers with greater access to local,

organic, and more affordable agricultural product options (FAO, 2018).

Although there is not one specific approach to implement or manage a PGS, IFOAM has
identified a set of key elements and features associated with this scheme, as well as a basic
internal structure and organization, based on several successful initiatives around the world
(IFOAM, 2019).

As the key elements of PGS, IFOAM (2019) highlights:

e Shared Vision: Identification and agreement among stakeholders on the guiding principles
of the system and its goals, e.g., autonomy of local communities;

e Participation: Active engagement of all stakeholders throughout the PGS implementation
process and daily processes;

e Transparency: All stakeholders have access to information on how the full system works,
making a basic understanding of it possible for everyone;

e Trust: PGS heavily relies on stakeholders trusting each other, particularly consumers
trusting producers’ commitment towards a set of organic practices throughout the
production process;

e Horizontality: A non-hierarchical system, where responsibilities are shared among
stakeholders and each has equal rights in the decision-making process;

e Learning Process: A Dynamic system of continuous exchange of ideas and experiences

between stakeholders.
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Regarding key features, the following are usually associated with PGS initiatives:

Grassroots Organization: PGS is mainly built by and for the stakeholders that are involved
in the production and consumption of the product(s) the system covers;

Suitable for Smallholder Agriculture: PGS is usually developed as a more affordable
alternative for smallholder family farmers, which also involves less amount of paperwork
than traditional certification schemes;

Principles and Values that Enhance Livelihoods: PGS is based on a set of clearly-defined
principles that aim to improve the well-being of the stakeholders involved,

Mechanisms to Support Farmers: PGS oftentimes involves not only the establishment of an
inclusive certification process but also the development of specific activities/events or
technical advice to support farmers;

Norms Conceived by All Stakeholders: The standards for the organic integrity of the
product(s) covered by the PGS are jointly defined and recognized by every stakeholder
involved;

Documented Management Systems and Procedures: Although with different detailing and
complexity levels depending on the PGS initiative, procedures and progress through record
keeping are, to a smaller or higher degree, documented by stakeholders;

Mechanisms to Verify Producer Compliance: Since with PGS, verification of compliance
with established organic production standards does not rely on a third-party organization,
stakeholders define their own methods of verifying producers’ compliance;

Farmer’s Pledge: Producers joining a PGS agree to established norms or standards via a
record or document;

Seals and Labels: PGS initiatives use an official stamp as a formal endorsement to key
documents and a label to foster trust in the consumer on the organic reliability of the
product;

Clear and Pre-Defined Consequences for Non-Compliance: Although non-compliance to
the established production standards in PGS initiatives is typically low, consequences to

such possibility must be defined beforehand and agreed upon by stakeholders.
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When it comes to their internal organizational structure, PGS is oftentimes composed by:

e Peer Review Group: Mainly composed of farmers, it is responsible for the monitoring of
compliance with the established standards and norms of the PGS initiative by the producers
involved. It decides on the renewal of certificates for reviewed farms;

e Certification Committee: Has the final decision on the renewal of certificates for reviewed
farmers, approval of new members to the PGS initiative, and enforcement of consequences
for non-compliance;

e Administrative Staff: Responsible for the day-to-day management of the PGS initiative,
including managing paperwork and keeping track of peer review schedules.

e Council: Responsible for the external relations of the PGS at the regional and/or national

levels, for initiatives where systems have expanded to larger regions/markets (e.g., national)

Hence, as Argote is composed by smallholder family producers who are currently not able to
have their coffee organically certified by the typical third-party certification systems due to the
high compliance costs associated with it, PGS presents itself as a more affordable and inclusive
alternative for accessing organic coffee markets. By adopting PGS, farmers could foster
consumers’ trust in their coffee products, in terms of organic and sustainable production
practices, as well as strengthen collaboration and knowledge sharing with other local
stakeholders that could be involved, such as local authorities or rural advisors. This peer
support within the PGS could enhance farming practices and increase the market

competitiveness of farmers.

How does PGS compare to TPC?
PGS is different from today’s dominating Third-Party Certification (TPC) systems in several

fundamental ways.

Regarding the historical development of a global market for organic agricultural products, the
prevailing method of ensuring certain standards up until the 1990s was first-party certification,
leaving little room for customers to be certain about farming practices. As the IFOAM explains in
their overview standards and certification, the growing demand for organic products was not
met by the supply, leaving room for fraud to gain additional profits from higher premiums.
Policymakers reacted by establishing standards for organic agriculture. While the IFOAM
published its first paper on basic standards in 1980, the EU first passed a legal framework in the

year 1991, and other parts of the world followed suit.
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Those frameworks included TPC as a requirement to label products as organic. While this

standardization led to vast market growth and larger awareness for organic products, it also

brought several consequences unintended by the pioneers of organic agriculture in the first

place. Therefore, the alternative PGS arose, with the term first being coined after an IFOAM

event in Brazil in 2004.

The table below, based on Cuéllar-Padilla & Ganuza-Fernandez (2018), summarizes the main
differences between TPC and PGS. (Note that TPC labels include policy-defined labels such as

the green EU organic label as well as the Fairtrade or Rainforest Alliance label.)

Table 1 - Comparison between TPC & PGS

Parameter

TPC (based on ER834/2007)

PGS

Decision making

The decisions on what is evaluated and how are taken

at an institutional level and by the certification entity

or body. Producers and consumers are passive actors;
no decisions from them are required.

All the decisions on what, how, and
when are taken at the social network
level. Producers and consumers
define what they want it to be and
how.

Guarantee
responsible(s)

Certification bodies or entities (public administrations
or private enterprises). Always non-local technical and
institutional figures.

Local social networks of producers
and consumers

Bureaucracy required

Complex documents designed at technical bureaus.
Public administration and private enterprises assume
the task.

Flexible documents are designed by
the networks. Producers and
consumers design how to translate
into documents the principles to be
evaluated and the procedures.

Expensive mechanism. Costs related to qualified
technical staff (auditors and managers at the

Cheap procedure. The implication of
the members allow to substitute
monetary costs by time, which is not

operator's information can be published.

Costs certification body); maintenance of the certification
. remunerated; costs related to travel
body structure; travel expenses of the technical .
. expenses of the visit group to the
inspectors to the farms.
farm.
) e Complete. All the members of the
Confidentiality is guaranteed by law. None of the P
Transparency networks know exactly the results of

the proceedings.

Non-conformity
consequences

The certification is denied. Loss of commercialisation
opportunities.

The producer is sent off the network
and loses not only the guarantee but
the confidence inside the network
(social consequences). They lose
commercialization channels, support,
and mutual aid mechanisms.

Relationship between
producer and
consumers

Abstract, indirect. Risk of “consumer deskilling” (Jaffe
and Gertler, 2006) and loss of sovereignty

Consumers are active stakeholders,
involved in design and practices,
regaining sovereignty.
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Authors of PGS literature put emphasis not only on the practical differences to TPC systems but
also the different convictions PGS are based on. As Cuéllar-Padilla and Ganuza-Fernandez (2018)
summarize, “PGS are based on a system of reference that is highly dissimilar from the
hegemonic system. They represent a new framework that is inspired by other cognitive systems.
They view resource management and productivity differently; they favour a more holistic
worldview and foster the interaction between different forms of knowledge, including
traditional knowledge, as well as creation and implementation of knowledge within specific
contexts; and operate on a value-weighted scale where emphasis is placed on factors such as
equity, solidarity and justice. Overall, procedures are rooted in the principles of radical
democracy. This enormous shift brings one of their main limits: the development of a very
political and critical approach is required to a group of producers (and consumers, when they
get implied) to develop such a governance system.”

PGS presence in Latin America’

Latin America is at the heart of PGS existence,
with the term “Participatory Guarantee System”
being first adopted in an IFOAM international
workshop in Brazil in 2004, as mentioned
above. Since then, PGS has increased its
presence in the region as an alternative system
to the costly and less inclusive TPC systems for
organic agriculture (Figure 3).

'This section is based on FiBL & IFOAM (2024).

Figure 3 - PGS presence in Latin America
(Source: IFOAM, 2025)
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In 2022, organic agriculture involved more than 235 thousand producers and covered
approximately 14 million land hectares across Latin America, 1.3 % of the region’s total
agricultural land. Of these, around 2 million were dedicated to the production of organic coffee,
accounting for 14.3% of the total organic agricultural area. This highlights the relevant presence
of coffee in the organic markets of the region. Furthermore, exports of organic products from
the region to the US or EU were significant, with Argentina and Colombia being the primary
exporters. The prevalence and distribution of organic agriculture across the region can be seen

in more detail in Table 1.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note a pattern: countries where organic agriculture is relatively
practiced more tend to have fewer organic producers, while countries where organic agriculture
is relatively practiced less often have a higher number of organic producers. This hints at a
wider presence of smallholder farmers in organic production for countries with a smaller
organic agriculture presence and a higher market concentration for countries where organic
agriculture is more developed. Colombia positions itself mid-range in the region in terms of
both organic agriculture development and the number of organic producers, with 1.2% of the
country’s total agricultural land being dedicated to organic production and 3160 farmers
engaged in organic production. Most importantly, more than 55% of organic agricultural land is

dedicated to the production of coffee.

Table 2 - Organic Agriculture in Latin America (2022)

Qrganic Area for Total Organic Qrganic Share of Total Producers Export to EU
Countryl Territory Coffen [ha) Arga [ha) Agricultural Land [%] [na.] and USA [MT]
Latin America 2,078,958 14,057,862 1.3 235,688 Te8,272
{Total)
AIgentina - 4,075,035 23 1376 265,702
Baolivia Toa7 2,348 406 L7 12157 21,8590
Brazil 996,413 3,260,235 0.5 24,250 17,897
Chile = 320,064 0.4 1,950 54,049
Colombia 74,800 134,824 1.2 3180 d 194
Costa Rica 1.000 12,052 0.7 63 28,7
Ecuadar 2449 103,280 ik ] BE10 50,219
El Satvadior 2087 2,087 14] 38 392
Guatemala 70,207 151,385 0.7 BN 14,569
Honduras 42,105 88179 0.2 318 1,775
Mexico 432141 TOTA0 13 51,653 53728
Micaragua 38,840 33,840 0.2 B782 1,078
Paraguay 116588 1,105,289 0.2 1,746 208
Peru 285,534 32971 L3 107,846 34 0%
Uruguay - 274000 21 1,815 1,415
Venezuala 1,000 - 0.0 G4
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Although the presence of PGS in organic agriculture in the region has increased in the last two
decades, by comparing Tables 1 and 2, one can easily conclude that TPC systems are still the
most common and widely used certification schemes. Nevertheless, in 2022, there were 17,787
producers certified under Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS), involving over 63,000 farmers
and covering 16,214 hectares of land (Table 2). While PGS-certified areas are still modest
compared to third-party certification (TPC), the system has gained steady ground, especially in

countries with strong smallholder networks.

Brazil, Peru, and Cuba lead the region in PGS adoption. Peru stands out with 6,519 certified
producers and 7,487 hectares under PGS, the highest in Latin America. Interestingly, Peru also
has a significant organic coffee sector (285,000 ha), demonstrating that PGS and an export-
driven organic coffee market can coexist. Brazil, though dominated by TPC in organic farming,
still has a notable PGS presence, with 8,908 certified producers working 2,564 hectares. Brazil’s
dual-market structure allows both large-scale TPC-certified agribusiness and a growing PGS

sector to exist simultaneously, making it a unique case in the region.

Colombia’s PGS sector, however, remains small but growing (Figure 4). With just 373 certified
producers and 1,530 hectares, it’s a fraction of the country’s 74,600 hectares of organic coffee
land. This suggests that Colombia's organic coffee sector is highly integrated into international
markets, where TPC is preferred over PGS. Yet, the six active PGS initiatives (and one in
development) hint at gradual expansion, particularly among smallholders looking for

affordable, locally focused certification.

The divide between PGS and TPC in Latin America

is clear: PGS thrives in local, smallholder markets,

" while TPC dominates export-driven organic

production. Countries with stronger organic

A sy
o A EiMedellin' T j . .
b Yoo 5 export markets, such as Argentina and Mexico,

have very little PGS presence, reinforcing the idea

e that PGS is more viable for domestic markets
P Ir::""‘r:"l ;

¥ v o

rather than international trade. Conversely,
countries with weaker economies and fragmented

agricultural structures, like Bolivia and Cuba,
Colombia

have higher PGS adoption, suggesting that PGS is

Puario

Concords better suited for smallholder-driven organic

Figure 4 - PGS presence in Colombia production rather than large-scale agribusiness.

(Source: IFOAM, 2025)
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Scaling PGS remains a challenge as its certified area is still tiny compared to the region’s total
organic farmland. But with 144 operational PGS initiatives and 16 more underway, the model is
carving out a niche, offering a practical alternative for farmers locked out of costly TPC

schemes.

Table 3- PGS in Latin America (2022)

Number of Number of

Producers Froducers ‘Operational Initiatives Under PGS-Certified
Country) Territory Certified Invalved Initiatives Development Land (ha)
Latin America 17,747 63,747 144 16 16,214
(| Total)
Argentina 20 40 1 1 170
Belize 12 30 1 a
Baolivia 62 1720 45 o 107
Brazil B808 9,054 29 2 2564
Chile 264 264 24 a a0s
Colombia 373 [ ] 1 1,530
Costa Rica 69 74 7 a 187
Cuba 3Nz
Ecuador 657 1,897 5 a B
El Salvador 18 18 1 0
Guatemala 25 50 1 o
Honduras
Mexico 205 360 ] 2 ars
Paraguay 320 112 1 1 1,655
Peru 6,519 44,302 16 o 1487
Uruguay 135 SO0 1 a 550

While PGS has steadily gained ground in Latin America, its expansion, as highlighted at the
International Seminar on PGS that took place in Tarapoto, Peru in October 2023, faces structural

and policy-related challenges:

e National recognition of PGS adds legality but often complicates processes, detracting from
PGS principles like simplicity and inclusiveness.

e Official recognition tends to focus on control rather than promoting PGS, highlighting the
need for supportive policies.

e Collaboration between agroecological farmers, consumers, and institutions is crucial for

democratizing healthy food, though progress is limited.
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Nevertheless, despite these challenges, PGS continues to thrive, forming collaborative bonds to
overcome difficulties, as noted in the joint text adopted by the Seminar’s participants -

representatives from 13 Latin American countries and IFOAM.

Benefits & Challenges of PGS

Based on literature review, the success or failure of a Participatory Guarantee System ultimately
rests on the proper alignment of the individual motives of its members. In that sense, examining
a PGS is no different than examining any common-action problem, especially since, compared
to a traditional TPC, the outside pressure is secondary compared to the internal motivation. The
incentives structure is not abstract, it can be quantified and, therefore, measured. Farreras and
Salvador (2022) provide us with clear guidance on what the core elements for the initial building
of a PGS look like. Clear boundaries, perceived economic value, conformity assessment and
collective choice rules, a shared vision, firm leadership, and common norms of trust, amongst

others.

The long-term sustainability of a PGS is dependent on more refined aspects of common-pool
problem solving, such as a definite sanctioning process, mechanisms for conflict resolution, and
other governance systems. As it is made evident, therefore, the economic benefits are not a

sufficient condition neither for the emergence nor the maintenance of such a system.

Understanding the drivers that make PGS successful in the long run is essential to combat its
inherent limitations. As Chaparro-Africano and Paramo (2022) point out, PGSs are highly
dependent on voluntary work, are characterized by strong heterogeneity that leads to internal
conflict, and have difficulty operating without outside funding. Furthermore, the number of
participants exacerbates trust and coordination issues, even though the full-time participation
of all members is a necessary element to success. Since some individuals have a different time
perception than others, they might get discouraged early or provide lower effort to the common
goal if the benefits are not “timely” realized. Such behavior, if not properly accounted for with

rules and procedures, might eventually lead to the breakdown of the system.
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2.3 EU legislation

To export to the European Union, the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) alone is insufficient
as a certification. The EU enforces strict legal and commercial requirements that go beyond
PGS. Coffee producers must comply with mandatory legislation, food safety standards, and
often obtain third-party certifications. While exporting without certification may be possible in
low-volume, bulk coffee segments, it is much harder to access premium prices or stable buyer
relationships. PGS can support traceability and sustainability, but it is not always sufficient

without formal certification, especially for organic claims (CBI, 2024).

The European Union Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) prohibits imports of coffee cultivated on
land deforested after 31 December 2020 or linked to human rights violations. Compliance
requires full traceability of each batch from farm to export. The Corporate Sustainability Due
Diligence Directive (CS3D) further obliges companies supplying the EU market to identify and
address human rights and environmental risks in their supply chains. In addition, producers
must meet EU food safety standards, including limits on pesticide residues, moisture control,
and hygienic post-harvest processes. Buyers also expect quality assurance, such as cupping and

physical grading.

Beyond these legal obligations, most EU buyers demand third-party certifications that
demonstrate sustainability, traceability, and ethical sourcing. Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade, 4C,
and EU Organic are among the most common. Although PGS is not recognized as a substitute
under EU rules, it can serve as a foundation for group certification models that reduce costs and

support compliance.

In conclusion, PGS offers a valuable base for sustainability and accountability, but it is not
enough to guarantee access to the European market. To export successfully, coffee producers

must complement PGS with legal compliance, formal traceability systems, food safety

measures, and, in most cases, third-party certifications.
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2.4 Overview Of Argote Specialty Coffee
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Production and Processing of Coffee

Argote Specialty Coffee is based in Génova, a
municipality in the Narifio department of Colombia.
Juan Pablo Argote, head of Argote Specialty Coffee,
serves as the point of contact for other farmers
based in Génova who also supply their coffee to
This Side Up. Juan Pablo’s role is that of both a
producer and the intermediary between dozens of
small farmers who export their coffee to This Side
Up. Each year, This Side Up determines the volume
of coffee to be traded based on projected demand
from its roaster clients. Juan Pablo then oversees
the transfer of coffee from local farmers, negotiates
fixed prices for their harvests, and manages Argote

Specialty Coffee’s operations.

Coffee producers cultivate lots as big as 2 hectares
and micro lots as small as 700 trees (about a third of
an hectare). Collaboration between farmers is
common with some farmers working at bigger farms
in the collection of coffee while maintaining their
own lots independently. It is common for bigger
farmers, especially those in advanced ages, to hire
smaller lot owners for picking coffee beans.
Individual landowners are unable to fulfill the work
necessary to pick over an hectare of coffee trees
without the help of other pickers. For micro-lot
owners, this work supplements the limited income
from their smaller harvests and provides a more
stable income during the picking season. In the case
of Argote Specialty Coffee, pickers are remunerated
in accordance to the kilos picked. This allows
pickers to achieve higher wages than an hourly pay

alternative.
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Quality is upheld by Juan Pablo and the This Side Up team. Even though some methods may
differ between farmers, common practices such as washing green coffee and drying beans in
open air set a higher standard of quality. Some farmers experiment with fermentation methods
and the production of different coffee varieties; however most of the coffee is sold in bulk
through Argote Specialty Coffee. In exceptional cases, coffee of a distinct quality may be sold as

single lot origin coffee.

Distribution of Green Beans

This Side Up works as a direct trade intermediary of Argote Specialty Coffee for their European
clients. The company distinguishes itself from traditional intermediaries by offering more
transparency in how coffee is produced, priced and traded. They also offer their clients the
opportunity to have a direct relationship with producers through initiatives such as the Field
Barista Project.

Coffee is Free On Board (FOB) origin, meaning that This Side Up assumes responsibility over the
purchased coffee from the place of origin. This Side Up takes care of the product’s
transportation, customs, taxes, and insurance. Depending on the service procured by the client,
coffee may be financed and stored by This Side Up in their warehouse based in the Netherlands
or completely financed and stored by the final client. Green beans are finally collected or
distributed to roasters who process and package the coffee to be sold directly to consumers or

cafés throughout Europe.

Taken together, the background research shows a sector where smallholders operate in uneven
value chains, third-party certification delivers benefits but with high and unequal costs, and
PGS offers a lower-cost, participatory option that is locally credible but not sufficient for export
recognition in stricter markets. These conditions motivate the mixed-methods design that
follows: comparative case analysis to specify a workable PGS model, field interviews to assess
participation capacity and perceived costs/benefits, a consumer survey with a willingness-to-
pay experiment to test the market signal for PGS relative to TPC, and a farm-level financial
model to evaluate viability under realistic assumptions. The next section sets out this research
design and how each component ties back to the constraints and opportunities identified

above.
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3. Research
Design

3.1. QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

3.1.1. Case Studies Analysis

The qualitative component used a comparative, case-oriented design to develop an operational
Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) blueprint for Argote Specialty Coffee. In practical terms,
this meant comparing multiple documented PGS implementations and extracting common
patterns and workable procedures that could be transferred to Argote. We conducted a focused
review of peer-reviewed and practitioner sources on Latin American PGSs. Inclusion required
that a source describe an operating or piloted system and report concrete organisational
features (governance bodies, membership and inspection procedures, seal rules where
available, and costs) in smallholder settings comparable to Colombia. Sources with weaker
formal methods were retained when they contributed details about specific processes - such as
committee composition or inspection methods - because these elements are crucial for

blueprint construction even if the surrounding analysis is less rigorous.

Data extraction and synthesis

To make the evidence comparable and traceable, we organised it in two spreadsheets that
served different purposes. First, a case-study matrix captured, for each identified PGS, the
country and initiation year; the scope (farm or network scale, products, stakeholders); the
structure (governance type, frequency of meetings and inspections, certification steps); explicit
and implicit costs; the institutional context (legal recognition and external support); the level of
participation; reported impacts (economic, social, environmental); and challenges or
limitations. This allowed us to visualize a cross-case framework that made similarities and

differences visible at a glance and helped identify what actually varies across PGSs and why.

Second, a design-evidence index was aligned to the intended blueprint outline. Seventeen key
sources were mapped to sections on the legal and institutional context, governance structure,
membership process, inspection process, standards and indicators, certification seal, cost and
workload, and implementation. For each source-section intersection we recorded a short
relevance note and a depth tag (surface, moderate, high). The depth tag indicates how much
actionable detail a source provides for that section and therefore how heavily it should inform
the blueprint. We also noted explicit links among sources (for example, handbooks derived from

earlier guides) to avoid overweighting derivative material.
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Case selection and analytic approach

Building on this mapped evidence, we selected two focal comparators for in-depth analysis
using a most-similar-systems logic: the Risaralda PGS (Colombia) and the Chapingo Organic
Market PGS (Mexico). A most-similar strategy holds constant as many contextual features as
possible - smallholder networks, peer inspection, Spanish-language manuals, forms, et cetera -
and examines how those cases organise themselves, so that lessons are more likely to transfer.
For Risaralda, sharing Colombia’s national setting provided additional relevance. Each case was
developed into a detailed write-up (the individual case reports are found in the Appendix) and
complemented by a key-informant interview with a representative of the Technological
University of Pereira involved in the Risaralda PGS to clarify roles, workflow, and

implementation constraints (interview procedures are documented separately).

Analysis combined framework synthesis and cross-case synthesis. The pre-specified blueprint
outline functioned as an organising frame that guided where each piece of evidence should be
placed. Where accounts conflicted or data were missing (for example, costed workloads), we
triangulated across case reports, practitioner manuals, and the interview, and we logged
unresolved items as assumptions to be checked during fieldwork. In short, the analysis moved

from describing what cases report to standardising those elements into a coherent design.

Model construction, contextualisation, and validation

The synthesis step yielded a general PGS model comprised of: governance centred on a General
Assembly and a Coordination Committee, with rotating peer-review teams; a membership cycle
(application, baseline training where needed, first peer visit, approval, and periodic renewal on
an annual or biannual cycle to be set by the General Assembly); an inspection toolkit (checklists,
photo logs, corrective-action plans, and a sanction ladder); standards and indicators (core
agroecological practices plus coffee-specific processing and quality metrics); rules for seal use
and basic traceability proposals (labels and a shared register); and indicative cost and workload
ranges with preliminary financing ideas. These components reflect what repeatedly appears to

work across cases and what is minimally necessary to operate a PGS.

Subsequently, the fit of each component is assessed to Argote’s context - farmer numbers and
distribution, processing flow, buyer relations, and training capacity. Where the evidence offered
workable variants (for example, consumer participation versus technical observers), we
recommended the option with the best feasibility-credibility trade-off for an export-oriented
specialty network, while noting viable alternatives. The preliminary Argote PGS model was then
used for member-checking during fieldwork. Member-checking, in this application, means
presenting the draft design to farmers and Argote staff to test whether procedures are realistic
and burdensome in ways we did not anticipate. The resulting feedback led to targeted revisions

to governance cadence, inspection frequency, and documentation requirements.
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Integration and limitations

Finally, we integrated the qualitative outputs - governance design, inspection process, and
participation requirements - into the quantitative work. These inputs were used to
parameterise cost and workload scenarios and to inform the willingness-to-pay and awareness
modules, ensuring that the quantitative analysis evaluated the operational model actually being

proposed.

Nevertheless, limitations to our analysis remain. These are described under section “5.3.

Research Limitations”.

3.1.2 Interviews

To gather information about possibilities and obstacles regarding a PGS implementation, semi-
structured interviews were conducted in Génova, Colombia in June 2025. 19 of the 23
interviewed farmers were directly affiliated with Juan Pablo via his coffee export business, since
all of them sell a share of their production this way. The four remaining interviewees were part

of a different group of farmers without any direct links to Juan Pablo.

Before the interviews, the interviewees were introduced to the concept of PGS through an
introduction of 15 to 20 minutes. Emphasis was put on differentiating PGS from TPC-based
systems, the communal responsibility within a PGS and the current state of implementation in
Colombia and other countries. Attendees were able to ask clarifying questions throughout and
after the introduction. The semi-structured interviews were conducted right after the
introduction by one or two researchers each. With the interviewees’ consent, the conversations
were recorded and later transcribed to facilitate evaluation. The interview questions covered
five relevant fields: general information about coffee farming experience, farm size and
production quantities; a personal assessment of the economic situation of coffee farmers;
experience and attitude towards certification systems; views on PGS; and two open questions

about desired changes in the coffee industry.

In addition, two key-informant interviews were conducted to contextualize farmer perspectives.
A representative of Fairtrade Netherlands provided insights on the cooperative-based scope of
Fairtrade certification, cost-sharing arrangements along the chain, and price instruments
(minimum price and premium). A coordinator from PGS Risaralda (Technological University of
Pereira) described a functioning PGS model, including admissions, peer verification routines,
training practices, and the role of university facilitation. These inputs informed the overall

findings and the proposals on governance, inspection, and membership processes.
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3.2. Quantitative Research

3.2.1. Customer Survey and Willingness to Pay Experiment

A survey was designed to evaluate the general consumer awareness, perceptions, and attitudes
toward sustainability certifications in the coffee sector, with a particular focus on Participatory
Guarantee Systems (PGS). It also aimed to explore consumer beliefs around fairness in the
supply chain and trust in ethical sourcing practices. The questionnaire included a mix of Likert-
scale statements and categorical questions covering certification knowledge, values associated

with sustainable products, and personal purchasing behavior.

The survey was distributed digitally via Qualtrics, reaching mostly European respondents
through social media and personal networks. A total of 64 valid responses were collected. The
data was analyzed using descriptive statistics to understand the profile and opinions of the
surveyed population, offering insights into consumer familiarity with and openness to
alternative certifications like PGS.

To complement the survey findings, a discrete choice experiment was incorporated to estimate
consumers’ willingness to pay (WTP) for PGS-certified coffee. The experiment was structured
around three hypothetical purchasing scenarios, where respondents were asked to choose
between two coffee products, each defined by varying combinations of attributes, or opt out of

purchasing altogether.

The attributes included: country of origin (Brazil, Colombia, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua),
traceability level (country, region, farm), certification label (TPC, PGS, none), and price
(reflecting real market ranges). These attributes were selected based on trends in the specialty

coffee industry and academic literature on consumer preferences.

Responses from the experiment were used to construct a logit model to estimate the marginal
utility of each attribute. The coefficients derived from the model allowed for the calculation of
the WTP for the PGS label relative to no certification or a traditional third-party certification,

offering a quantifiable measure of consumer preference for PGS-certified products.
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3.2.2. Financial and Economic Analysis

In order to estimate whether PGS implementation is economically viable from the
farmers’perspective, we conduct a simple cost-benefit analysis using a standard specialty coffee
micro-farm of 2ha as a proxy. Through this exercise we model the impact of PGS implementation
on financially (profit-and-loss) and economically (including secondary costs associated with
implementation). The implicit research questions are a) whether such implementation can
provide tangible financial benefits to coffee farmers and b) whether the economic motive offsets

the entirety of the costs a farmer incurs, be it economic or otherwise.

To estimate this, we employ a simplified net present value (NPV) approach on two different
scenarios of PGS implementation, with the end goal to measure the impact on the farm’s net
margin and establish a payback period. Assumptions are kept simple yet reasonable, and any
“educated guess” required is always on the conservative side. Lastly, the model includes a

sensitivity matrix for core variables. A more detailed representation of the model can be found

in the Appendix, under “8.5. Financial & Economic Analysis”.
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4. Main
Findings

4.1.PGS STRUCTURE FROM CASE STUDIES

4.1.1. Legal & Institutional Context

Latin American landscape.

Brazil has one of the most established frameworks, formally recognizing PGS since 2003 through
national law and agricultural decrees. The system is legally valid for organic certification,
particularly for direct sales, and is supported by public policies promoting agroecology. Ecuador
endorses PGS through its 2017 Organic Law of Agrobiodiversity, which promotes participatory
certification. Recognition exists at national and some provincial levels (for example, Pichincha),
but PGS are not yet fully integrated into the national certification system. Peru legally adopted
PGS in 2019 under Law 30983, with technical norms to guide implementation, although practical

application remains limited.

Colombia’s framework.

Colombia has a comprehensive legal structure for organic agriculture, anchored in national laws
such as Law 101 of 1993 and Law 2046 of 2020, and in Resolution 187 of 2006, which sets organic
production principles and standards. PGS was formally recognized through Resolution 464 of
2017, and subsequent policy documents reinforce its role. The National Agroecology Policy
(2022-2026) frames PGS as a tool to strengthen local food systems, and the Agroecological
Development Plan of Antioquia (2023-2040) includes PGS as a mechanism for recognizing
agroecological production and guaranteeing quality. While there is no dedicated public funding
stream for PGS, existing programs can indirectly support adoption, including FINAGRO’s ICR (up
to 40 percent support for small producers) and the FAIA fund (a 20 percent subsidy on inputs).

Stakeholders and coordination.

Effective implementation in Colombia would require collaboration with the Ministry of
Agriculture and its departments, the Rural Development Agency (ADR), the Agricultural Institute
(ICA), CORPOICA, SENA, and the Ministry of Commerce and Industry. Coordination with the
National Federation of Coffee Growers (FNC) may present challenges. The FNC plays a central
role in the coffee sector by providing technical assistance, promoting quality, and stabilizing
prices through its internal purchasing system. Although PGS aligns with smallholder needs and

participatory approaches, its coexistence with FNC-led systems may need to be negotiated?.

*The contents of section 4.1.1 are primarily based on Terra Nuova (2019).
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4.1.2. Governance Structure
While the core principles of PGS systems remain the same across initiatives, differing starting

contexts can lead to varying models of governance structure’.

e Local market-centered PGS: in many low-income or rural contexts, PGS arise around
farmers’ markets or community groups. Here, governance is often informal and highly
participatory. Producers and consumers work together closely and forge direct relationships
of trust. Decision-making tends to be consensus-based in regular meetings at the market or
village level. Roles are kept simple - most or all members participate in evaluations and

record-keeping is minimal.

e Producer network or cooperative PGS: particularly in PGS specific to commodities like
coffee or cacao, producers tend to form the core of governance, sometimes with the
cooperative leadership initiating the PGS. In these cases, governance is formalized with a
committee or board. The scale of such a network can vary widely; in larger producer
networks, governance can involve multiple levels, for example with local groups conducting
the peer evaluations, and sending representatives to a central committee that ratifies
certifications. While the model prioritizes producer empowerment, it could be that
consumers (who may be more distant) have a lesser or no role to play in the PGS, in which
case additional oversight would be needed from external parties like NGO partners or

technical advisors.

e Multi-stakeholder (institutionalized) PGS: more advanced systems - for example, in
economically more developed settings, or where PGS is legally recognized - can deliberately
include an even broader range of stakeholders in the governance model. In Paraguay’s
organic PGS, the officially recognized evaluation committee involves representatives from
farmers, consumers, NGOs, the national organic movement, the agriculture ministry, local
government, a marketing firm, and technical experts. Similarly in Mexico, initiatives involve
agronomist advisers in committees. The idea of the multi-stakeholder model is to boost
credibility and transparency by incorporating diverse perspectives. This more encompassing
structure also comes with the requirement for more clearly defined roles and committees.
Regional PGS networks, like the Risaralda initiative, could be classified under this model,
involving representatives and advisors from a local university and from the environmental

agency of the department.

 ________________ _________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________ ________________ |
°The contents of sectjon 4.1.2 are Frimarily based on: Terra Nuova (2019), Nelson (2012), CARDER & Universidad Tecnolégica de Pereira - 1A (2018), Chacén
& Garcia (2017), Garcia-Hoyos et al. (2019), Aguilar Gomez et al. (2019), Rikolto & PGS Coordination Committee (2018), Winkler et al. (2024), and Fundacién
SEDAL & Red BioVida (n.d.).
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e Sector-specific or thematic PGS: particular sectors could be so specialized that the
governance structure of a PGS is drastically different from the typical examples. A prominent
example is the community seedbank PGS in Colombia, which is not market-oriented, but
rather aims to guarantee seed quality for internal exchange. This can require highly
specialized criteria and the involvement of technical experts. The goal of the PGS is to grant
producers a license to exchange seeds or permission to use a collective seed brand, rather
than a seal or certification to sell at a particular market or to make a claim on the quality of
their end product. Governance may center around a farmer network and focus on technical

and cultural criteria agreed upon by all farmers.

Committees and Teams.

Some countries, naturally overall the ones who recognize PGS practices and systems legally, e.g.
Costa Rica, have very strict legal requirements on which bodies a PGS has to have. Other
countries with less or no formal recognition, e.g. Colombia, pose less formal requirements upon

the PGS system. Still, similar structures have developed in both cases; those generally include:

1.Presidency or central administration: several members, elected by the PGS members;
responsible for administrative tasks, finances, contact with local institutions and
authorities, outside representation

2.Internal control or producer-visit group: members are responsible for planning, executing
and evaluating farm visits to ensure members’ compliance with established organic
production standards; in theory, consumers are supposed to be involved.

3.Certification group: members are responsible for handling certification process based on
the results of producer visits; collect signature on document that establishes producers
rights and duties. If an individual PGS seal exists, handling and supervising the utilization
usually is supposed to be controlled by this group.

4.Education group: some PGS systems have a group responsible for education of members
and potential new members, while others rely on external support from institutions
(government bodies, NGOs).

5.Market-level groups: if the PGS spreads across several markets in different locations/at
different times, most cases have additional groups for each market: select producers based

on availability, composition of the local market and consumer demand.
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Decision-Making.

Decision making centers on the General Assembly, where all members participate and
participation is usually mandatory or strongly encouraged. The Assembly shares system-wide
information, elects representatives on a 1 to 2 year cycle, and takes major decisions. In addition
to assemblies, groups hold further meetings that may be mandatory or voluntary and either
scheduled or convened as needed; these are used for information exchange, operational
decisions, and training. Where the PGS spans several markets, producers also meet around local

market days to discuss market composition and whether to admit new producers.

Latin American and Colombian Characteristics.

Having originated and proliferated in the Global South, Participatory Guarantee Systems tend to
reflect traditions of grassroots organization, agroecology, and social solidarity. Many Latin
American PGS began as part of broader social movements for organic agriculture and food
sovereignty. As a result, PGS in Latin America often incorporate goals beyond certification - such
as community education, cultural preservation, and political advocacy for farmers’ rights.
Governance structures tend to be inclusive and horizontal, emphasizing collective construction
of norms and knowledge-sharing. The philosophy of PGS being viewed as “an exercise of
citizenship” (as noted in the Colombian context) pushes governance to be democratic and

locally-driven.

While variations of PGS models have arisen across Latin America, some common lessons can be
drawn. The Ecovida network in southern Brazil has grown into a decentralized, regional PGS,
with local groups autonomously certifying and federating into a network for mutual recognition.
In Mexico, PGS emerged through local organic markets and civil society advocacy, with
governance involving market committees of producers and consumers. While a 2013 organic law
brought recognition and formal status to the market PGS, this was traded off against reduced
flexibility and additional bureaucratic and administrative burdens. In practice, many PGS
groups continued to function informally within alternative markets despite recognition. In Costa
Rica and Nicaragua, PGS have been associated with organic farmers’ cooperatives and local
NGOs, sometimes with partial state support (but also leading to administrative demands). Peru
and Bolivia have PGS tied to indigenous and peasant movements, often emphasizing traditional
knowledge and autonomy in their governance. These are generally less institutional and focus

on local market validation and community credibility.
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In Colombia, agroecology networks have pursued PGS as a means of innovation as well as
resistance against prior harsh treatment in the legislature of informal quality certification
systems (Resolution 970 of 2010 which momentarily criminalized informal seed exchange). The
Risaralda PGS, as well as the Red de Semillas Libres PGS for seed quality, together show that in
Colombia, PGS governance can be scaled up beyond a single group to a network-of-networks,
but this type of expansion may require extensive support from local institutions to be sustained.
Most Colombian PGS still remain more localized, for example as farmer markets in Cali or

Bogota.

Contextual Factors Shaping Governance.
Designing a PGS governance model requires balancing formal requirements with the realities of

the local context, with several key factors guiding choices.

1.Scale and geography: governance complexity may most clearly be dictated by the size of
the producer group and the geographic distribution of producers. With all members close to
each other, e.g. as part of the same community, then face-to-face assemblies and frequent
peer inspection visits are feasible; in this model, the geographical closeness and trust can
substitute for heavy bureaucracy. By contrast, a regional or national PGS network demands
a more structured, multi-tier governance model. In large networks, representation for local
groups and communication tools become vital, and travel costs and time factor in as
significant costs, or limitations for participating in broader PGS initiatives.

2.Economic development and resources: in lower-income rural settings, farmers often have
limited access to technology, formal education, and spare time for administrative tasks.
Thus, PGS governance in such contexts should remain lean and user-friendly. Meetings
might be scheduled around the agricultural calendar to avoid disrupting farm work. The
voluntary nature of PGS should be emphasized - as seen in the Risaralda guide,
participation in committees is voluntary and not an employment relationship - to manage
expectations about workload and to encourage intrinsic motivation.

3.Cultural and social capital: existing culture within a community or group can be a major
factor in shaping the potential governance model. Instilling participatory governance may
be much easier in communities with a tradition of cooperation and collective work, and may
take more training in more hierarchical cultures. While top-down initiation and leadership
can be efficient, PGS by definition requires shared decision-making and collective
verification. The governance design should integrate the roles of experts and existing
leading figures in a formal capacity, while gradually empowering other members in roles of

responsibility.
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4. External requirements and objectives: governance may need to be more strictly structured
and formalized if the PGS is aimed at filling certain market or regulatory expectations, or if in
the future PGS recognition could be expected. Even in a more informal environment, it may
hence pay off to implement a more structured governance model, in case legal requirements
would need to be satisfied in the future. In addition, documentation and traceability depend on
the ultimate goals and target market of the PGS. Adopting formal elements like documented
standards and official lists of certified farms will be necessary if consumers are from more
distant markets and would need proof of quality assurance beyond simply trust; in more

localized initiatives, structure can be looser.

External Support.

External support operates at several levels. Central and regional government agencies can help
with formal registration and other administrative tasks, including farm-visit protocols,
membership and production data management, and basic training. NGOs often provide financial
or material support and deliver training. Local public institutions - typically universities or
religious centers - can supply meeting space, assist with applications for official recognition,

and offer technical support such as database setup, member communications, and evaluation.

Key Challenges Overview.
PGS governance faces recurring constraints. The main issues concern workload, balancing
participation with efficiency, stakeholder involvement, dependence on external support, and

the gap between formal structures and day-to-day practice.

( (1) Workload and Capacity )

( 2) Efficiency vs. Participation ) ( Resources and LoglstlcalSupport)
( 3) Stakeholder Involvement ) ( ) Formal vs. Informal Practice )
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Key Challenges.

1.Workload and capacity. Committee membership, especially on directive boards, requires
substantial unpaid time. This often leads to uneven distribution of workload across
members and can reduce willingness to take on roles.

2.Efficiency vs participation. When knowledge about how to run the PGS is concentrated in a
few experienced members, others may feel less able to contribute and become less engaged.
Heavy reliance on a single leader or small group can speed decisions but leave the wider
membership passive. Involving everyone in all decisions is rarely practical. Representative
or tiered structures can help: elected committees handle routine certification, while major
decisions go to the general assembly. Training and rotation of roles expand the pool of
capable decision-makers.

3.Stakeholder involvement. Involving consumers and other stakeholders is widely valued but
often not achieved. Many groups fall short of desired participation due to time constraints,
lack of interest, or a perceived lack of relevant expertise among potential participants.

4.Resource and logistical support. Dependence on government agencies, NGOs, or other
institutions can create vulnerabilities. When external support is withdrawn, participation
has declined in some cases. Reliance on outside providers for training can also sit uneasily
with the peer-learning ethos of PGS. Governance models that secure resources, either
through member fees or sustained external support, tend to perform better. External
facilitation can be useful at the start to provide training and materials, with farmers taking
full ownership over time.

5.Formal vs informal practice. The existence of formal committees and procedures does not
always shape daily operations. Problem solving and many decisions often occur informally

among members, outside formal meetings.

These patterns should inform governance design, role distribution, training plans, and resource

strategies.
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4.1.3. Membership Process

The membership cycle should match the scale and geography of the PGS. Where producers are
clustered, local groups can handle most tasks; where members are dispersed, a central body
may coordinate selected functions. In general, a single tier is sufficient if information flows well.
To ensure reliability, basic data on applicants and members should be stored in a shared

database accessible to relevant stakeholders®.

Eligibility and membership types: PGS membership is typically open to small-scale producers
committed to organic or agroecological practices. Many systems require either existing
compliance or a formal pledge to transition. Multi-stakeholder PGS networks may also include
other actors (for example, consumers or technical advisors), but voting and core decision rights
usually remain with producer-members who are directly subject to the standards and
indicators.

Admissions process: Most systems formalise admissions into clear steps to screen and prepare
new members while keeping the process supportive and educational:
1.Application. In the Risaralda PGS (Colombia), a reception team promotes and explains the
PGS to non-members and assists with initial registration. At the Chapingo Organic Market
(Mexico), applicants complete a detailed questionnaire on past and current practices.
2.Initial review and farm visit. A designated committee reviews the application and conducts
a first visit. In Risaralda, the verification team informs applicants about rights and duties,
prepares the standards agreement for signature, performs the initial peer visit, and forwards
findings to the approbation group. In a Uruguay case, applicants submit an annual organic
management plan with their request. The visit is framed as participatory and educational
rather than a top-down audit; in Chapingo it is not called an “inspection” for this reason.
3.Group decision and pledge. Following the visit, the group decides on admission, and the
applicant signs a membership agreement committing to the standards and procedures. In
Risaralda, the approbation group takes the final decision or refers the applicant to training.
In the Italian Campi Aperti PGS, the general assembly votes on admissions after peer review.
4. Education and onboarding. If not yet ready for full membership, applicants in Risaralda are
referred to an education group that supports members in transition. Training is also offered
to existing members, with topics selected in meetings based on expressed needs and

available expertise.

*The contents of section 4.1.3 are primarily based on: CARDER & Universidad Tecnolégica de Pereira - I1A (2018), Aguilar
Goémez et al. (2019), Winkler et al. (2024), and IFOAM - Organics International (2019).
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Ongoing responsibilities: Integrity relies on active participation. Members are expected to (i)
comply continuously with production standards documented in an internal manual; (ii)
participate in peer visits to other farms and host inspections of their own, often a set number
per year on a rotating basis; (iii) attend periodic meetings such as assemblies, trainings, or
certification-committee sessions; and (iv) keep basic records where required (for example, input
purchases or chemical use), with results of peer visits shared transparently to enable mutual

accountability.

Exits: In Risaralda, voluntary exits are recorded by the local verification team, based on
information passed from the reception team. “Forced” exits for non-compliance are decided by

the verification team.

Required Documentation
Key documents typically include:
e Aregistration form detailing production methods and motivations.

e A map of the farm layout, noting possible contamination risks.

Records of production volumes and on-farm consumption.

A fertilizer or input log.

A self-assessment questionnaire on knowledge of organic practices.

A signed membership agreement outlining obligations.

Adaptation to Context: PGS membership processes are adapted to different socio-economic

and regulatory settings. Two dimensions shape most design choices:

1.Legal recognition. Where PGS has formal recognition, membership procedures may be
specified by regulation. Argentina’s Agro Eco PGS, for example, operates with a municipal-
level Participatory Guarantee Council that sets requirements and authorizes new entrants.
By contrast, most farmer-led PGS began informally, with criteria developed gradually as
needs arose rather than set upfront. In Mexican PGS markets, any stakeholder could initially
join the certification committee, and only later were membership selection standards
clarified.

2.0rganizational scale. Scale affects membership through its impact on governance. The
Chapingo Organic Market in Mexico has a 14-member committee that reviews each new
producer and organizes farm visits. Larger regional or national networks, such as those in
Peru, tend to use a multi-tier structure: local nuclei conduct the evaluation, and a board of

the nucleus or a higher-level committee validates the results.
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Key Success Factors and Challenges.

1.Building trust: Trust is both a foundation and an outcome of PGS. Framing peer reviews as
educational rather than punitive helps applicants and members speak openly about
problems so they can be addressed rather than hidden. Regular group activities, such as
training workshops or simple social events after meetings, strengthen relationships and
support compliance through shared norms.

2.Inclusivity and accessibility: Membership procedures should be attainable for farmers with
limited formal education, finances, or technology. Forms and requirements should be
simple, and applicants who do not yet meet standards can be admitted with a transition
status and supported by training, as in the Risaralda educational committee. Fees, if any,
should be low, since high costs are a common reason farmers avoid third-party certification.

3.Shared governance: The process should embed shared accountability by giving existing
members a role in admitting new ones and enforcing rules. Many initiatives put membership
decisions to the general assembly; where a committee decides, participation should be
democratic or rotational so that responsibilities are not concentrated. This broadens the
pool of capable decision-makers and supports collective responsibility.

4.External support and information access: In Risaralda, technical support from the local
university is helpful but creates some dependence. Transparency and access to decisions
require that documents be current and easy for members to consult. In practice, this
depends on: 1) up-to-date data, 2) members having the means and interest to stay informed,
and 3) functioning communication channels. Most communication occurs by email; where

email is not available, phone calls or in-person meetings are needed, which raises the time

cost for organisers and members.
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4.1.4. Inspection Process

Inspections follow a peer review model in which farms are visited by other producers from the
same territorial group. Consumers and local technicians often join to increase transparency. In
practice, a small number of experienced members carry out most inspections. Because visits are
conducted within tight social networks, objectivity can be challenged when farmers inspect
neighbours or relatives. Inspectors are volunteers and are not paid; contributing time is
considered part of participation. Most systems use a two-stage structure: a field team conducts
the visit and assembles evidence, and a small ethics or certification committee (typically 3-7
members) meets later to deliberate and issue a verdict. Despite rotation guidelines, roles tend

to concentrate in a minority of “core” volunteers, which creates dependence and risks burnout.

Inspection frequency is generally 2 to 4 times per year per producer. This usually includes one
main inspection and, where needed, one to three follow-up visits for non-compliance issues or
for new members. Some systems also schedule occasional random or unannounced inspections,

with newly admitted members often prioritised.

Documentation is standardised to support consistency across visits. Although some PGS groups
are piloting digital tools, most documentation remains paper-based due to cost and
infrastructure constraints. Typical materials include:

1.Farm maps showing parcel layout and buffer zones;

2.Production logs covering inputs, practices, and yields;

3.Inspection checklists based on local criteria;

4.Follow-up or non-compliance forms;

5.Field notes or brief interview records;

6.In some cases, soil or water test results.

Common challenges include:

1.Transport cost and time, with reported travel ranging from 0.5 to 11 hours and, in extreme
cases, multiple days;

2.Volunteer fatigue, since scheduling depends on inspector availability, leading to last-minute
planning, uneven quality, and burnout where rotation is limited;

3.Documentation burden and uneven skills, where paperwork volume and gaps in training or
literacy produce inconsistent scoring and late or incomplete files that delay committee
decisions;

4.0bjectivity tensions in small or close-knit communities. Participation is also affected by
gendered roles and family obligations, which can limit availability, particularly for women

with childcare or mobility constraints.

® The contents of section 4.1.4 are primarily based on: CARDER & Universidad Tecnoldgica de Pereira - IIA (2018), Chacén & Garcia (2017), Aguilar Gdmez et al. (2019), Terra Nuova
(2019), Fundacién SEDAL & Red BioVida (n.d.), IFOAM - Organics International (2019), Rikolto & PGS Coordination Committee (2018), Winkler et al. (2024), Rodriguez Silva et al. (2018),

Kaufmann et al. (2023), and Hruschka et al. (2022).
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4.1.5. Standards & Indicators
PGS standards define the practices that members must follow and the evidence used to verify
them. Application is not fully uniform across initiatives. Interpretation and enforcement often

depend on training quality and local social dynamics®.

Most systems include a common core of requirements:

1.Prohibited inputs: total ban on synthetic pesticides, herbicides, soluble NPK, GMOs, and
growth regulators.

2.Seed origin: documentation of seed sources, with preference for local, native, or organic
seeds.

3.Soil health practices: composting with proper processing, mulching, crop rotation, and
fallow periods.

4.Water safety and buffer zones: evidence of clean irrigation water and minimum buffer
strips or live barriers where adjacent to conventional farms.

5.Pest and disease control: biological or mechanical methods, guided by a local list of
permitted inputs.

6.Post-harvest handling and traceability: clean storage, separation of organic flows, and
compulsory activity and sales logs.

7.Contamination prevention: physical or vegetative buffers and farm layout measures.

8.Transition period: generally a three-year de-conversion period before full organic status.

Some indicators appear frequently but are not universal. These include animal welfare
provisions (for housing and feed, as noted in cases such as Risaralda and Nature & Progres) and
social criteria related to fair pricing, participatory learning, and cultural preservation reported

in several Colombian manuals.

*The contents of section 4.1.5 are primarily based on: Garcia-Hoyos et al. (2019), Aguilar Gémez et al. (2019), and
Fundacion SEDAL & Red BioVida (n.d.).
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4.1.6. Certification Seal

Evidence on PGS-specific seals and labels is limited, but operational manuals and case
documentation converge on two points: (i) a seal primarily functions as a visible signal of
compliance within short value chains, and (ii) its use is controlled by the PGS governance body.
In Risaralda, the “Certificacion de Confianza” distinguishes between seals for fresh products and
for processed products that use certified inputs; authorization and distribution of seals are
handled by the Approval Group, and producers agree in writing to conditions of use.
Comparable provisions in Vietnam describe the PGS logo as a trademarked identifier whose use
is restricted to certified members and subject to coordination-committee approval. These
sources emphasize that seals can also be used for promotion (e.g., on materials at points of

sale), but only under committee oversight.

For implementation, several manuals recommend linking the seal to traceability. In Vietnam, a
certification stamp version of the label includes the inter-group name and a farmer
identification number, and committees control the issuance and accounting of labels to keep
sales volumes consistent with certified production. Packaging and labeling are treated as part
of system transparency, with responsibilities allocated across farmer groups, inter-groups, and
the coordination committee. PGS work on seeds in Colombia likewise envisions regional and
national nodes that authorize seal use on packaging, providing a pathway to scale while

preserving verification at lower levels.

Recognition of PGS seals depends on the legal and institutional context. Latin American reviews
note that some countries (e.g., Peru, Bolivia, Argentina) have forms of governmental recognition
of PGS within domestic markets, while regional forums continue to advocate broader official
recognition and cross-border acceptance. In settings without such recognition, a PGS seal
mainly serves as a market signal in direct or local channels rather than a substitute for third-
party certification. The Risaralda documentation also underscores that a seal can have material
impact on consumer trust and market positioning, which supports its inclusion even when
formal recognition is limited. Nonetheless, dedicated empirical studies on consumer response

to PGS seals remain scarce in the literature reviewed’.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________]
"The contents of section 4.1.6 are primarily based on: CARDER & Universidad Tecnoldgica de Pereira - IIA (2018), Fundacién SEDAL &

Red BioVida (n.d.), Rikolto & PGS Coordination Committee (2018), Garcia-Hoyos et al. (2019), and Aguilar Gémez et al. (2019).
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4.1.7. Costs & Workload Estimates

Participatory Guarantee Systems replace costly third-party audits with peer review and
collective administration - however, this does not mean they eliminate costs. While many costs
associated with PGS are implicit in the form of time spent or opportunity costs of volunteering,
a number of more explicit costs may also arise. Across an analysis of sources covering mostly
Latin American case studies, as well as European and Asian initiatives, the most common types

of costs are identified®.

Explicit Costs.

e Administrative overhead: the larger the PGS, the higher the volume and complexity of
administrative tasks. With a large enough network, this could shift from volunteer work by a
few selected producers and necessitate the employment of dedicated staff to manage
coordination and formalities; the Campi Aperti PGS in Italy employs two administrative staff
members for 30h/week specifically for coordination, incurring a direct explicit cost.

¢ Inspection expenses: while the core peer review process within PGS is generally based on
unpaid volunteer labor, there are associated costs for organizing and conducting these
inspections. These can include transportation expenses for peer review teams and, in some
models, small stipends or allowances for committee members. The Chapingo Organic Market
(TOCh) in Mexico estimated the implicit cost of volunteer work for inspections at
approximately $10,569 Mexican pesos per producer per year.

e Training investments: comprehensive capacity building and continuous training programs
are fundamental for the effectiveness and integrity of any PGS. These programs, targeting
producers, committee members, and technical teams, involve explicit costs for workshop
materials, logistical arrangements, and potentially fees for external trainers.

e Technology costs: while PGS generally advocate for low-tech and accessible solutions, some
initiatives, particularly as they mature, may incur technology-related expenses. For
example, Campi Aperti utilizes an IT working group to manage its website and cloud data
storage, implying costs for software, hardware, or skilled volunteer time. Addressing
challenges in record-keeping, especially for smallholders, might necessitate investments in

simplified digital tools or centralized data management systems.

8The contents of section 4.1.7 are primarily based on: Rodriguez Silva et al. (2018), Winkler et al. (2024), and Kaufmann et al. (2023).
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The funding mechanisms for explicit costs vary across PGS models:

1.Membership fees: a common internal funding mechanism for PGS involves collecting annual
membership fees from participating producers. Examples include Campi Aperti in ltaly,
which charges 15 euros per year, and some Vietnamese PGS, where fees are around €4 per
year. Some models also allow for co-producer membership cards as an additional source of
support.

2.Sales-based contributions: a more flexible and equitable approach to cost-sharing is a
"voluntary contribution" based on a small percentage of monthly income generated from
sales. Campi Aperti, for instance, collects 6% of market income. This model is particularly
beneficial for smaller producers or those with fluctuating incomes, as it ties contributions
directly to economic activity.

3.External funding: many PGS, especially in their nascent stages, exhibit a significant reliance
on external support from various sources, including NGOs, government grants, broader
development organizations, and academic institutions. The Chapingo Organic Market (TOCh)
in Mexico, for example, benefits substantially from the Chapingo Autonomous University,
which provides continuous technical and economic support, including direct funding for
specific activities. However, this reliance on external funding can pose long-term
sustainability challenges if such support is not consistently maintained or if robust internal

funding mechanisms are not successfully developed.

Implicit Costs.
Implicit costs arise mainly from time spent on peer reviews, meetings, and routine
administration. These opportunity costs fall on volunteers and increase with distance, group

size, and the number of corrective actions required.

e Peer reviews. Time requirements are substantial. Total inspection time per producer ranges
from 0.58 to 31 hours, with higher values including time for the field visit, the verdict
meeting, and related administrative work. Producers typically receive 2 to 4 visits per year.
Follow-up reviews to verify corrective actions are a significant share of the workload. Teams
usually include 1 to 8 inspectors drawn from local groups of farmers, consumers, and other
stakeholders. Inspectors are not paid; participation is voluntary. In some systems,
certification fees cover part of the inspection cost (training, forms, travel), but these costs
often fall on inspectors themselves. Transport time is a major burden, ranging from 0.52 to
11.5 hours and, in some cases, multiple days. Visits for newly admitted members often take
up to twice as long because of unfamiliarity and additional documentation support. When

non-compliance is found, each additional non-conformity can add an estimated 4 to 5 hours.
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e Meetings. General assemblies involve the largest time commitments. They set internal
regulations, discuss issues, review peer review reports, and sometimes address price ranges.
A single assembly can last from two hours to a full working day, and frequency ranges from 2
to 12 times per year. Committee or working group meetings (for example, approbation or
education committees) are more frequent but smaller and typically last about two hours per
meeting.

¢ Administration. Common tasks include managing paperwork, scheduling peer reviews,
reviewing and filing reports, updating databases, and preparing agendas for assemblies. As
the PGS scales up, these tasks become more complex and time-consuming, raising the

opportunity cost for those handling coordination and records.

Drivers of Costs and Workload Demands.
Costs and workload are shaped by a few core factors: the size of the network, the geographic
dispersion of members, the governance structure, and the degree of legal recognition. These

drivers interact, but each contributes distinct pressures.

1.Network size. As membership grows, administrative tasks and the number of inspections rise
proportionally. At the same time, a larger base can, with an appropriate funding mechanism,
distribute fixed tasks and shared costs more effectively.

2.Geographical dispersion. Wider spatial spread adds logistical complexity, longer travel
times, and higher transport expenses. This affects both routine peer reviews and follow-up
visits, increasing time demands on volunteers.

3.0rganizational structure. Highly centralized models, such as the early Mexican Network of
Local Organic Markets (MNLOM), can streamline decisions but often concentrate workload in
a small leadership group and suppress broader participation. More horizontal, democratic
structures, as promoted by IFOAM, distribute responsibilities more evenly but must manage
the practical limits of volunteer time and coordination.

4.Legal recognition. Recognition can raise credibility and market acceptance, but it tends to
introduce additional procedures and documentation requirements. This standardization can
increase both workload and costs and may reduce the flexibility that characterizes

grassroots PGS initiatives.
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a small leadership group and suppress broader participation. More horizontal, democratic
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4.1.8. Implementation Roadmap

This roadmap sets out the preparatory steps and early decisions needed before formalizing a
PGS. It focuses on building a shared purpose, assessing conditions, and organizing
participation®.

f N
Step 1. Establish purpose and shared vision.

Step 2. Organize participation and decision making.

Step 3. Review current conditions.

Step 4. Decide on an operating model and core documents.
Step 5. Costs and funding model.

Step 6. Inspection protocol.

Step 7. Certificate issuance.

Step 1. Establish purpose and shared vision.

Producers first invest time to agree on why a PGS is needed and how it would improve current
production and commercialization. This requires a basic shared understanding of core PGS
principles. In short, the needs, incentives, and capacities of all potential stakeholders should be

clear before moving ahead.

Step 2. Organize participation and decision making.

Key stakeholders, mainly producers, meet to discuss the benefits of a PGS. This should include
as many stakeholders as possible to build trust and improve the chances of long-term stability.
Decisions should be taken democratically so everyone can participate on equal terms. Early
information exchange with existing PGS groups, NGOs, and public institutions is recommended

to learn from practice and anticipate pitfalls.

Step 3. Review current conditions.

Before formalizing a PGS, a short, structured review of the operating environment is
recommended to inform feasibility and design choices. The review typically combines a brief
desk assessment with targeted interviews with officials, buyers, and producers. Findings are
recorded in a simple table with three columns: requirement/issue, implication for the PGS, and

actions needed.

°The contents of section 4.1.8 are primarily based on: Chacén & Garcia (2017), Nelson (2012), Terra Nuova (2019), IFOAM - Organics
International (2019), Rikolto & PGS Coordination Committee (2018), and Requelme et al. (2019).
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a. Legal: Overview of what is permitted, who regulates it, and required procedures.
e Applicable national and local rules for PGS, producer organizations/cooperatives, food
labeling, and claims.
e Institutional actors (ministries, accreditation bodies, sector agencies) and any registrations,
notifications, or approvals.
e Conditions for using “organic” claims; where third-party certification is mandatory, lawful
alternative claims (e.g., “PGS-verified practices”) and suitable sales channels.

e Buyer due-diligence and traceability expectations affecting documentation.

b. Organic production: Alignment of current practice with recognized standards and the effort
needed to close gaps.

¢ Relevant organic standards/regulations and any equivalence pathways.

e Current farmer status, typical gaps, and realistic transition timelines.

e Priority training/support needs (e.g., record-keeping, effluent management, soil cover) and

available technical assistance.

c. Commercial: Evidence of demand and practical pathways to market.
e Demand and willingness to pay in target channels; baseline awareness of PGS and
information needs.
e Indicative price ranges or margins in likely outlets (direct sales, specialty buyers, public
procurement).
e Bottlenecks that a PGS can address (aggregation, logistics coordination, basic traceability,

quality consistency) and constraints outside scope (export licensing, customs).

The review produces a concise list of regulatory requirements, production gaps, market
opportunities, and specific actions. These inputs guide subsequent decisions on standards

depth, governance roles, inspection frequency, documentation needs, and initial financing.

Step 4. Decide on an operating model and core documents.
Stakeholders first need a shared understanding of how the PGS will function in their context. A
minimum set of written, signed documents is required to formalize commitments and ensure

consistent practice.
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Required components:

1.

Standards of production. Align with international organic standards. Provide a full version
and a short summary that farmers can use for self-assessment. If some farmers cannot yet

comply, include a clear timeline for transition.

.Internal rules and compliance. Specify rules and norms, compliance criteria, and

consequences for non-compliance.

.Governance manual. Describe management structures, roles, duties and rights for the

direction and committees, meeting procedures, and the process for issuing certificates.

.Member pledge. A pledge drafted and agreed by farmers, with a transparent process for new

members to sign.

.Certificate and seal. Templates for certificates and, where applicable, rules for using any
seal.
.Shared database. Store all documents and decisions in an accessible database. Maintain

member records (contacts, production history, farm map, peer-review results, and related

documentation).

Step 5. Costs and funding model.

The objective is to keep participation costs low relative to third-party certification and to agree

in advance how the PGS will be financed and how member time will be contributed. A simple

annual budget and workload plan should be approved by the General Assembly (GA), covering

both explicit expenses and implicit time costs.

Funding options:

Membership fees. A modest annual fee agreed by the GA.

Support from NGOs. Time-bound assistance for start-up items (templates, printing, basic
tools, short trainings).

Common fund. A small shared fund for essentials (transport reimbursements for inspections,
seal design/printing, meeting materials).

Government grants or programs. Opportunistic use of relevant public schemes where

available.
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e Time and workload expectations:

e Voluntary work targets. Clear baselines (for example, GA attendance, inspections hosted and
served) set at the start of each year.

e Task distribution. Simple monitoring (e.g., a task log) to avoid overburdening a small group;
periodic adjustments if imbalances persist.

e Fairness rules. Basic, proportionate measures to address persistent non-participation,
consistent with the sanction ladder.

Arrangements should be documented in the internal rules and reviewed annually with the
budget.

Step 6. Inspection protocol.

All members should recognize that peer reviews are essential for credibility and trust. Farm
visits are also a channel for knowledge sharing and mutual learning. Early on, limited
experience may require guidance from experienced producers or external support during the

first review cycles.

Operating decisions to agree:
1.Frequency. How often farm visits will occur.
2.Teams. Who conducts visits and whether consumers or other stakeholders participate.
3.Scope. What is checked during visits and the reference standards used.
4.Documentation. How results are recorded, stored in the database, and made available for

review and decision making.

Step 7. Certificate issuance.

Certification decisions follow the rules set in the general PGS principles (Step 3), which define
how inspection results are handled, what consequences apply, and who is responsible. The
certification body first verifies that the inspection was conducted and documented as required.
It then reviews the findings, assesses the severity of any non-compliance, and sets corrective
actions with clear deadlines when needed. Follow-up may be required due to inexperience,
unclear documentation, or to confirm completion of corrective actions. The review and any
unresolved non-compliance are recorded. Members must be able to appeal decisions they view
as unfair or inconsistent with agreed standards, including cases where certification is not

issued.
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A practical sequence is:

1.Check completeness of the inspection file and confirm the process followed required steps;

2.Assess compliance and determine the outcome: issue the certificate, withhold issuance
pending corrective actions, or deny certification with reasons;

3.Define corrective actions and timelines where applicable and schedule any follow-up
verification;

4.Document the decision and any outstanding issues in the system;

5.Notify the applicant of the decision and the appeal option as specified in the general

principles.

Challenges and Limitations of Implementation

PGS implementation faces recurring constraints. For clarity, these are grouped into five areas
that mirror the main design choices: (1) purpose and participation, (2) legal and market context,
(3) structure and governance, (4) costs and resourcing, and (5) inspections and certification.

Each area below explains what is at stake and lists typical risks to anticipate.

1) Purpose and participation. This area is about whether stakeholders share a clear reason to
form a PGS and are willing to contribute time. Without a common purpose and basic knowledge
of how PGS works, participation is unstable and decisions are slow.

e Many stakeholders have limited awareness of PGS and need training and orientation.

e Establishing a shared vision is difficult when priorities differ or past conflicts exist.

e Groups may default to existing informal practices or to third-party certification models.

e Overreliance on one or two motivated individuals makes the system fragile if they step back.

2) Legal and market context. This area concerns what can be claimed under the law and what
buyers expect. It determines labeling options, documentation requirements, and realistic sales
channels.
e Ambiguous or absent legal recognition can restrict market access or the right to use certain
labels.
e In countries where “organic” requires third-party certification, PGS claims may not be
accepted for that label.
e Roles of public agencies and intermediaries are sometimes unclear, which leads to delays or
duplication.
e Consumer awareness of PGS is often low, especially in formal retail, which weakens its
signal value.

e Weak demand, limited willingness to pay, or poor logistics can limit scale.
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3) Structure and governance. This area covers the internal rules and whether they enable
broad participation without excessive paperwork. The key test is whether members understand
the rules, can follow them, and see decisions as fair.
e Drafting standards, rules, and role descriptions that are both clear and complete is difficult.
e Documentation that is too complex can overwhelm smaller or less formally educated
producers.
e Democratic participation is hard to ensure when a few members dominate discussion.
e Responsibilities that concentrate in a few hands lead to burnout, and succession is often not
planned.
e Limited digital literacy or connectivity makes shared records and transparency harder to

maintain.

4) Costs and resourcing. This area concerns predictable financing and fair distribution of work.
Risks arise when contributions are unclear, volatile, or seen as unfair.

e Reliance on external funds can cause stop-start operations if support ends suddenly.

e Disputes over cost sharing are common when producer incomes differ.

e Willingness to contribute time or fees can change with prices, weather, or internal

disagreements.

5) Inspections and certification. This area deals with the credibility of the process. Credibility
depends on consistent, well-documented inspections and timely follow-up. In addition, weak
implementation of the PGS may undermine trust in the network’s seal or label.

e Inspectors who are not trained well may produce inconsistent or superficial inspections.

e Close social ties can discourage reporting of non-compliance.

e Slow or unclear corrective procedures reduce confidence in the process.

e Appeals are often viewed as biased if the process is not explicit and documented.

e Paper-based or informal tracking increases errors and makes follow-up harder.

These risks should be logged with clear implications for design choices and phased plans.
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4.2.INTERVIEWS

4.2.1. Field Interviews

All of the interviewees can be considered small-size farmers with a common farm size between
one and three hectares. The age range is rather wide, with the youngest farmers in their late 20s
and the oldest at age 86. Their level of education is equally dispersed and ranges from only one
year of schooling to university degrees. As expected, the level of education decreases with
higher age. Most if not all farmers started farming as children supporting other farmowners and

later on started growing coffee independently.

Regarding their views on sales, there is a consensus among virtually all farmers that members of
their profession are not paid fairly generally. On a personal level, some felt treated fairly in the
most recent years, while others did not view their payments as sufficient. The interviewees do
not view their physical labour adequately compensated by what they are paid for their coffee.
This is partially attributed to the fluctuations in world market prices. But the main object of
dissatisfaction is the national coffee cooperative, which the farmers do not see valuing the
effort they put into their coffee. Instead, the cooperative seems to purchase all kinds of quality
levels for an equal price and no mark-ups for responsible practices or innovative methods. The
farmers value the cooperation with Juan Pablo and several of them highlight his transparent
practices with regards to pricing. He is also their only gateway to direct exports as none of the

interviewees have experience with exporting themselves.

With regard to certification and organic practices, overall, the previous experience with third-
party certification is limited among the farmers. Some interviewees participated in schemes
managed by the cooperative, for example for Starbucks and Nespresso, but the financial reward
and technical help seems to be limited and initial promises on behalf of the cooperative appear
to not have been sustained. Despite those experiences, the farmers generally express interest in
certification as a way to increase their sales prices and to differentiate themselves from other
market participants. When asked about organic cultivation practices, there is a consensus for
the need to protect the health of humans and nature through more careful treatment of soil and
plants. While most farmers claim to follow some organic practices like composting and not
using chemical fertilizers and pesticides, none of them work fully organic. The interviewees

stress the need for a significant mark-up on organic coffee to compensate for the lower yields.
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Moreover, the PGS concept was naturally new to all farmers interviewed. They were generally in
favour of the community-based structure and the possibility to establish their own rules and
principles. Virtually all see it as a beneficial opportunity for themselves and their community. All
interviewees expressed their willingness to dedicate time to PGS tasks. Although some were
hesitant to quantify the amount of time, the weekly average lays between two and four hours.
Some stressed the need for schedules and for taking the labour-intensive harvest season into
account. Most farmers highlight the importance of experienced members to hold leadership
positions while others emphasize the need to have younger members in these roles for a

generational handover.

All of the farmers say they are willing to exchange knowledge with peers. The views on how to
hold possible non-compliers accountable differ, with some farmers advocating for strict
exclusion and others arguing for less harsh measures. There is no consensus on the existence of
relationships that could lead to a conflict of interest in this system. Some interviewees believe
this dynamic does not exist in the community while others describe these situations as
unavoidable. Nevertheless, all underline the importance of committing to the jointly established
set of rules. So far, most of the farmers kept no or very rudimentary written records. Most see
value in more detailed accounts, but find it hard to pinpoint which exact type of records they

would find easy or hard to maintain.

Finally, the farmers commonly wish for the buyers and consumers to see the large amount of
labour that goes into their coffee. This recognition should also be reflected in the prices

consumers are willing to pay.

4.2.2. Fairtrade Netherlands Interview

The interview with one of the representatives of Fairtrade Netherlands revealed that the
organisation had no prior knowledge of Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS). Fairtrade
operates as a top-down certification system, but it is unique in being co-owned equally by
farmers and workers, who each hold 50 percent of decision-making power. Due to the high costs
associated with certification, Fairtrade only works with organised producers, typically through
cooperatives, while farm size may also be a condition for participation. Smallholder farmers,
such as those cultivating coffee or cocoa, are eligible for certification only if they are members
of an already certified cooperative. Fairtrade also certifies some individual plantations,
particularly in sectors such as tea and flowers, where the benefits go directly to workers.
Certification is applied across the entire supply chain, covering not only farmer cooperatives but
also traders, exporters, and processors. Farmers within cooperatives pay certification fees,
though these costs are partially subsidised by traders, who carry a larger share of the burden.
Certification requires a long-term commitment to the supply chain, fostering trust, stability, and

the conditions for sustainable development.
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With regard to pricing, Fairtrade guarantees a minimum price in addition to a non-negotiable
Fairtrade Premium, which is paid directly to cooperatives. An additional organic premium is also
available. According to its representative, Fairtrade seeks to increase the share of the final retail
price that goes directly to producers. Important disparities remain, as illustrated by the case of
cocoa, where farmers receive approximately five percent of the retail price, compared to forty-
two percent retained by retailers. While direct trade is not excluded and can be beneficial in
some contexts, Fairtrade notes that eliminating intermediaries and scaling up production often

remain unrealistic for producers due to high investment requirements.

Furthermore, cooperatives play a central role in the Fairtrade system, offering strength in
numbers and greater bargaining power through collective volume. Leaders of cooperatives
select their own buyers and manage the use of the Fairtrade Premium. According to the
representative, typically around 30 percent of the premium is distributed directly as cash
payments to farmers, while the remaining 70 percent is reinvested into productivity, education,
and infrastructure through collectively approved plans. While Fairtrade standards are largely
consistent across cooperatives, product-specific variations exist, including in the case of coffee.
Certified cooperatives tend to exhibit stronger organisational capacity, which facilitates the

tackling of structural issues such as deforestation and child labour.

4.2.3. PGS Risaralda Interview

Juan Sebastian Barrera Montealegre works at the Environmental Management Center of the
Technical University of Pereira, where he has been involved in agroecological processes since
2010. His work is centered on agroecology, food sovereignty, and political advocacy to
strengthen supportive policies, as well as working along the PGS Risaralda. Within the
university, he coordinates projects linked to the National Network of Family Agriculture, which
plays an important political role in promoting agroecology at the national level. He emphasizes
that PGS is a dynamic process in which both farmers and institutions continuously learn and

adapt.

The Risaralda PGS grew out of the local agroecological market created in 2010. By 2011,
producers and consumers saw the need to guarantee compliance with agroecological practices,
since some markets misused the “organic” label. Inspired by experiences from Cauca and
Antioquia, the group introduced a one-year transition period for farmers to abandon
agrochemicals and defined principles such as water protection. In 2013, the first verification
document and participatory farm visits were implemented, which farmers accepted as

transparent and practical.
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Regarding the current structure and practices, the PGS began with eight certified producers and
today includes seventytwo, covering products such as coffee, cacao, sugarcane, and seeds.
Verification relies on farm visits by experienced farmer-members, supported by small producer
contributions and local institutions. Certification decisions are taken collectively in monthly
meetings, and training workshops are organized to strengthen practices like composting,
fertilization among others. The Technical University of Pereira initially acted as technical
secretary, but leadership is gradually shifting towards local actors, especially young community
leaders. The PGS has also expanded beyond the university market, creating additional

commercialization channels and encouraging replication in other regions.

As for the membership and governance, producers apply through a request and preliminary
form, followed by farm visits and recommendations. Certified members must not use
agrochemicals and are re-visited every two years to confirm their compliance with their
regulations. Committees formed at the annual assembly manage training, visits, and
verification. Although members do not receive monetary compensation, participation provides

knowledge exchange, recognition, and access to new markets.

Moreover, while recognized under Colombia’s agroecology policy (Decree 331), PGS is not yet
fully institutionalized. Efforts focus on achieving public procurement agreements favoring
family agriculture and expanding differential markets. Looking forward, community leaders are
optimistic about new opportunities, including exports, with carbon-neutral coffee from El Cairo

serving as a pioneering case.

4.3, Customer Survey and Willingness to Pay Experiment

The customer survey employed a 5-point Likert scale ranging from "Strongly Disagree" to
"Strongly Agree." In this scale, each response corresponds to a numerical value from 1 to 5, with
higher scores indicating stronger agreement. Average scores reported throughout this section
therefore reflect the central tendency of responses, where values above 3 indicate overall

agreement and values below 3 indicate disagreement.

The survey was completed by approximately 65 respondents. Of these, 52.5% were male and
47.5% female, with the majority aged between 25 and 34 years. Most held a university degree
and/or postgraduate qualification. The customer survey was segmented into six thematic
blocks, each aiming to capture a specific dimension of consumer awareness and attitudes. The
following analysis outlines the purpose of each section, cites the survey statements, interprets

the aggregated responses, and identifies common trends.
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Awareness of Certification Systems
This block assessed respondents' general awareness of sustainability certification labels for

coffee and the extent to which such labels influence purchasing behavior.

The first statement asked: "I recognize sustainability certification labels such as Fair Trade or
Organic." Here, around 80% of respondents selected “Somewhat Agree” or “Strongly Agree,”
yielding an average score of 3.7. This indicates a relatively high level of familiarity with

mainstream certification labels.

The second statement was: "Sustainability certification labels influence my purchasing
decisions."” Although many respondents acknowledged some influence, the average score of 3.2

was notably lower than their general awareness.

Consumers demonstrate recognition of mainstream sustainability certifications, but this does
not necessarily translate into their purchasing behavior. This may be a reflection of different
aspects such as market saturation, skepticism about labels’ credibility, or the dominance of

other purchasing criteria such as price, taste, or convenience.

Familiarity and Perception of PGS
This section explored the extent to which consumers are familiar with PGS and whether they

perceive it as credible.

The first statement was: "I am familiar with Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS)." Here, the
majority of respondents reported little to no prior knowledge, with many selecting “Strongly
Disagree” or “Neither Agree nor Disagree.” This highlights a significant awareness gap compared

to mainstream labels.

The second statement was: "I find PGS credible as a certification system." When introduced to
the concept, most respondents leaned toward “Somewhat Agree,” followed by neutrality. This
suggests that while respondents are open to the idea of PGS, their conviction remains limited

without more information.

Therefore, although awareness of PGS is very low, the concept is well-received once explained,
pointing to a strong potential for market acceptance and adoption if awareness campaigns are

targeted and effectively implemented.
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Values and Purchase Drivers
The following questions evaluated the role of social and environmental values in shaping

consumer preferences.

The first statement was: "I prefer to buy products that support smallholder farmers and local
communities." Respondents showed very strong agreement with this statement. The average
Likert score was one of the highest in the survey at 4.37, with around 85% of respondents
choosing “Somewhat Agree” or “Strongly Agree.” This indicates strong support for smallholder

farmers and local communities as a driver of consumer choice.

The second statement was: "I care about the environmental and social impact of the coffee |
consume." Here, respondents again demonstrated a high level of agreement, with most
clustering around “Strongly Agree.” The average score was 3.98, showing that environmental

and social concerns are firmly present in consumer decision-making.

Hence, there is a strong normative dimension in consumer preferences. Respondents care
deeply about the broader impact of their consumption and express support for fairness and

sustainability. These values provide a strategic anchor for PGS positioning.

Trust in Certification Systems

This section assessed consumer trust in certification systems, both mainstream and alternative.

The first statement was: "I trust certification systems managed mainly by local producers and
consumer networks." The average score was 3.66. Most respondents leaned toward “Somewhat
Agree,” while a notable portion remained neutral. This indicates a degree of openness to local,

community-based models, though without strong conviction.

The second statement was: "I trust mainstream certification systems to be transparent and
impactful." The responses were more mixed. The average score was 3.37, with 43% selecting
“Somewhat Agree,” 17% selecting “Somewhat Disagree,” and many choosing a neutral position.
Compared to local systems, trust in mainstream models was slightly lower, with more evidence

of skepticism and hesitation.

Summing up, consumers displayed greater confidence in local certification systems than in
mainstream ones, but overall trust levels remained moderate, with neutrality common in both
cases. This reflects both the opportunity for PGS to present itself as a more authentic and

community-driven alternative and the broader challenge faced by all certification systems.
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Openness to PGS
The fifth block of statements explored the consumers’ willingness to try coffee certified under

new or alternative systems and their readiness to pay a premium for PGS-certified products.

The first statement was: "I am open to trying coffee with a new or lesser-known certification
label.” Responses were highly positive, with an average score of 4.3. Almost half of the
respondents (46%) selected “Strongly Agree,” and an additional 42.8% chose “Somewhat
Agree.” This was among the highest-scoring items in the survey, reflecting particularly strong

receptivity to alternatives to mainstream certifications.

The second statement was: "I am willing to pay more for coffee certified by a system like PGS."
While still positive, responses here were more cautious. The average score was 3.6, with about
half of respondents selecting “Somewhat Agree,” but the rest distributed more evenly across the
other categories. Compared to the very high willingness to try new certifications, the willingness

to pay more showed a noticeable drop, underscoring the importance of price considerations.

Respondents are very open to experimenting with new and lesser-known certifications such as
PGS, showing one of the highest levels of agreement across all blocks. However, willingness to
pay more is significantly less robust, highlighting affordability as a key constraint. For PGS
adoption, this suggests that receptivity is strong, but economic accessibility must remain

central to strategy.

Fair Pricing and Producer Support
This final block of statements tried to understand consumers' perceptions regarding fair
compensation for coffee producers and the willingness to support certification systems that

ensure equitable pricing and fair pay to farmers.

The first statement was: "Small-scale farmers currently do not receive a sufficient share of the
final price of coffee products." Respondents strongly agreed with this sentiment, yielding an
average score of 4.49. Over half of respondents (59%) selected “Strongly Agree,” 32% chose

)

“Somewhat Agree,” and only 9% remained neutral. This demonstrates that the perception of

farmer underpayment is widely shared and rarely contested among participants.
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The second statement was: "I am more likely to support certification systems that ensure
farmers receive a fairer portion of the coffee's retail price." This was the most strongly endorsed
statement across the entire survey, with an average score of 4.6. A clear majority of 65%
selected “Strongly Agree,” 30% chose “Somewhat Agree,” and only 5% remained neutral. This
overwhelming support underscores fairness and equitable distribution as central priorities for

consumers.

This last block’s results show that respondents believe small farmers do not receive fair
compensation, and this was the strongest finding in the survey, both in terms of distribution
and average scores. With 4.49 and 4.6 as the highest means across all blocks, fairness and
ethical sourcing clearly resonate most with consumers. For PGS, this provides a decisive
opportunity to position itself as a system that directly addresses structural inequalities in global

coffee value chains.

Taken altogether, the results from the customer survey reveal several key insights. Consumers
are generally aware of mainstream certifications, but awareness does not consistently translate
into purchasing behavior. PGS itself is largely unfamiliar but is considered credible once
explained, suggesting strong potential for broader acceptance if supported by awareness
campaigns. Social and environmental values strongly influence purchasing preferences, with
fairness and sustainability serving as core motivations. While trust in alternative certification
systems such as PGS is moderate, skepticism toward mainstream systems provides an
opportunity for PGS to position itself as a more transparent and equitable alternative.
Consumers are open to trying new certifications and, to some extent, willing to pay more for
them, although price sensitivity persists. Above all, there is overwhelming support for fair
compensation of smallholder farmers, highlighting a clear alignment between consumer values

and PGS’s mission.

Willingness to Pay Experiment

A total of 43 responses were recorded for this choice experiment. The estimated WTP from
consumers for coffee with a PGS label over coffee without a label is positive, although the
results are not statistically significant at the 10% level. Even if not conclusive, this indicates that
specialty coffee consumers assign a positive value to options with a PGS label over options

without a label, all other factors kept constant.
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4.4. PROPOSAL FOR ARGOTE’S PGS MODEL

4.4.1. Legal & Institutional Context

Colombia has a relatively enabling legal framework for Participatory Guarantee Systems. PGS
are recognised within national policy instruments such as Resolution 464/2017 on Family,
Community and Rural Agriculture (ACFC) and the National Agroecology Policy 2022-2026,
adopted by MADR via Resolution 331/2024 (MADR, 2017; MADR, 2024a). The technical annex to
the policy explicitly references Sistemas Participativos de Garantias (SPG) within its lines of
action and proposes a national program to foster and recognise SPG and trust seals (MADR,
2024b). The broader context for organic agriculture is shaped by Law 101/1993, Law 2046/2020
on Local Public Food Procurement, and Resolution 187/2006, which together outline principles,
standards, and institutional responsibilities; Resolution 187/2006 remains the operative
framework for use of the “organico/organic” claim through accredited conformity assessment
bodies (Congreso de la Republica, 1993, 2020; MADR, 2006).

While legal recognition exists, direct public funding for PGS remains limited, and most support
seems to come from targeted programmes or project-based interventions; in practice, groups
should plan for mixed resourcing (member fees, buyer co-funding, municipal/NGO projects)
rather than a dedicated PGS budget line. There might still be additional funding sources we
were not able to identify during the research process; local knowledge of stakeholders will

therefore be helpful in this regard.

In short, PGS are policy-recognized in the agroecology legislation, but legal use of the
“organico/organic” label in most commercial channels depends on certification under
Resolution 187/2006; PGS alone does not confer that right (MADR, 2006). In practice, this implies
that Argote Specialty Coffee may want to position PGS as an internal tool of traceability and a
stepping-stone, using descriptive claims such as “PGS-verified agroecological practices”
domestically where appropriate, and pursuing accredited organic certification when “organic”

labelling or premium export access is required (IFOAM - Organics International, 2016).

66



INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH PROJECT 2025

Several public institutions are relevant for a PGS in Génova:

e The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MADR) sets policies for agroecological
production (MADR, 2017; 2024a; 2024b).

e The Agencia de Desarrollo Rural (ADR) provides commercialization support to producer
organizations, potentially useful for market access planning and linking short supply chains
(ADR, n.d.).

e The Instituto Colombiano Agropecuario (ICA) implements the organic regulation and
sanitary controls, and may be key for clarifying what claims and documentation are
permissible when a group uses PGS domestically alongside organic practices (ICA, n.d.;
MADR, 2006).

e AGROSAVIA (formerly CORPOICA) provides public agricultural R&D and knowledge packages,
including on organic inputs (AGROSAVIA, 2018).

e The Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje (SENA) can support training for inspections, record-
keeping, and basic traceability practices within PGS (SENA, n.d.).

e The Federacion Nacional de Cafeteros (FNC) governs key elements of coffee quality, internal
purchasing, and export procedures, making early coordination important when PGS-

organized groups sell to export markets (FNC, n.d.).

It will be important to make contact with these entities early in the process of establishing a
PGS to clarify expectations and identify areas where the PGS can complement existing
programmes rather than duplicate efforts. Additionally, existing local structures (regional or
departmental) around sustainable agriculture should be considered and contacted to benefit

from possible cooperation.

We recommend positioning the PGS as a locally valid quality assurance and traceability
mechanism that is compatible with Colombian recognition of PGS but primarily oriented
towards the group’s current commercial relationships. These include both export buyers and
domestic outlets. The current efforts are primarily focused on exports, especially given the role
of FNC in export authorisation and quality control; achieving higher sales prices presently
appears more feasible in external markets (FNC, n.d.). Nevertheless, in line with the concept of
PGS as a tool to secure access to agroecological produce locally, sales to local wholesalers or
roasters should also be considered - even if the specialty coffee market in-country remains
relatively small. Practical note: where the term “organico/organic” is legally restricted, the
group can adopt alternative labelling strategies consistent with the IFOAM Family of Standards
(e.g., “PGS-verified agroecological practices”) and use an internally recognised seal, while
documenting peer-inspection minutes, corrective actions, and member lists to meet buyer due-

diligence expectations (IFOAM - Organics International, 2016).
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Over time, if “organic” labelling or specific foreign-market access is required, the records,
routines, and internal control built through PGS can reduce the cost and complexity of

obtaining accredited certification under the national regime (MADR, 2006).

Public procurement under Law 2046/2020 may offer additional domestic opportunities for short
food circuits and local market access when specifications value proximity, agroecology, and
traceability; PGS documentation can support such due-diligence narratives even if it does not
substitute for statutory “organico” certification (Congreso de la Republica, 2020; MADR, 2024b).
For export-facing relationships, the group should treat PGS as the governance and improvement
backbone while complying with FNC export procedures and any buyer-specified verification
requirements (FNC, n.d.). This approach minimises legal risk, leverages existing institutions, and

keeps transaction costs manageable while the group builds credibility and market relationships.

4.4.2. Governance Structure

The governance model for the PGS should reflect both the size of the network - currently
around 20 smallholder organic coffee producers - and the PGS principles of collective
responsibility, inclusiveness, transparency, and rotation of leadership. It is subject to change
based on the changing views and needs of the members. Emphasis needs to be put on the
differing workloads for farmers in coffee cultivation across the year, with the harvest period
from June to August being the most work-intensive. PGS schedules should avoid peak harvest
months and concentrate inspections and meetings in the less busy periods. The following
proposed structure should be viewed as an example based on existing PGS, adapted as closely

as possible to the context in which Argote Specialty Coffee operates.

General Assembly (GA). The GA, in which all members are considered equally voiced
participants, serves as the highest decision-making body, meeting at least twice a year (e.g. one
planning/training meeting before inspections; one review/decision meeting after inspections).
The GA will have authority over standard-setting, admission of new members, election of
committee members, endorsement of certification recommendations, and any changes to the
seal/label policy. Consensus decision-making is recommended for matters such as standard
revisions and the PGS Charter; majority voting may be sufficient for elections and other second-
level decisions. Mandatory attendance levels need to be agreed on communally, but
participation in GA meetings is recommended to be the norm; a simple quorum rule (e.g., 60-
70% of members) should be defined. Minutes should be taken and shared with all members. If

needed, extraordinary GA meetings can be called to address urgent non-compliance or disputes.
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Coordination Committee. The Coordination Committee serves as the central body overseeing
the PGS process on a more week-to-week basis. Given the size of the network, the committee
may consist of around five members, including the PGS Coordinator, farmer representatives,
and optionally one external advisor without voting rights. The Coordinator - potentially Juan
Pablo, subject to confirmation and vote - acts as a facilitator, not a unilateral decision-maker.
Farmer representatives should be elected by peers; to support inclusion, at least one or two
seats should be reserved for female representatives. Where possible, representatives should
come from different families/areas. The committee is responsible for organising the
annual/biannual certification cycle, preparing or updating documents (PGS Charter, inspection
forms, corrective-action templates), scheduling peer inspections, reviewing inspection reports,
issuing written recommendations on each farm’s status, and preparing items and proposals to
be presented at the GA, where decisions can be made together. If GA meetings are difficult to
organise frequently enough, the committee may take interim decisions, provided these are
documented and presented for ratification at the next GA. An optional, non-voting external
advisor (e.g., from a local university or extension service) can provide technical input and

training support.

Peer Review Teams. All farmers should participate in the PGS by taking turns in peer
inspection. Peer Review Teams will be composed of two to four farmers, with pairings rotated
each year to avoid repeatedly inspecting the same people. Ideally, each inspection team will
include at least one committee member and one non-committee member. No one should
inspect their own farm or a close relative’s farm, and obvious conflicts of interest should be
avoided. The purpose of visits is both verification and knowledge exchange: the tone should be
non-adversarial, with space to discuss practices, identify gaps, and agree on practical
improvements. Each farm should be visited at least once per year; where corrective actions are
required, a short follow-up visit (or photo/record check) should be scheduled. To respect
workloads, the inspection calendar should be agreed in advance, avoiding June-August and

clustering visits geographically to reduce travel time.

Documentation and data. Maintaining basic documentation is necessary for transparency and
traceability, but given the small size of the network this can be kept simple:

e PGS Charter: a document outlining purpose, principles, governance, decision rules
(consensus/majority), and the production standards applied. It should be drafted in a
workshop and signed by members.

e Farmrecord: a file for each member (farm name, size, key practices, maps/plots if available)
that stores inspection checklists, photos (optional), corrective-action plans, and follow-up

notes.
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e Inspection checklist: a brief form covering key practices (inputs, soil and water
management, buffer zones, storage/handling) and a comments section for observations and
advice.

e Committee reports: an annual summary listing farms recommended for certification, those
pending corrective actions, and general observations. The report should be shared at the GA
and archived.

A simple “data manager” role can be designated (one person within or attached to the
committee) to maintain these records and ensure all members can access them on request.

Records can be kept in a shared physical binder and/or digital folder.

Leadership and safeguards. An observed weakness in some PGS initiatives is concentration of
knowledge/power. It makes sense for an experienced member (e.g., Juan Pablo) to serve as
Coordinator initially, but the role should be framed as facilitative and reviewed periodically
through open elections. Capacity-building should aim to distribute organisational skills and
inspection competence, so that relevant knowledge does not remain concentrated. Simple
safeguards, like rotation of roles, clear minutes, open access to records, and recusal rules for

inspections, help maintain trust and credibility.

Since the current network is rather small, it seems questionable whether additional committees
are viable. If members express the interest in more participation, logical tasks would entail one
person responsible for managing data to keep all processes as transparent as possible and a
team/committee in charge of educational measures and training. Since the field research
showed a common interest in organic practices but most farmers are still in the transition to
fully organic production standards, external educational support could facilitate this transition.
With at least one large meeting space at the Argote farm available, the infrastructure for

meetings is not a concern in our proposal.

4.4.3. Membership Process

Eligibility for membership should be limited to smallholder coffee producers in and around
Génova who commit to following the group’s standards and participating actively in governance
and inspection activities. “Smallholder” should be defined in measurable terms, such as a
maximum number of hectares or coffee trees. “Local region” may be defined by municipal
boundaries or by a maximum travel time from Génova to keep inspections practical. “Active
participation” should be quantified, for example: attending at least two General Assembly (GA)
meetings per year, hosting one peer visit per year, and joining a minimum number of inspection

activities as a reviewer. These thresholds can be set by the GA and reviewed annually.
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Application process. The application process can include four stages, with simple records kept
at each step and timelines agreed by the Coordination Committee so that decisions are made

without long delays and outside peak harvest months.

1.0rientation. The applicant attends an introduction meeting or is visited by committee
members to learn about the PGS, expectations, and time commitments, and to express
interest. This meeting also serves as an early step in social integration.

2.Initial farm visit. A peer review team conducts a preliminary inspection using the checklist.
The emphasis at this stage is learning, clarity on practices, and discussion of any gaps.
Perfect compliance is not expected; the team explains standards and shares practical
advice.

3.Committee recommendation. The Coordination Committee reviews the inspection notes
and proposes admission, rejection, or a transitional membership status, including any
improvement actions. The recommendation is documented and shared with the applicant.

4.GA decision and pledge. The GA makes the final decision by the agreed rule (consensus for
standards and charter updates, majority voting for admissions). Accepted members sign a
short membership agreement pledging adherence to standards, peer inspections, meeting

attendance, and timely disclosure of any compliance issues.

Transitional membership and support. Applicants who do not fully meet the standards but
show commitment may be admitted on a transitional basis, with a defined improvement plan
and a clear timeline. A mentor from among experienced members should be assigned, and the
applicant should be invited to relevant trainings. Where a separate education team is not
feasible, the Coordination Committee can coordinate mentoring and basic training with support

from external advisors if available.

Documentation. The following documents should be maintained in a simple, accessible file for
each applicant and member: the application form, the initial inspection checklist and notes, the
committee recommendation, the GA decision, the signed membership agreement, and any

improvement plans with follow-up notes. Records should be open to members on request.

Accountability and conflict resolution. A gradual sanction ladder should be adopted and
communicated clearly to all members. First instances of non-compliance can be treated as
learning opportunities, with a private conversation and a follow-up visit where needed.
Repeated non-compliance should trigger a written warning and a time-bound corrective action
plan. Serious cases, such as use of forbidden inputs or refusal to participate in inspections,
should be brought to the GA. The GA may vote on temporary suspension or expulsion. A simple

appeals option can be provided by placing the case on the agenda of the next GA.
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Re-entry and changes in status. Farmers who are suspended or who withdraw may reapply. Re-
entry should follow the same process as new applications, with attention to the causes of the
earlier exit and evidence of corrective action. Transitional status can be used again if

appropriate.

Scheduling and workload. To respect seasonal workloads, orientation, initial visits, and GA
decisions should be scheduled outside the main harvest period. The annual admissions window

can be planned before inspections begin so that new members can participate fully in the cycle.

Scalability. The above process should work well for the current size of the group. If membership
grows, or if farms are spread over a wider area, the group can consider a two-tier approach,
similar to the examples of regional PGS discussed in section 5.1.2, where preliminary reviews
are conducted in smaller local cells and final approvals remain with the central Coordination
Committee and GA. A representative from each cell can sit on the committee to keep decisions

coherent.

4.4.4. Inspection Process

The inspection process will follow an annual cycle unless the GA agrees otherwise. A yearly full
inspection per farm is recommended for a group of this size. Timing should avoid the June-
August harvest and align with the coffee cycle; two workable windows are immediately after the
main harvest or early wet season. Where a farm is in transition or has open corrective actions, a

short mid-year check-in can be scheduled.

Format and procedure. Farm visits, while based on the inspection checklist, should also involve
open discussion. The tone is supportive and oriented to learning, not punitive, as the idea of the
visit is to essentially feel like a peer review session. At the end of the visit, the team records a
clear status (compliant; compliant with minor issues; not compliant) and lists any corrective
actions with deadlines and a responsible person. Notes and, where useful, photos are added to

the farm record.

Review and decisions. Inspection results are submitted to the Coordination Committee, which
checks completeness and tracks corrective actions. The committee then prepares written
certification recommendations for the GA in line with the roles defined above. An appeals option
should be available to any member who contests an inspection result or certification decision;

appeals are placed on the next GA agenda.
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Non-conformities. Minor issues (for example, documentation gaps or correctable practice
lapses) receive a defined correction period and, if needed, a brief follow-up. Serious breaches
(for example, use of prohibited inputs, refusal to allow inspection, or repeated failure to
implement actions) are referred to the GA for immediate review, consistent with the sanction

ladder described in the membership section.

Scheduling and logistics. Inspections should be planned on a calendar agreed in advance,
clustered geographically to reduce travel time, and supported with shared transport where
needed. This keeps the workload manageable and participation high while linking verification

directly to practical improvement.

4.4.5. Standards & Indicators

The PGS will adopt the organic production standards already in use by Argote Specialty Coffee,
aligned with the Colombian national and international principles for organic production.
Beyond organic production, the PGS can bring value through a set of socioeconomic standards
that reflect the group’s governance aims as well as feedback from the field interviews. These

should stay few and practical, with clear indicators and simple record-keeping:

e Participation and governance. Minimum attendance at GA meetings, participation in peer
reviews, rotation of roles, and basic conflict-of-interest rules for inspections. Indicators can
include GA attendance rate, number of inspections served per member, and adherence to
rotation/recusal.

e Inclusion and gender/youth. A simple commitment to inclusion in leadership and training
access, reflecting expressed interest in gender equity and progressive participation.
Indicators may include at least one woman in the committee, share of women or younger
members in trainings, and documented steps to reduce barriers to participation (for
example, scheduling, child-care considerations at meetings where feasible).

e Training and continuous improvement. Participation in at least one skills session per year
(for example, soil health, record-keeping, or processing), and timely closure of corrective
actions. Indicators can track training attendance and the share of corrective actions
completed by the agreed deadline.

e Traceability and transparency. Lot-level or batch records for processed coffee, basic input
and practice logs, and a short public-facing PGS summary (for example, a one-page sheet or
QR link) that explains what the PGS verifies. Indicators include completeness of farm records

and availability of a current PGS summary for buyers.
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e Labor and safety. No child labor in hazardous tasks, fair treatment of hired workers
consistent with local norms, and basic safety in processing. Indicators rely on checklist

confirmation and, where applicable, simple payroll or task logs.

In practice, the GA should approve an initial, short list of indicators from the above areas and
review them annually. The committee can maintain a one-page summary of indicators as well as

a fuller technical file, updating them as needed.

4.4.6. Certification Seal

The group will design a certification seal to be used on-farm, on packaging, and in promotional
materials, subject to the limitations of Colombian law. The seal will signal compliance with the
PGS standards and is a crucial part of the PGS economic benefits, a key point recognized during
interviews and informal conversations in Génova. Rules must specify the scope of use,

conditions for withdrawal, and a procedure for tracing certified lots.

If national regulations restrict the use of the term “orgéanico,” the group should use alternative
wording such as “PGS-verified” or other terms agreed upon internally, ensuring that buyers
clearly understand the seal’s meaning. The wording should also take into consideration the

demands from buyers, considering language and key terms.

4.4.7. Economic Feasibility

Section 5.1.7 provided an overview of relevant costs and workload associated with Participatory
Guarantee Systems, both explicit and implicit. For Argote’s context, the main burdens stemming
from PGS are modest and largely time-based rather than cash-intensive, with the most relevant
items stemming from: inspections and follow-ups; transportation; meetings and basic
administration; materials; and training and educational sessions. Because many members are
still consolidating fully organic practices, time demands are likely to be slightly higher in year
one (more corrective actions and mentoring), then stabilize as routines and records are in place.
Cash outlays remain small and can be covered through modest membership fees and in-kind
contributions, while external support may be helpful but is not assumed as a core funding

stream. This overview links directly to the following analysis of economic feasibility.
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The adoption of an alternative certification scheme like PGS will only be successful in the long
term if the producers’ financial viability is assured. To explore the implications for Colombian
farmers active in the specialty coffee market, we model the impact on yearly earnings. The first
finding is that PGS adoption has the potential to increase the producers’ net margin, even with
the stricter quality control and higher labor intensity associated with such a transition.
Furthermore, we incorporate the implicit time costs the average farmer would incur and
estimate the payback period of the upfront investment. The payback period is relatively short

(approximately 5 years), and the farmers are less prone to price fluctuations.

Baseline assumptions

For our baseline, we consider a standard specialty coffee farm sized 2 ha, and assume
conservative values for trees / ha and yield / ha. The entirety of production is exported, and we
assume an export price at €5 / kg of dried, unroasted beans'®. Farmers’ costs are primarily labor
and fertilizer (which are treated as variable to production) and secondarily maintenance,

1 For our benchmark

utilities, taxes and rest (which are treated as fixed for this exercise)
calculations of time costs, we use the minimum wage converted in euros. It is also assumed that
the farmer is financing all related costs with own funds, without taking on significant debt. To
avoid unnecessary complexity and in line with previous assumptions, we do not assume a
discount rate; the adoption materializes within one year, and the impact of inflation is reflected

through the sensitivity matrix and the rest of the variables.

Key findings

We develop two different scenarios, one associated with a volume increase (the farmer is able to
export more of its production and is incentivized to do so), and another is followed with a price
premium increase (because of higher value perception in European markets). The key trade-off
the farmer faces is between the increased volume or price premium and lower fertilizer costs
against the initial investment of converting their crops to fully organic and the time
(participation) costs incurred. Converting to PGS also results in a lower fruit-to-bean conversion

as quality standards increase, which is assumed around 4-5%, and an increase in labor intensity.

In either scenario, once a PGS has been implemented, the representative farmer sees their profit
margin increasing up to 6 p.p. The main driver that allows for better financial performance is the
substantial decrease in fertilizers costs following the initial investment in organic production,
which is recouped in the following 4 to 6 years. In the absence of a premium, the farmers’
revenue might even be lower than in the baseline, due to the fruit-to-bean conversion lowering
volume sold. Moreover, time costs are not large enough to affect the decision of joining a PGS,

which is predominantly based on the upfront investment costs.

Exporting usually reflects above 95% of a specialty farmer’s revenue, even including secondary activity such as cascara tea or the internal market. *For
this exercise we have assumed 80% chemical, 20% organic fertilizer on the baseline, with PGS resulting in 100% organic production. 75
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As a direct implication, the impact on farmers who have already shifted a significant portion of
their production into organic may not benefit as much or even see their margins decreased, if
PGS participation is not accompanied either by a substantial addressable market growth or a
higher premium. In either scenario, PGS implementation fortifies the farmer against price
fluctuations and/or exogenous increases of labor costs. During the payback period, however,
the farmer is significantly exposed to price changes if the benefits of PGS have not been priced
in yet. It would therefore make sense for a community to gradually adopt PGS practices related

to the environmental aspect, to avoid systematic exposure.

Robustness and sensitivity

The model is highly sensitive to a number of assumptions. A key concern is with regards to the
fruit-to-bean conversion. Our calculation purposefully assumes the impact from a higher quality
standard is sizeable, reaching as low as 12% of collected fruit mass successfully exported. We
make no explicit assumptions about productivity gains or losses from fully switching to organic

production.

Overall, the results can be interpreted as a lower bound, at least when volume reduction occurs.
The results would also vary greatly depending on the variable fertilizer costs, as well as the mix
assumed on the baseline scenario. It may as well be the case that for some farmers PGS
adoption is not economically justifiable if it isn’t associated with a price premium increase,

since the savings from organic fertilizer are not enough to absorb the increased labor costs.

Lastly, potential financing costs also complicate the decision from the individual farmer’s side,
since the payback period would be extended. We remain cautiously optimistic on capturing the

impact of time costs, labor intensity and export price changes well.

Concluding remarks

PGS adoption may provide tangible economic benefits to specialty coffee farmers and protect
them from market fluctuations in the medium term. The benefits are substantial when
associated with a reduction of operating expenses (fertilizers), even in lieu of more intense
quality controls and increased labor intensity. Addressing a larger or more sophisticated market
that allows for higher volumes exported and/or price premiums also results in financial benefits
for farmers. Careful implementation, community support (funding) and market research are key
pillars that may allow the transition of specialty production to more sustainable ways of

working, and leave a higher value share to micro-farmers.
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4.4.8. Implementation Roadmap

PGS implementation may follow six phases:

BB Balal

Situational Analysis (Month 0-1)

Confirm actors, incentives, logistical constraints, and buyer expectations; map

relevant legal and institutional contacts in Narifio and beyond.

Shared Vision & Governance (Month 1-2)
Convene all interested farmers; agree on the purpose and benefits; elect an

interim committee; set meeting dates for the next year.

Document Development (Month 2-4)
Draft and approve the PGS Charter, full standards, one-page summary, inspection

checklist, sanctions policy, pledge, seal rules, and appeals process.

Capacity Building & Onboarding (Month 4-6)
Train peer reviewers; introduce the PGS to new applicants; sign pledges; collect

farm profiles and maps.

First Inspection Cycle (Month 6-8)
Conduct baseline inspections; record corrective actions; committee validates

results; GA issues certificates (full or provisional).

Consolidation (Month 8-12)
Follow up on corrective actions; conduct thematic workshop; consider external

advisor visits; prepare an annual report; hold elections for the next committee.
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5. Discussion

5.1 SYNTHESIS OF THE MAIN FINDINGS

XThis report’s findings suggest that PGS offer a credible and context-sensitive alternative to
conventional TPC, particularly for smallholder coffee producers. Shared attributes from use cases on
PGS such as a strong stakeholder participation, transparency, and collective responsibility

contribute to a successful implementation and governance of PGS.

Interviews on the ground in Colombia reflected this understanding. Interviewees recognized the
need for trustworthy relationships within the community for a PGS certification to work successfully.
They also showed openness to volunteer personal time for the labor required to maintain a PGS,

including inspections of other farms.

A model for a PGS in Génova was proposed considering interview results, existing legislation in
Colombia, as well as best practices and structure from studied use cases. This model serves as a
roadmap for coffee producers from Génova to establish the governance structure, membership

process, inspection process, standards and certification seal of their PGS.

The economic analysis for this model indicates that establishing a PGS should lead to a reduction of
costs for coffee producers and increase in the quality of their produce. A lower fruit-to-bean ratio
and decrease of fertilizer use drives these savings. A premium for PGS coffee may bring in additional

benefits to producers.

The consumer survey analysis demonstrates that once introduced to PGS, consumers have a positive
attitude to products with this label while holding some skepticism towards mainstream labels. This
reflects a position for PGS products to fill if consumer awareness of PGS were to increase. A separate
WTP experiment done in tandem suggests consumers are willing to pay a premium for PGS coffee.
Results from this experiment are not statistically significant but do suggest that producers may

perceive a premium by adopting a PGS certification.

5.2. IMPLICATIONS

5.2.1. General Implications

Positioning PGS in Global Value Chains

The analysis of case studies makes it clear that though Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) engage
vast numbers of smallholder farmers globally, their reach remains largely in localized, short value
chains rather than mainstream global trade. A clear trade-off exists between the local adaptability
that gives PGS its strength and the global recognition required for export. Global value chains
traditionally rely on uniform third-party standards, so PGS products often face hurdles entering distant
markets without additional validation, a fact underscored by producers who maintain dual

certifications.
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The findings suggest that PGS works best in high-value, relationship-based supply chains (e.g.,
specialty coffee or cocoa) where stakeholders can directly appreciate the integrity behind the
label. By contrast, in mass commodity chains with long distances and anonymous transactions,
PGS’s lack of formal recognition becomes a binding constraint. Positioning PGS in these global
markets will require bridging mechanisms. Scaling is not about creating one large entity but
about replicating the model across clusters and linking them through a federation structure,
which maintains local trust while a higher-level body coordinates standards for broader
credibility. Furthermore, investments in digitization for traceability could provide the
transparent record-keeping necessary to reassure distant buyers, serving as a tool to help
participatory certification travel across borders. The broader implication is that PGS can enhance
inclusion in global value chains, but scaling it beyond local contexts demands supportive

institutional environments and careful adaptation to meet the expectations of distant actors.

Farmer Agency, Co-Design, Inclusion, and Equity

A central implication of PGS is the elevation of farmer agency in the certification process. Unlike
top-down audits, PGS empowers producers to co-design standards and collectively verify
compliance, giving them a direct voice in defining quality and sustainability. This participatory
ethos addresses a key critique of conventional certifications: the exclusion of smallholders. By
lowering monetary barriers and encouraging peer support, PGS can include farmers who lack

the resources for third-party certification, thereby advancing equity in market access.

The findings show that when farmers are genuine partners in certification, they develop
ownership over the process - building local capacity and trust that improves long-term
compliance. Standards can also be tailored to local ecological and cultural conditions, which
enhances their relevance and uptake. However, greater inclusion via participation comes with a
trade-off in transaction costs. Farmers must invest significant time and effort into training,
committee meetings, and peer inspections, a burden that can strain their schedules and
personal lives. In the case study, producers expressed willingness to volunteer time for PGS
activities, reflecting strong community commitment. Yet this may not universally hold: in
contexts where farmers are more isolated or labor-constrained, sustaining active participation

is challenging.
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The broader mechanism at play is social capital: PGS leverages trust and mutual accountability
as governance tools. This works well in tight-knit groups with a shared ethos of cooperation, but
it may falter in communities with low cohesion or power imbalances. Thus, the success of PGS in
enhancing farmer agency and inclusion will depend on boundary conditions such as community
trust, literacy and training levels, and the presence of facilitation to ensure all voices (including
women and marginalized farmers) are heard. Overall, the general lesson is that farmer-centric
certification can promote equity and empowerment in value chains, provided the design is

sensitive to local capacities and accompanied by strategies to mitigate volunteer fatigue.

Governance, Integrity, and Credibility at Scale

Maintaining the integrity and credibility of a PGS as it grows is a balancing act. In small groups,
peer inspections and consensus-based governance are straightforward as social pressure
reinforces honest behavior. The broader challenge is scaling these practices to larger networks
or multiple communities without diluting trust. Our case findings underscore that PGS
governance needs to evolve as scope expands. What works informally in a village requires more
structure when hundreds of farmers are involved. Standardized procedures, record-keeping,
and oversight committees become important to prevent inconsistencies. A key implication is the
tension between keeping things participatory and ensuring rigor at scale. Formalizing too much
could alienate farmers, while insufficient structure can undermine credibility if participants

bypass rules or conflicts of interest go unchecked.

Evidence from other PGS initiatives highlights these risks. Low member participation and
unequal workload sharing threaten governance, as a few overburdened individuals can "burn
out" or become gatekeepers. In larger groups, peer review may suffer from familiarity bias
unless new mechanisms are introduced, such as cross-audits between communities or
involvement of neutral observers. One practical adaptation is layered governance: small
clusters maintain intimacy and trust, while a higher-level body coordinates standards, training,
and compliance across clusters. This federation model preserves local ownership yet provides
checks beyond the village. Incorporating external stakeholders (e.g., local NGOs) in advisory

roles can further boost credibility for outsiders.

The generalizable insight is that credibility at scale hinges on transparency and accountability
measures that complement grassroots trust. PGS can uphold integrity with growth, but only
through deliberate steps to formalize peer monitoring, distribute responsibilities broadly, and
introduce safeguards against opportunism. Ultimately, PGS governance must remain adaptable

- blending community norms with selective formal oversight as the system matures.
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Market Access, Regulation, and Policy Enablers

The broader viability of PGS is strongly mediated by the policy and market environment. A clear
implication from this research is that regulatory recognition can make or break the scaling of
PGS beyond local niches. In many regions, PGS groups operate in a legal gray zone where their
products cannot be officially labeled as organic or fair trade under national laws, limiting access
to supermarkets and export channels that require accredited certification. If PGS is to
contribute more broadly to sustainable supply chains, regulators need to create enabling
conditions. Some pioneering countries now allow PGS-certified produce to be sold with an
"organic" claim in domestic markets under certain conditions. Such institutional recognition
elevates PGS from a community initiative to a legitimate certification pathway. Equally
important are "softer" policy supports: extension services providing technical assistance, grants

forinitial organizing costs, and inclusion of PGS in public procurement programs.

The study's findings also suggest that international trade policy could play a role. Allowing
imports from PGS schemes to be recognized as organic would open export market access for
smallholders without costly third-party certification. Importing countries could adapt their
organic import rules to accommodate vetted PGS products, though such changes must ensure
PGS integrity is maintained through mutual recognition agreements or international oversight.
In summary, PGS expansion and impact depend heavily on supportive governance frameworks.
Where governments and institutions actively legitimize and assist PGS, these systems are far
more likely to scale and persist. Conversely, in policy vacuums or under restrictive laws, PGS

may remain confined to informal or local circuits despite their social merits.

Consumer Awareness, Trust, and Signaling

From a demand-side perspective, our findings reveal that consumer education is the critical
driver for PGS acceptance. When educated about PGS principles, consumers responded with
positive attitudes and a willingness to pay a premium, indicating latent demand for more
authentic, locally empowering certifications. This suggests that increasing awareness can
convert niche skepticism into acceptance, providing a mechanism for broader market uptake.
However, significant challenges remain in building this recognition beyond local direct-to-

consumer settings where personal relationships naturally foster trust.
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PGS faces particular signaling challenges in broader markets due to label diversity and
variability across networks, which can confuse shoppers accustomed to unified global
certifications. While this diversity reflects PGS's local character, it risks diluting consumer
confidence. Strategic approaches such as co-branding - pairing local PGS seals with
recognizable umbrella endorsements - may help signal credibility without undermining local
identity. Additionally, radical transparency through sharing inspection reports, inviting
consumer observers, or using traceability technology could help bridge the trust gap by
demonstrating integrity directly to consumers. The broader implication is that PGS
organizations must treat communication and outreach as prerequisites rather than
afterthoughts. Without strategic investment in storytelling, community engagement, and
possibly alliances with ethical retailers, even the most robust PGS will struggle to expand
beyond direct markets. Ultimately, bridging the consumer information gap is essential for PGS

to achieve external validity and scale its impact.

Economic Viability, Financing, and Resilience

Our financial modeling indicates that PGS can be economically viable and improve farm
economics under the right conditions, though important trade-offs exist. By dramatically
reducing direct certification costs and encouraging agroecological practices that lower input
expenses, PGS can generate savings that offset the time and administrative investments
required for peer reviews. When PGS certification unlocks price premiums in specialty markets,
the income boost can substantially outweigh any initial productivity losses from transitioning to
organic methods. This finding is supported by evidence from other agricultural contexts

showing significant profitability gains despite initial yield reductions.

However, the transition to sustainable practices under PGS can entail short-term yield
reductions or higher labor requirements that not all farmers can afford without support. This
underscores the need for external assistance through grants, cooperative funds, or phase-in
subsidies to help farmers through the conversion period. Beyond immediate economics, PGS
fosters resilience by strengthening local networks and diversifying market access, reducing
reliance on volatile commodity buyers. The peer-to-peer knowledge exchange inherent in PGS
also builds agronomic resilience through sustainable techniques that improve soil health and

climate adaptability.
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Organizationally, PGS faces a tension between maintaining volunteer-based systems and the
need for professional coordination as groups expand. While volunteer models minimize costs,
they may struggle with sustainability at scale. The broader implication is that economic viability
depends on organizational designs that balance modest membership fees, selective external
funding, and premium-sharing arrangements while keeping net benefits positive for farmers.
Ultimately, PGS works best in high-value, high-margin sectors, requiring creative approaches for
low-margin staple crops. Where successful, PGS delivers not only economic benefits but also
community-level resilience dividends through knowledge sharing and strengthened social

networks.

Methodological Contributions and a Replicable Feasibility Framework

A key implication of this work is the methodological framework itself. Our mixed-methods
approach provides a replicable blueprint for assessing the feasibility of participatory
certifications in other contexts. This interdisciplinary framework helps de-risk such initiatives by
ensuring they are evaluated through social, economic, and institutional lenses simultaneously.
By synthesizing stakeholder perspectives with empirical data, we demonstrate how future
studies can develop action-oriented implementation roadmaps grounded in both lived
experience and analytical rigor. This approach provides a template for researchers and
practitioners to adapt when examining sustainable agriculture innovations, ultimately
contributing to a more cumulative body of evidence on what works, where, and why in value-

chain interventions.

5.2.2. Implications for Argote
For Argote Specialty Coffee, the general implications outlined above translate into several case-

specific considerations.

Positioning in global value chains

Unlike most PGS initiatives in Colombia, which remain oriented toward local markets, Argote
operates as a specialty exporter directly connected to European roasters through This Side Up.
EU legislation requires compliance with strict environmental and human rights standards,
including full traceability under the EUDR and corporate due diligence obligations (see 3.3).
While PGS alone does not suffice to meet these requirements, it can function as a
complementary mechanism that strengthens transparency and provides a locally grounded
certification base. In practice, PGS could facilitate the development of cost-sharing group
certification models or support future applications for recognized organic labels, while
simultaneously enhancing Argote’s ability to communicate a credible sustainability narrative to

roasters and end-consumers.
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Farmer agency and inclusion

The current coordination role of Argote concentrates most organizational responsibilities in
Juan Pablo. Introducing a PGS would allow smallholders in Génova to participate more directly
in defining standards, conducting peer inspections, and monitoring compliance. Importantly,
interviews with producers suggest that farmers are willing to assume additional responsibilities,
provided that participation generates clear advantages in terms of price stability, recognition,
or improved bargaining power. In this sense, the participatory structure of a PGS can reinforce
trust among members while also redistributing responsibilities in a manner perceived as

legitimate.

Economic viability and risk

Our research indicates that PGS implementation is economically feasible for a representative
Argote farm, with positive net margins emerging once initial costs are absorbed. PGS offers a
more accessible pathway to formal recognition of sustainable practices without the high
compliance costs associated with TPC schemes. However, the extent of financial gains
ultimately depends on whether roasters and consumers are willing to reward the label, as well
as whether This Side Up is willing to offer a price premium from PGS implementation. In the
short term, this implies that external support, such as through NGO partnerships, or municipal
funding, may be required to offset start-up costs and ensure consistent farmer participation

until market benefits materialize.

Scalability and hybrid governance

Given Argote’s role as an export-oriented hub, a purely volunteer-driven governance model
would be unlikely to meet the administrative and reporting demands expected by international
buyers. A hybrid structure is therefore recommended: peer inspections and collective decision-
making remain farmer-led, thereby maintaining the participatory ethos of PGS, while Juan
Pablo (or designated professional coordinators) assume responsibility for record-keeping,
external communications, and compliance management. This balance between farmer
empowerment and professionalized administration would increase both credibility and long-

term sustainability.
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Consumer awareness and trust

Our findings show that while European consumers attach value to sustainability labels,
knowledge of PGS remains limited. For Argote, this highlights the need to actively communicate
the meaning of PGS certification in consumer-facing narratives. Importantly, This Side Up, as
Argote’s direct-trade partner, is already knowledgeable about and interested in PGS, suggesting
that there is existing willingness in the supply chain to recognize and promote such
certification. This creates a favorable entry point: while Argote must still invest in awareness-
raising for roasters and end-consumers, its immediate buyer is prepared to support and valorize

the initiative, which strengthens the credibility and market potential of PGS adoption.

Strategic opportunity

Finally, by piloting a PGS in an export-oriented supply chain, Argote would position itself as a
pioneer in Colombia. Demonstrating that participatory certification can be reconciled with
international trade would not only enhance Argote’s market story but also generate policy
relevance as an example of how PGS might be scaled beyond domestic markets. This pioneering
role could strengthen Argote’s competitive advantage and attract buyers seeking innovative

models of sustainability and producer empowerment.

5.3. RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

In our effort to maintain a standard of quality for our research, it is imperative we discuss the
limitations of this study. To begin with, the willingness-to-pay experiment, while directionally
insightful, failed to produce any statistically significant results. Moreover, its economic
significance extends almost one order of magnitude higher than other experiments in the
context of European consumers and for similar product characteristics. We attribute this to a
form of selection bias, as the consumer surveys were primarily circulated through the
researchers’ own network. Similarly, the insights that we can derive from our interviews -
conducted during the research expedition- might also be limited. While there is no widely
accepted quantity standard for qualitative research, we acknowledge we are on the low range
high-quality research would require, although the relative homogeneity of the group provides us

with some confidence as to the strength of our findings from that section.
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When it comes to the case studies analysis conducted, we recognized some limitations. Direct
evidence on PGS-specific seals was sparse; accordingly, we drafted only general rules for seal
use and flagged them for legal review and field validation. Practitioner documents sometimes
lacked formal methods; we mitigated this by triangulation with peer-reviewed studies and by
prioritizing Colombian and Mexican operational manuals for detail about procedures.
Transferability is constrained for features originating in domestic-market PGSs; these were
adapted to Argote’s export context (for example, technical observers in place of consumer
committees, and positioning the seal as a trust-and-traceability device rather than a legal
organic claim). Cost and time-use estimates were uneven across cases; where absent,
assumptions were recorded for field validation and for quantitative sensitivity analysis. These
steps do not remove all uncertainty, but they make the sources of uncertainty explicit and

manageable for decision-making.

The external validity of our findings also may come into question, especially considering the
localized context of our work. For instance, our economic analysis remains sensitive to the
prices of inputs, due to the razor-thin margins a typical coffee-farm operates on. Even if we
assume export prices, cost of labor and other running costs are proportionate in other coffee
markets, other assumptions are very likely not to hold and need to be re-evaluated for other
countries and agricultural products. Even within the coffee market, our results are calibrated to
small, specialty farms. It might as well be that economies of scale larger farms are able to
capitalize on distort or even invert the positive impact of PGS implementation. As a last point,
the volume of research on the economic viability of PGS implementation in coffee markets is
quite limited at this point in time and therefore does not allow us to get a sense of direction by
comparing our results with other researchers. The aforementioned points do not invalidate the
essence of our findings, but highlight data limitations and potential issues with internal and

external validity that could be the avenue for further research.
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6. Conclusion

6.1 KEY TAKEAWAYS & RECOMMENDATIONS

This study shows that Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) can complement third-party
certification in Colombia’s coffee sector. For smallholders in Génova, PGS offers a low-cost,
participatory way to strengthen trust, traceability, and farmer agency. Consumers value its
fairness and sustainability focus, and financial analysis suggests it can improve margins within a

few years.

For Argote Specialty Coffee, the recommendation is to pilot a hybrid model in which PGS
provides the foundation for local governance and transparency while formal certifications
secure export access. Priorities should include training, simple record-keeping, and clear
communication to buyers, positioning Argote as a pioneer of participatory certification in

international specialty markets.

6.2. FUTURE RESEARCH

The topic of participatory guarantee schemes in agriculture has inarguably great potential to
enhance the environmental, social and economic aspects of coffee production -particularly for
those who have been left behind in the past decades-, yet little is known in the form of credible,
actionable research. Based on what we have contributed so far, we provide some ideas for those

who wish to explore this fascinating topic.

The main quantitative research question is whether and how effectively can such a scheme
reliably be implemented to pull coffee farmers out of poverty. In this direction, we hope further
research is conducted a) in different contexts (geographies) b) for different products and c) for
farmlands of different sizes. Regarding perceptions of value and willingness-to-pay, research
should focus on exploring specifically whether participatory schemes are equivalent to third-
party certifications in safeguarding aspects of quality, equity and environmental protection.
Lastly, as a confounding factor, efforts could be diverted in researching the support - or absence
of - provided by the legal framework in domestic and export markets, and the impact it has on

economic viability and value perception of PGS products.

On the qualitative side, we would welcome more research on the ex ante variables that ensure
successful PGS implementation, especially in the long run, as well as ex post evaluation of
successful participatory systems. We remain hopeful that our framework for the interviews, as
well as the implementation guide, will provide meaningful support for future researchers in
these key areas. Overall, comprehensive research on PGS would causally link the qualitative
factors of long-lasting implementation with labor market outcomes, and pinpoint the role

awareness plays in consumer choice for agricultural products.
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8. APPENDIX

8.1 INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

The interviews consisted of a number of questions regarding different aspects of farming,
certification of PGS in general. If the answers provoked a deviation from the structure but
hinted at meaningful insights, some additional questions were added. If interviewees did not
understand the questions immediately, they were rephrased or enhanced with examples to
facilitate answers. The interviews were conducted at different times of the day, but usually after
the harvest hours. They took place in several locations, most of them on or close to the coffee

farms, and the interview language was Spanish.

The interviews began by establishing a baseline of heterogeneity among participants. Farmers
were asked about their experience in coffee production, the size of their farms, and whether
they had previously engaged with certification schemes or export activities. This section also
probed their relationships with Juan Pablo as a central figure in the association, in order to
understand how responsibilities and decision-making are currently distributed. Questions of
fairness in sales and remuneration followed, allowing farmers to reflect not only on their

personal situation but also on how they perceive equity within coffee producers in general.

The second block of questions turned to certification and, more specifically, to Participatory
Guarantee Systems. Farmers were encouraged to share their impressions of certification in
general and their views on the importance of producing organically. After a brief presentation of
PGS before the interviews, they were asked what they understood by the concept, whether they
believed it could work in their context, and what benefits or drawbacks they anticipated. This
part of the interview further explored the practical commitments PGS would require, such as
time spent in meetings or on peer inspections, and the willingness of farmers to share
knowledge and collaborate. The possibility of establishing a coordination committee and
including external advisors was introduced, and farmers were asked who they believed should

take part in decision-making and under what conditions external advice would be welcomed.

The interviews concluded with questions on enforcement, administration, and final
impressions. Farmers were invited to reflect on how rules could be upheld within the
community, considering possible challenges linked to social ties or power differences. They
were asked about their ability and experience with recordkeeping, and what type of support
they might need to manage the administrative requirements of certification. Finally,
interviewees were encouraged to step back from the technicalities and share their broader
aspirations: what they would change about coffee if they could, and what they wanted
international buyers or consumers to understand about their work and lives. This closing
section provided space for more personal reflections that could situate the potential PGS within

the lived realities of farming families in Génova.
. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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8.2 INTERVIEW SUMMARIES

8.2.1. Field Interviews
Over the field trip we have made several field interviews directly discussing relevant topics with
the coffee producers in the community. Following we find a small summary of each interview in

order to further understand the farmers opinion:

e Juan Pablo’s Interview
Juan Pablo, a coffee producer with nine years of experience, cultivates two hectares
independently and an additional three hectares in partnership, managing approximately 10,000
plants and participating directly in coffee export. He is also the leader of Risaralda, managing
and exporting coffee on behalf of producers in the region. He believes farmers have historically
been underpaid, with remuneration heavily dependent on international price fluctuations, and
views current certification systems as unfair and monopolistic. For him, organic production is a
core principle, rooted in a commitment to soil health, environmental preservation, and long-
term sustainability. Having farmed organically for five years, he considers this approach viable
within the framework of Participatory Guarantee Systems, which he values for empowering
farmers to self-govern under collectively agreed rules rather than externally imposed
regulations. He highlights that income remains the primary concern for most farmers and sees
certification, when fairly managed as a potential tool for improving earnings. While
acknowledging that PGS requires significant time investment, he regards this as worthwhile and
emphasises the importance of regular meetings and workshops for knowledge sharing and

collective learning.

Juan Pablo welcomes external advisors, provided they demonstrate patience, flexibility, and an
understanding of the gradual nature of behavioural change in farming communities. He notes
that older farmers tend to resist change more than younger or newer producers and that
persistent encouragement is necessary to foster habits such as record-keeping. He stresses that
enforcing PGS rules must be a collective decision, with group-based auditing to prevent bias
and conflicts of interest, and advocates for diversity among inspection teams. He sees the
adoption of record-keeping as a behavioural rather than technical challenge. Finally, he calls for
a rethinking of the coffee sector - not merely as a commodity market but as a human-centred
industry involving multiple actors whose efforts deserve recognition. He urges international
consumers to visit coffee-growing regions to witness firsthand the work, dedication, and

collaboration behind every cup.
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e Abiela’s interview
Abiela, a coffee producer with over 50 years of experience managing 30,000 trees on six
hectares, oversees the administrative side of her farm while relying on family and hired labour
for operations. She sells coffee both to a cooperative and to a private buyer, noting that the
cooperative’s pricing discourages quality production and undervalues smallholders, particularly
women. Despite the scale of her farm, she remains in debt and supplements her income with
other crops. Open to organic farming and Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS), she has land
reserved for organic production but faces worker scepticism, documentation challenges, and
limitations due to her age, health, and caregiving responsibilities. She values the participatory
aspect of PGS and believes in gradual adoption, with active involvement from workers, but
emphasises the need for institutional support (especially from universities) to address

administrative burdens and support gender equity in participation.

e Adelia’s interview
Adelia, an 85 year-old coffee producer with over 25 years of experience and more than five
decades in the local cooperative, manages 30,000 coffee trees on six hectares with the help of
six sharecroppers, overseeing the drying process herself. She sells to both the cooperative and a
private buyer, noting that while coffee prices have improved over time, they remain unfair given
the labour involved, particularly as the cooperative fails to reward quality. She highlights
persistent gender discrimination, with women’s contributions undervalued. Although she has
never engaged in certification schemes, Adelia supports organic production and has identified
an area with 2,000 trees for transition, despite worker scepticism and challenges with
documentation. Relying on family for administrative tasks due to limited education and her age,
she sees a role for herself in Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) from home and advocates
for collective inspections.. She hopes all coffee could be produced to high standards and urges

international consumers to fairly value the work of women producers.

e Adrian’s interview

Adrian, a 36-year-old university graduate from Boyaca, manages 4,000 coffee trees on his
mother’s farm from a distance, returning during harvests. He sells about 1,000 kg to a private
buyer at slightly above average prices, but still struggles to make a living from coffee alone,
supplementing his income with other activities. While he has not engaged in certification
schemes, he is open to them, valuing organic practices for their environmental benefits but
noting the challenge of lower yields without higher price premiums. Supportive of PGS for their
collective approach and mutual enforcement, he is willing to commit 2-4 hours a week,
especially on weekends, and values knowledge exchange. He keeps informal records and sees
the potential of digital tools, though time is a constraint, and welcomes external advisors as
long as they remain flexible. Advocating for independent inspectors and greater state support
through subsidies and training, Adrian hopes international consumers will better appreciate the
labour behind coffee production.
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e Bernardo’s interview
Bernardo, a 40-year-old coffee farmer from Narifio with 15 years of experience, manages
approximately 5,000 coffee trees and produces between 500 and 1,500 kg annually. He considers
current coffee prices acceptable, he identifies rising fertiliser costs as a significant challenge
and notes the broader issue of small-scale producers being under-compensated relative to
larger farmers. Though he has not previously engaged in certification schemes, Bernardo is
strongly inclined toward organic production, having completed relevant training, and expresses
support for the collective principles of Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS). He is willing to
dedicate around two hours per week to PGS-related activities, contingent on collaboration with
neighbouring producers, and is already active in peer-to-peer knowledge exchange, offering
technical guidance on processing practices. He advocates for decision-making to be led by
those with the most expertise, he remains open to external advisors who respect participatory
processes. With experience in record-keeping aligned with federation guidelines, he identifies
challenges in monitoring fertilisation due to seasonal variability and calls for increased soil
testing frequency and technical assistance from universities. Ultimately, Bernardo is
enthusiastic about transitioning to organic production and promoting his coffee internationally

as a healthy, smooth product crafted with care.

e Eider’s interview
Eider is a 37-year-old coffee farmer with lifelong experience in the sector, cultivating 2,000
coffee trees and selling approximately 280 kg in 2023 exclusively to Juan Pablo, with prior
experience in coffee export. While he feels adequately compensated for his own production, he
observes that most farmers face underpayment due to high input costs, labour intensity, and
limited alternative employment opportunities. He is critical of the Colombian Coffee Federation
for its lack of practical, hands-on support and views conventional Fair Trade certification as
costly and ineffective for producers. Although he regards organic farming as both
environmentally and qualitatively superior, he has not adopted it due to insufficient price
incentives. Eider expresses strong support for PGS, highlighting their collaborative potential for
income improvement, and capacity for producer recognition. Willing to dedicate around four
hours per week, he actively engages in peer knowledge exchange and advocates for a core
committee composed of community-minded individuals, with respectful external participation.
Acknowledging risks of bias in peer inspections, he recommends establishing clear rules and
sanctions to maintain integrity. While he has not kept formal records, he recognises their
importance and would adopt record-keeping with adequate training. Ultimately, Eider calls for
structural changes in how farmers are valued and urges international consumers to recognise

the labour in high-quality coffee production.
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e Giovanni’s interview:
Giovanni, with 20 years of experience and primary education up to fifth grade, cultivates
approximately half a hectare and, in their first year of exporting, sold 200 kg of coffee
exclusively to international markets. Having never participated in certification schemes and
finding the concept unclear, he is open to learning, particularly if it leads to economic benefits.
While neutral about current payments, he considers coffee picking relatively well-paid
compared to other agricultural work but emphasises that income and productivity remain
priorities, adopting organic methods only if financially viable. Initially unfamiliar with PGS, they
recognise their potential for brand building and better prices, expressing willingness to
dedicate up to 10 hours weekly to related tasks, actively share knowledge, and collaborate with
the community. He believes committees should comprise experienced and trusted members,
welcome external advice from universities or buyers provided local farmers retain final
authority, and see group consensus as key to rule enforcement, while acknowledging risks of
bias from personal relationships. Although he has not kept production records, he tracks wage
payments and finds fertilizer and expense records more challenging, calling for university
support in administrative tasks. Ultimately, he would prioritise achieving fairer coffee prices

and want consumers to appreciate the effort and quality invested in production.

e |veth’sinterview
Iveth is a coffee producer cultivating approximately one hectare with 3,000 trees, previously
participating in a certification scheme focused on quality grading, though the experience was
long ago and not impactful. She currently sells around 1,000 kg of coffee to a private exporter,
having stopped selling to the cooperative after reduced output following replanting. Viewing
current coffee prices as unfair, she notes that earnings are insufficient to sustain a household,
requiring supplementary work and mutual labour exchanges among farmers. While interested in
organic production, she considers it unsustainable due to lower income. Iveth understands the
principles of PGS and is open to engagement if they ensure fair compensation, recognising the
value of collective responsibility in pest control, though she highlights challenges from limited
community cohesion. She is willing to dedicate about three hours per week to PGS activities,
values peer knowledge exchange, and believes decision-making committees should comprise
experienced and knowledgeable farmers. Record-keeping is limited to basic financial data, with
fertilisation logs absent due to habit, and she would welcome university-led training and
technical support. Emphasising the challenges of low prices and high costs, Iveth wishes buyers
appreciated the labour behind coffee production and expressed pride upon learning her coffee

was sold in European markets.
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e Jesus’s interview
Jesus, a 58-year-old coffee producer with four decades of experience and secondary-level
education, cultivates 2 hectares with approximately 10,000 trees and exports between 2,000 kg
of natural and 2,500 to 3,000 kg of washed coffee annually, primarily through Juan Pablo, with
around 300 kg sold locally. Having participated in certification systems such as Carcafé,
Nespresso, and the Federacion, he views these schemes as burdensome and costly for
smallholders, often demanded by large buyers or European markets, and inaccessible without
external support. He believes farmers are underpaid, especially for natural coffee, and
dependent on international markets, noting recent price declines. While producing mostly
organically with minimal chemical use, he initially found the concept of PGS difficult to grasp
but now sees potential for quality improvement, international recognition, and community
collaboration if accompanied by initial support. Willing to commit around two hours per week
to PGS activities, Jesus actively promotes farmer meetings, knowledge exchange, and youth
engagement, though he recognises challenges from community individualism, rivalries, and
uneven cooperation. He stresses that effective committees require initiative and a positive
reputation, and that rule enforcement depends on collective understanding. Comfortable with
administrative tasks and maintaining detailed records, he remains open to external training and
technical input, provided investments are justified by better prices. Ultimately, he calls for
direct consumer-farmer connections to enhance value and expresses gratitude to buyers,
aiming to produce excellent coffee while advocating for recognition and fairer compensation for

all producers in the region.

e John, Silvana & Wueimer interview:

Silvania, a 44-year-old nurse with a technical degree, has worked in coffee since childhood and
manages 1.5 hectares with 4,000 trees, producing 3,000 kg in the past year, partly certified and
partly sold through cooperatives. Having previously participated in group certification, she
values organic production for its health, flavour, and environmental benefits, and views
Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) as a means for shared learning and collective
commitment, willing to dedicate unlimited time to related activities. She maintains detailed
records for management purposes, supports decision-making led by informed individuals, and
welcomes external advisors who provide practical training. Wueimer, 54, with 20 years of coffee
experience and 3,000 trees (two-thirds newly planted), has not engaged in certification or
export but believes certification could improve prices and reduce intermediaries. He uses
limited chemicals, is open to organic methods, and views PGS as a path to better prices and
stronger cooperation, advocating sanctions for non-compliance and impartial inspections.
Though he keeps no records, he is eager to learn bookkeeping. John, 29, with 10 years in coffee
and 700 trees, exported 175 kg of coffee and sees certification as a route to fairer prices,
expressing interest in organic farming despite its challenges. He views PGS as a tool for farmer
unity and direct sales, willing to participate with seasonal time adjustments, and stresses that
committees should prioritise community benefit over political or personal interests.
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Across all three cases, common themes include concerns over low and unfair coffee prices,
recognition of the potential of PGS to enhance cooperation and market access, interest in
organic methods if economically viable, the importance of knowledge exchange, and calls for
fairness, transparency, and greater recognition from consumers of the labour and livelihoods

sustained by coffee production.

e Julia’sinterview
Julia, a 40-year-old coffee producer with 14 years of experience, cultivates two hectares,
exporting part of her harvest through Juan Pablo and selling the rest locally. She believes
farmers are underpaid despite recent price improvements and would adopt organic methods
only if price premiums offset lower efficiency. Viewing PGS as viable if quality is maintained, she
prefers participating through meetings, values knowledge exchange, and supports experienced
farmers in committee roles. Open to external advisors who offer tangible benefits, she is
cautious about sanctions and keeps no formal records, though she recognises their importance.

Her main goal is for farmers to receive a greater share of coffee’s value.

e Leonardo’s interview
Leonardo is 74 years old, with 40 years experience as a coffee grower, he cultivates two hectares
with 10,000 trees, exporting about 2,000 kg annually and selling a similar amount locally. He
sees coffee prices as generally fair and values certification’s economic benefits but has not
pursued it due to age and time constraints. Though using non-organic fertilisers, he supports
organic production for its quality and soil benefits. He views PGS as valuable, is willing to join
meetings and share knowledge, and favours committees led by experienced farmers with
qualified certifiers. Open to external advisors, he notes challenges in sanction enforcement, the
influence of personal relationships on inspections, and the need for better administrative
coordination. He calls for greater recognition, fairer rewards, and closer ties between producers

and consumers.

e Luis Asencio interview

Luis Asencio, 47, with a university education and 15 years in coffee, cultivates one hectare with
4,500 trees, exporting 40% of his 700 kg production through Juan Pablo and selling the rest
locally. He views certification as a means to improve farmer incomes and values organic
production for enhancing quality. Supportive of PGS as a tool for collective marketing and
better earnings, he is willing to commit time, engage in training, and share knowledge. He
advocates for experienced organic producers on PGS committees, welcomes external advisors,
and supports small fines for non-compliance. While not keeping records, he finds it easy to
adopt and sees quality tracking as the main challenge, calling for fairer, more stable

compensation and greater recognition of farmers’ work.
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e Marcel's interview
Marcel, 26, a technician and fourth-generation coffee grower, cultivates 2.5 hectares and
exports 83% of his 900 kg production mainly through Juan Pablo and another exporter. While he
feels fairly paid when exporting, he notes that most non-exporting farmers, particularly older
ones, receive low compensation. Valuing organic production for its environmental and market
benefits, he sees PGS as a trust-based, peer-supervised model and is willing to dedicate three
hours weekly, promoting constant communication and knowledge exchange. He supports
committees of committed, knowledgeable producers, welcomes expert advice that respects
farmer autonomy, and advocates expulsion for non-compliance. Keeping detailed records to
ensure traceability, he highlights cost control challenges, calls for fewer intermediaries, and

hopes consumers value the effort behind each coffee cup.

e Maria’s interview

Maria, a coffee grower since 1967, manages four hectares sustaining ten households, now
focusing on administration while exporting through her nephew, Juan Pablo. She sees workers
as fairly paid but notes minimal returns for landowners after costs. Though never formally
certified, she values organic farming, previously using livestock compost, and is open to
Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS), relating them to her past experience in local grower
groups with farm visits and peer learning. Supportive of community-led initiatives and external
collaboration, she does not keep records and expresses concern over younger generations’

declining interest in coffee farming.

e Mauricio’s interview
Mauricio, a high school graduate and coffee farmer since age 16, manages 8,000 trees and has
exported through Juan Pablo for 6 to 7 years, feeling fairly compensated via this channel but
criticizing the Coffee Growers Federation for unfair pricing and profit concentration. A former
participant in the Nestlé-supported Amanecer del Mayo certification, he now works
independently, values organic farming for its quality and environmental benefits, but sees
profitability as the main barrier to adoption. Supportive of Participatory Guarantee Systems
(PGS) for their livelihood and quality benefits, he is willing to dedicate time weekly, advocates
inclusive governance, and supports enforcing shared rules despite social ties. He keeps informal
records, welcomes external technical support, and calls for fairer prices and greater consumer

appreciation of the work and traceability behind each bean.
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e Mesias Interview
Mesias, a 45-year coffee grower with primary education, cultivates one hectare with about 7,000
plants, producing 3,000-4,000 kg annually, all sold to the federation. A former Nespresso-
certified producer, he values certification for improving practices and potentially prices, and
supports organic production for its quality and cost benefits. He sees Participatory Guarantee
Systems (PGS) as feasible, is willing to dedicate two to three hours weekly, and values peer
visits for mutual learning. He believes motivated, knowledgeable farmers should serve on
committees, welcomes external advisors, and prefers rule enforcement through group
discussion. Although he keeps no records, he is open to training and support. His main wish is
for all coffee to be grown with organic fertilisers to lower costs and improve quality, and for

consumers to appreciate the exceptional coffee produced in his region.

e Miguel interview

Miguel Bolafios Gomez, 57, a university-educated coffee farmer with 25 years of experience,
cultivates 1.5 hectares producing about 3,500 kg annually, all sold through the federation
despite past participation in Nespresso certification. Critical of low and unfair prices, he values
organic production for its quality and environmental benefits, using on-farm inputs for over
seven years. As leader of the Asociacion Engeno in Narifio, representing 30 coffee-farming
families, he supports PGS as a low-cost, farmer-led alternative that fosters quality, market
access, and knowledge exchange, and is willing to dedicate time to meetings, training, and
inspections. He advocates youth involvement in decision-making, welcomes university and
international collaboration, and keeps detailed production and expense records. Calling for
fairer prices and stronger recognition of smallholder efforts, he invites buyers to visit and

witness the biodiversity, microclimates, and dedication behind their high-quality coffee.

e Duval interview
Duval, 36, a high school educated coffee farmer with 15 years of experience, cultivates 2,000
trees without certification or export experience and considers current prices barely sufficient to
cover costs. While open to organic farming, he values certifications for adding product worth
and strongly supports PGS for their shared responsibility and community governance. Willing to
commit time to inspections and meetings, he favours trusted peers for committee roles,
welcomes external advisors, and recognises the importance of informal knowledge exchange.
Though he keeps no formal records, he roughly tracks costs post-harvest and seeks support to
improve bookkeeping, ultimately advocating for more flexible sales systems and greater

consumer appreciation of farmers’ efforts.
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e Penedo’s interview

Penedo, a 67-year-old coffee farmer with 40 years of experience, cultivates 10,000 trees over 3
hectares. Though his formal education is limited, he has engaged in certification (e.g.,
Starbucks) and small-scale export. He believes current prices are unfair, with intermediaries
exploiting farmers. He also supports certification and PGS as ways to improve quality and
ensure fairer pricing. He uses minimal chemical inputs and is open to organic practices. Willing
to invest time in PGS and share knowledge, he also values community-led governance and
external advice. While he keeps basic records, he needs help with digital bookkeeping and urges

buyers to understand the effort behind coffee production.

e Silviana’s interview

Silvania Botina, 44, a nursing assistant with a technical degree, has cultivated coffee since
childhood and now manages 1.5 hectares with 4,000 trees, holding certification through a local
growers’ group. She views current coffee payments as unfair and sees only minimal price
benefits from certification, though she values organic production for its health, taste, and
environmental advantages. Supportive of PGS for their collective oversight and quality
assurance, she is willing to dedicate as much time as needed, prioritises knowledge exchange,
and believes committees should be led by informed, organised members. She welcomes
external advisors when they provide genuine learning opportunities, stresses training for rule
compliance, and recognises potential interpersonal conflicts in inspections. Keeping detailed
production and financial records, she calls for better pay, greater recognition, and stronger
training for smallholders, emphasising that her work is done with care to produce high-quality

coffee that sustains local families.

e Wueimer’s interview
Wueimer, 54, a high school graduate with 20 years of coffee-growing experience, cultivates
3,000 trees - most newly planted - and sells locally without certification or export experience.
He views current prices as unfair, with intermediaries capturing most profits, and believes
certification could improve prices by reducing middlemen. Open to organic production but still
using chemicals, he supports Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) for their potential to
secure better prices, strengthen community collaboration, and promote knowledge exchange.
Willing to dedicate time to meetings and inspections, he advocates trusted peers for
committees, welcomes external advisors, and supports sanctions or impartial inspections to
ensure rule compliance. Though he keeps no records, he is interested in learning bookkeeping

and calls for a fairer, more direct coffee trade
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8.2.2. Fairtrade Netherlands Interview

Fairtrade Netherlands had no prior knowledge of Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS).
Fairtrade operates a top-down certification model, but is unique in being 50% owned by farmers
and workers, giving producers real decision-making power. Due to the high cost of certification,
Fairtrade only works with organised producers in cooperatives. Farm size may influence
eligibility, and small-scale farmers (ex: coffee, cocoa) must be part of a certified cooperative.
Individual plantations are certified in some sectors (ex: tea, flowers), with benefits going

directly to workers. Certification covers the entire supply chain, including traders and exporters.

Fairtrade guarantees a minimum price and a non-negotiable Fairtrade premium, paid to the
cooperative. An additional organic premium also applies. Fairtrade aims to increase the
producer share of retail prices - in cocoa, for example, farmers receive ~5%, while retailers
receive ~42%. Cooperatives provide bargaining power and choose their own buyers. They
manage the Fairtrade premium, typically allocating ~30% as cash payments to farmers and
~70% to collective investments (ex: infrastructure, education). Fairtrade encourages long-term

commitment, trust, and stability in the supply chain.

Compared to other schemes which offer no guaranteed price or premium, Fairtrade provides
stronger protections and shared governance. Local teams (ex: 30 staff in Cote d’lvoire) offer on-
the-ground support to producers. Standards are generally consistent, though there are product-
specific variations. Fairtrade cooperatives often have strong organisational structures, helping
to tackle issues such as child labour and deforestation. Compliance checks are conducted in the

1st, 3rd, and 6th years of certification.

8.2.3. PGS Risaralda Interview
We highlight the following crucial points of discussion in the interview with Juan Sebastian

Barrera:

The interview with Juan Sebastian Barrera Montealegre, researcher at the Technical University
of Pereira, provides valuable insights into the origins, evolution, and current functioning of
Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) in Risaralda, Colombia. Barrera begins by situating PGS
within the broader policy landscape, noting that they were formally recognized under
Colombia’s Decree 331 on agroecology, which has stimulated new projects and government
interest in supporting agroecological production. This framework also includes provisions for
the use of native, and open-pollinated seeds, underscoring the alignment between state policy

and grassroots initiatives.
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Juan Sebastian’s professional background is rooted in the Environmental Management Center
of the university, where he has worked on agroecology and food sovereignty since 2010. His role
is not only academic but also political, as he engages with the National Network of Family
Agriculture to promote laws that strengthen agroecological practices. Within this context, PGS
emerged as a practical and political alternative to conventional certification schemes,

responding to the need for more accessible and community-driven systems.

The origins of the Risaralda PGS can be traced back to the creation of a local agroecological
market in 2010. By the following year, participants recognized the need for mechanisms to
ensure credibility, as other markets had begun misusing the “agroecological” label. To design
their system, local actors drew on experiences from Cauca and Antioquia regions, adapting
existing models to their needs. In 2012, a large socialization process was organized involving
multiple stakeholders, including schools, consumers, and civil society organizations. An
agreement was reached between stakeholders, establishing a one-year transition period during
which producers had to eliminate chemical inputs. The PGS officially took shape in 2013, with
the creation of a verification questionnaire and participatory farm visits, which farmers found

transparent and effective.

Initially, only eight producers were certified, but the system has since expanded to 72 members,
covering products such as cacao, coffee, sugarcane, and seeds. Certification is based on peer
visits conducted by experienced producers, who evaluate environmental management, farm
practices, waste handling, and use of inputs, among other factors. These visits emphasize
dialogue, transparency, and knowledge exchange rather than top-down inspection. Decisions
are discussed collectively in monthly meetings, where producers receive feedback,
recommendations, and, if approved, the right to use a virtual PGS stamp. An annual assembly

provides space for reflection, discussion, and the issuing of physical certificates.

Over time, the PGS has also expanded its market presence. While sales initially concentrated at
the university market, producers now access multiple outlets, including other local markets and
universities, which accept PGS-certified members directly. This diversification has improved
commercialization opportunities and inspired similar initiatives elsewhere. The university
continues to play a significant role, acting as technical secretary and offering institutional
support, though there has been a deliberate push in recent years toward greater autonomy.
Local young leaders have begun assuming responsibility for management, ensuring

sustainability and independence while also exploring possibilities for export markets.
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The membership process involves several stages: producers first submit a request and
preliminary form, which is followed by training and farm visits conducted by experienced peers.
The cost of visits, particularly transportation, is partially subsidized by local institutions, though
producers contribute a small fee. Recommendations are typically provided during the process,
with a focus on continuous improvement. Farms are revisited every two years to ensure
compliance. Members who violate agroecological principles, especially by using agrochemicals,

can lose their certification, as demonstrated by past cases where producers were excluded.

Governance within the PGS is organized through committees formed at the annual assembly,
including training and verification groups. The training committee, composed of university staff
and volunteer producers, organizes workshops in areas identified as weak, such as composting
or crop planning. Verification groups, on the other hand, are responsible for certification
decisions, given that not all members can attend each farm visit. These committees function on
a voluntary basis, with no monetary compensation, though they receive institutional backing for
logistical costs and benefit from the collective strengthening of practices.

Despite recognition under national policy, Barrera emphasizes that PGS is still a “work in
progress.” Full institutional integration remains limited, and recognition often depends on
direct agreements with buyers. Nevertheless, significant progress has been made in the area of
public procurement, where local authorities are increasingly considering purchases from family
agriculture and PGS-certified producers. This development signals a gradual but important shift
toward broader institutional support. Looking forward, Barrera highlights the potential for
export markets, pointing to successful experiences such as carbon-neutral coffee from El Cairo,
Valle, which demonstrates the possibilities for PGS-certified products to access international

buyers.

In summary, Barrera’s account illustrates how the Risaralda PGS has evolved from a local
market initiative into a structured, community-driven certification system that balances farmer
participation, consumer trust, and institutional support. Its growth reflects both the challenges
and opportunities of embedding agroecological principles within Colombia’s agricultural and

policy landscape, as it continues moving toward greater independence and broader recognition.
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8.3. SURVEY QUESTIONS

8.3.1 Awareness of Certification Systems

8.3.2 Familiarity and Perception of Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS)
8.3.3 Values and Preferences in Coffee Consumption

8.3.4 Trust and Credibility in Certification Systems

8.3.5 Purchase Behavior and Intention

8.3.6 Perception of Fair Distribution in the Coffee Supply Chain

8.3.7 Demographic Question: Gender

8.3.8 Demographic Question: Age

8.4 WILLINGNESS TO PAY PLATFORM

The WTP experiment was designed and executed through the platform Survey Engine. Survey
Engine is a software that supports the design, deployment and analysis of preference studies.
Users can create choice experiments by selecting a custom amount of attributes and values

whether categorical or continuous.

PGS WTP

Gnnic +hddledl | %

L

Choice experiments are composed of options with different attributes and values customizable

by the user.

In a choice experiment configuration, respondents are presented with a set of alternatives with
different attribute values they may choose their preferred choice of. For this report’s WTP

experiment a no option choice was included for all respondents.
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S PGS WTP Choice Experiment

Country of Origin

Traceability Region Farm

Participatory Guaraniee System Third Party Centification

€13.50 €12.15

Which would you choose? Mo Choice

Ewvaluation use only - nat for commercial or academic use. Contact
support@surveyengine.com if in doubt.

unveyEngine. ¥ 50

Respondents’ view of WTP set of alternatives. Respondents can choose between coffee 1, coffee

2 or no choice before moving on to the next set of alternatives.

A total of 120 alternatives were configured in the platform. These alternatives are

representative of real market values and have a unique combination of values.
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8.5. FINANCIAL & ECONOMIC ANALYSIS

vield/ha
Quantity, fruit (in kg)
[fruit-to-bean conversion

Quantity, bean
Export Price (eur)

Unitary Assumptions

Initial Organic Investment
Organic fertilizer cost
Chemical fertilizer cost
Minimum wage
Inspection

Travelling

Training

Unit Cost

208,33
123,82
263,39
1,86 €
2

2
3
2

Assumptions

Immediate PGS adoption
Time costs ineurred
Premium Increase

No Volume increase

Scenario #1

Heclares
Trees'ha
yieldha

Quantity, fruit (in kg)
Sfruit-to-bean conversion

Quantity, bean
Export Price (eur)

Operating Revenue

Variable costs (labor)
% of gross revenue

Other operating expenses
Fertilizer (80%/20%)

Chemical-Organic mix

Maintenance and wtilities
Taxes and other

Tolal Expenses

Net result
Net margin

Operating Revenue

Variable costs (labor)
% of gross revenue

Other operating expenses
Fertilizer (80%a/20%)

Chemical-Organic mix

Maintenance and utifities
Taxes and other

Total Expenses

Net result
Net margin

Time Investment
inspections / year

Commiittee meetings / year

Travel required / year
Training / year

Organic Investment
Payback period

Comments

No volume increase

No changes in yield

Higher quality standards

Price premium

Higher labor intensity

Shifiing entirely to organic
Inflationary adjustments
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Baseline
Heclares
Trees'ha

yieldha

Quantity, fruit (in kg)
Sruit-to-bean conversion
Quantity, bean
Export Price feur)
Operating Revenue

Variable costs (labor)
%6 of grosy revenue

Other operating expenses
Fertilizer (80%/20%)

Chemical-Crganic mix

Maimtenance and unilities
Taxes and other

Total Expenses

Met result

Net margin

2025

Assumptions

Immediate PGS adoption
Time costs incurred
No Premium Increase

Volume increase

Scenario #2 Comments
Hectares Folume increase
Trees’ha

yieldha No changes in yield

Cruantity, fuit (in kg)
Sruit-to-bean conversion : Higher quality standards

Quantity, bean

Expart Price feur) W E No price premium increase

Operating Revenue

Variable costs (labor)
% of gross revenue : Higher labor intensity
Other operating expenses
Fertilizer (80%a/20%)
Chemical-Organic mix Ve Shifting entirely to organic
Maintenance and wiilities ] Inflatiomary adjusiments

Taxes and other
Tota] Expenses
Met result

Net margin

Time Investment
Inspections / year

Committee meetings / yvear 3

Travel required / year

Training / year

Organic Investment
Payback period
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Sensitivity Matrix: no PGS
Labor intensity

Sensitivity Matrix: PGS in Scenario 1

Labor Intensity

Semsitivity Matrix: PGS in Scenario 2

Labor Intensity




